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_To nmy son, Randy Bain, _
This story was witten with himin nmind
* PROLOGUE*

_THE GREAT SHI P entered the spiral arm of yet another galaxy. Only the
beings in the control roomwere aware of trouble and they were terrified. It
was theoretically possible for the tine stress fields of the huge ship to get
out of bal ance, but an actual occurrence was a rarity, something that had not
happened for generations. The Engi neer Commander's stal ks sprang erect as
wrongly colored patterns erupted inside its left forebrain, the engineer side,
demandi ng i medi ate action. There was little tine to spare, yet the Engi neer
Conmander was forced to call on ancestral nenory fromone of its hindbrains in
order to assess the problem By the tinme a solution became apparent, it was
alnost too late. It did the only thing possible. It ordered the ship to cease
its headlong flight in one violent maneuver, hoping the excess energy woul d
di scharge in one conpact mass rather than | eak backward into the ship and
cause its utter destruction. _

It worked, just barely. A globe of weirdly tortured space-tine forned
around the laboring stress fields, a darker black than the space surroundi ng
them The gl obe hovered, wobbling in place with the unbal anced fields like a
dancer about to | ose bal ance. The ship shuddered all through it's mle |ong
length, as if shivering in fear at inpending destruction, then at the | ast
possi bl e second, tore | oose fromthe newy fornmed mass of energized tine,

i nstantaneously inparting an equalizing velocity to it in the opposite
direction. The ship continued on its way, slower now, but no |onger
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threatened. It woul d never pass that way again, nor would its commander ever
know or care about what happened to the energy it had lost. _

_The stark gl obe of space-time shot away in the opposite direction. It
was nore coherent than a | aser beam but even as laser light slowy attenuates
over distance, so did this different formof energy. It spread, becoming mniles
wi de in extent. The inherent energy, unable to maintain a single point of
concentration, threw off smaller globes in a radiating circle, while its
center gradually grew snaller. Were the gl obes of energy passed, hydrogen
atonms and rare intrastellar nolecules of cyani de conmpounds and other esoteric
deep space nol ecul es were thrown far back in tine and replaced by other space
and matter fromthat era in an al nost inperceptible cone fromit's point of
origin, with the displacenent in time gradually |essening as the attenuation
grew. G ven enough distance, it would have |ost all coherence, dissipating
harm essly over vast stellar distances. A few nol ecul es displaced here and
there woul d have nade no difference whatever in the [ arger schene of the
uni verse. In fact, even when it inpacted on a planet, the universe would go on
in much the same fashion as it had for the last fifteen billion years. Such
t hi ngs had happened before. They woul d happen again. _

_The second circle of smaller segnents of distorted time spread from
the center as the globes of terribly wong energy approached earth, then a
third and fourth budded off, with nmore foll owi ng, each grow ng progressively
snmaller as it broke fromits parent. Now the separate pieces were spread over
dozens of nmiles fromthe still intact, though rmuch smaller center portion
More than two thousand of the small gl obes of space-tine struck the
at nosphere, displacing nol ecul es of oxygen, nitrogen, carbon dioxide, and
| esser elenents, but they slowed down hardly at all. Only a |large mass coul d
acconplish that, and the sleeping East Texas countrysi de served adequately. In
acircle with a radius neasuring scores of mles, in a pattern affecting the
mass t hey encountered, pure chance decreed who and what was affected. In
pl aces, circles of woods, brush, and pasture hundreds of yards in dianeter
suddenly di sappeared in claps of thunder and ozone and reappeared far back in
time, simultaneously sending conparable areas fromthere into the future.
Animals in the affected zones, unable to understand the changed circunstances,
bl i nked and attenpted to carry on their lives as before. Sonme succeeded; sone
did not. For humans caught in the time stornms and thrown back to the
Pl ei stocene era, it was a different matter. They coul d reason and wonder and
become fearful or joyful, as circunstances dictated. In nany cases, it
depended on where they were when the displacenents occurred. It all cases
where humans were caught, they believed that they were the only ones affected.
At first, that is. Eventually, many of them would rmake contact with
i nhabitants of other displaced areas. Sonetimes they wi shed they hadn't. _

*Chapt er One*

AS DEREK PULLED his pickup into the circle at the end of the

indifferently graveled road | eading to the farmhouse, Sheila Holl oway noticed

i medi ately that as she expected, her parents were still gone. On Saturday
nights they mght play forty-two with the Marlin fanmly until well after
m dni ght. That suited her fine. It was still only a little past ten, and she

and Derek could sit in his pickup for an hour or so with little chance of
interruption. She wanted to know where her relationship with himwas going and
this would be a good tine to talk.

"You want another beer?"

"No," Sheila said, "and you'd better not either. You' ve already had
three. If we're still here when Mom and Dad get home and they snell beer on
your breath, we'll both be in trouble."

"One nore won't hurt. They won't be back for another hour, at |east."

"No." Part of Sheila's protest was sinply that she didn't really care
for the taste of beer, and when Derek had nore than three or four, she didn't
like the snmell of it on his breath when he kissed her. And she wanted to be
ki ssed. Her sixteen_-_year - _old body was still a nystery to her, a thing to



be explored and tested, |ike a swimer working up to a dive fromthe high
board, no |l onger content with mastery of the one still occupied by kids. She
| eaned into Derek's enbrace. He kissed her, his breath snelling faintly of

al cohol and tobacco.

Derek would be nice, in a way, she thought, if only he had interests
other than hunting and fishing and drinking beer with the other seniors.
Nevert hel ess, she allowed himnore liberties than she ever had w th other
boys. It was a puzzle to her sonetimes, but a minor one. At |east he showed
some consi deration, touching her gently, rather than the rough and grasping
enbraces of some boys she had dated. H s hand noved over her breast, and she
allowed it, liking the sensation of his strong fingers as he squeezed and
molded it in his hand. Hi s tongue entered her nmouth and expl ored pl easantly,

i ke warm sunshine on bare skin. After a while he pulled her closer, letting
her feel the nmal e hardness pressing agai nst her thigh, hoping that she woul d
react to the sensation. Sheila did react, liking the feel of his body agai nst
her own. She allowed himto unbutton her blouse and slip his hand inside her
bra. A wave of liquid warnth spread from her breast down to her belly, causing
her to squirmrestlessly against him

Had she drank one nore beer, or had Derek not rushed things quite so
much, she m ght have given in. Her young body was demandi ng rel ease, beginning
to overpower the dictates of reason, but Derek noved too fast. He left her
breast and nmoved his hand down between her thighs, rubbing too urgently, too
suddenly, too overpoweringly intimate with his attentions, digging his fingers
into the denim of the jeans between her legs as if grabbing for a slippery
prize that wouldn't cone | oose.

Sheil a broke away fromhim breathing heavily. She pulled her blouse
t oget her and began buttoning it.

"Sheila -- "
"No." She fended off an encircling arm "It's getting |ate anyway. Mom
and Dad will be hone before long. Let's just sit and talk."

"I"'mtoo bothered to tal k. You know what you do to ne." Derek reached
behi nd the seat and retrieved another beer. Defiantly, he popped the top and
tilted it to his nouth.

"If you're going to drink that, I'mgoing in."

"Aw, this won't hurt nme." Derek pulled out a pack of Canbridge and lit
a cigarette, hanging it fromthe corner of his nouth.

"Do what you want to. I'mgoing inside." Sheila slid over to the
passenger door, frustrated and irritated.

"Don't be mad."

“I'"'mnot mad."
"See you tonorrow?"
Sheila relented. After all, he hadn't really acted rmuch different than

he usually did. She |eaned forward, kissed himon the mouth, and slid out of
the truck. "Wy don't you try getting to school a little early in the norning?
Maybe we can tal k before history class?"

"Ckay. See you then."

She cl osed the door and wal ked the few steps up onto the front porch
using the inside light filtering out through a windowto find the light switch
there. She flicked it on, then turned, intending to wave, but Derek was
al ready driving away. She watched until the taillights were obscured by the
tree line intervening between the house and the black top a quarter nile away,
then turned to open the door

Just as she cl osed the screen door behind her, a clap of thunder
sounded, and a flash of light surrounded her, illum nating the living room
with an eerie suffused glow It wi nked out imrediately, |eaving the farmhouse
in total darkness.

"Shit!" She nuttered, an expression she sel domused, and never at hone,
at | east not when her parents mght hear. She funbled her way toward a drawer
where candl es and matches were kept. She lit a taper, and carried it to her
bedroom wal king carefully to keep within the bounds of the flickering light.



Had the house not been so dark, she m ght have noticed that the end of the
hal | way | eading to her parents’' roomwas no |longer there; indeed, their
bedroom was not there either, nor anything else famliar in that direction
She did notice a coolness in the air, but passed it off to an inpending

t hunderstorm Unconcerned, she undressed and clinbed into bed, wondering if
she woul d still be awake to hear her parents cone hone. She wasn't, nor would
she ever see her nother and father again.

FI RST LI EUTENANT Wanda Smith was still seething. She brushed a hand
t hrough her short black hair, irritated at every man in the world, then
grabbed the steering wheel of the jeep Cherokee as it began drifting to the
I eft on highway 59, heading south to Houston. Goddamm him Goddamm himto
hell, that son-of-a-bitch eagle - wearing, smirking army col onel that was
destroying her career. Right now, if she never saw a nan again in her life,
she thought, it would be little loss. _The son of a bitch_! Trust himto catch
her with the little WAC corporal. Bad enough that, but the way he handled it!
Gve hima little fucking or be reported! She would fuck him all right, with
anine millineter in the nouth if she could get away with it. It wasn't |ike
she was a roaring butch fem nist |esbian; in fact, she usually did prefer nen,
but every now and then an unaccountable urge drew her to a female, and _dam, _
the little WAC had been so cute. They were just getting started when the
col onel wal ked in, drawn back to the office by who knew what. Maybe he had
suspected when she failed to react to his advances; nore likely he was a | ong
time sniffer_-_outer of what he thought to be sexual aberrations, regardless
of what the regulations said. That didn't excuse his actions, though, even if
she had been consorting with an enlisted person. That, she admitted to
hersel f, was her own fault and she shoul d have known better

This norning, he had called her into his office. The smrk on his face
woul d have done justice to any cat with feathers hanging fromits nouth. Wanda
tried unsuccessfully to brush aside inmages fromthe scene that foll owed.

"I know this sort of thing goes on in the service," Col onel Brewster
said, twirling a pencil in his fingers |ike a weathervane, "but you' ve gone
beyond the bounds of propriety. Sex with a subordinate. Wile on duty. O the
same sex. Can you give ne any reason not to report this?"

"No, sir," she said.

"That's too bad. It m ght be overl ooked, given the proper
circunmstances. You know what | nean?"”

Wanda knew all right. She wavered. The hint was plain enough, and
possi bly, just possibly, she could rationalize it to herself. Then she | ooked
harder at her superior officer. Balding. Going to fat. Piggy little leering
eyes leering, junmping fromher breasts to her |egs and back again as she stood
at attention in front of his desk. He rem nded her of her stepfather, the
second one, undressing her with his eyes at every opportunity, bunping agai nst
her whenever she forgot herself and got near him passing his hands over her
in "fatherly" hugs and touches. It was inpossible; she couldn't do it.

"Col onel, you can go straight to hell."

He twirled the pencil sone nore, obviously disappointed. "In that case,
Li eutenant Smith, you | eave me no choice. Consider yourself relieved of duty,
as of now. Let the duty officer know your whereabouts at all times. If you
change your mnd before | get the paperwork processed, let nme know. | mi ght
still be able to help. | could get you an honorabl e di scharge, rather than a
separation under, um a cloud, shall we say?" He wi nked obscenely.

Wanda turned on her heel and left, not bothering to salute. Let the
bastard court-martial her if he wanted to; she was through with the mlitary
and everything it represented. It's not Iike | don't have a profession, she
t hought. 1'ma good Medical Technologist; | can get a job anywhere. In fact,
the nedi cal center in Houston m ght be the place to go while her discharge was
pendi ng. Abruptly, she decided to | eave and call the duty officer each day
fromthere. If the colonel didn't like it, she mght just file sexua
har assment charges agai nst himand see how he |iked being under a cloud
hi nsel f. She returned to her roomin the BOQ changed fromher uniforminto



jeans and bl ouse and began throw ng ot her bel ongings into assorted | uggage.
The way she felt now, she might not even return. Let them send the discharge
to her, and if anyone gave her any trouble she would call the colonel and read
himthe riot act. She had nothing to | ose, and was just nad enough to drag him
down with her, regardless of the consequences of exposing her occasiona

sexual tendency for females. It wasn't as if it was anything unusual these
days, and she doubted that any | aboratory in Houston hiring her would give a
damm one way or anot her

The Cherokee cruised alnost silently south on US 59. An occasi ona
vehicl e passed in the opposite direction, headlights bright in the noonless
ni ght. Wanda had her radio set to a station playing soft tunes fromyears
back, sonme faniliar, sone ol der than she was. An ei ght een-wheel er passed her
t aki ng advant age of the reduced number of patrol cars at this late hour, and
pul | ed on ahead. Somewhere in the distance, another vehicle approached,
headl i ghts dimat first, then growi ng brighter. Abruptly, they w nked out. At
the sane tine, the radio cut off in the mddle of a song, changing to bursts
of static. A sound of thunder pierced the enclosed cab of the Cherokee, and at
al nrost the same tinme a burst of light illuninated the highway. Ghostly pines
and tel ephone lines marched in ranks beside the highway, then faded from
si ght.

Ahead, the taillights of the eighteen-wheeler brightened, and even from
t he di stance, Wanda coul d hear the squeal of brakes. She trod hard on her own
brakes, then stepped down with all her strength as a tearing crash sounded
ahead, awful in the suddenness with which it happened. The Cherokee sl ewed and
ski dded, but didn't quite | eave the road. Wanda brought it to a stop just
short of where the highway abruptly ended in a tangle of huge trees and the
mangl ed wreck of the ei ghteen-wheel er. Her headlights picked out the carnage
in a surreal display of twisted netal tangled into scarred trunks of huge
trees, still standing.

Quickly, she pulled a flashlight fromthe gl ove conpartnment, dropped
fromthe cab of the Cherokee to the pavenent and raced forward. The
i ncongruity of hundred-year-old oak and pine trees bisecting the hi ghway
didn't enter her mind until the pavenent abruptly ended and she stunbl ed and
fell into sone rough tangles of undergrowth. She got back upright and noved
nore cautiously forward, playing her |light on the ground.

There was nothing to do for the driver. The cab of the truck was al nost
conpl etely col |l apsed, crushing the driver inside |like a bloody sardine, then
flinging the body through the wi ndshield with such force that the remains were
a sexl ess blob. The van of the truck had separated fromthe cab and was
wr apped al nost conpletely around the trunk of a huge oak. The inpact had
knocked branches down on top of it. They lay dark and still, the white of the
broken ends in stark contrast to the noody green of the |eaves, barely col ored
in the beam of her flashlight.

Wanda felt a diffuse fear seep into her body. Wat were trees doing in
the mddl e of a highway? Wiy hadn't the truck driver seen themin tine? It was
a puzzle. One thing for certain, though, there was no going forward. The only
thing she could do was go back to the nearest filling station or town and cal
for help. O maybe soneone el se woul d cone al ong. She wal ked back past the
beanms of her headlights and | ooked in the direction fromwhich she had cone.
Strangely, she could see no headlights approaching. But it is late at night,
she thought, striving for normality. Well, nothing else to do but go back. She
clinmbed into the driver's seat and turned the Cherokee around. Somnething, sone
fear she was beginning to feel at a visceral |evel, nade her drive slower.
Therefore, she was able to stop in plenty of tinme when another |ine of trees
bur geoned up across the hi ghway and stopped her progress in that direction as
well. Startled alnmpst into a gibbering panic by now, she got out of her
vehicl e again and stared blankly at the coiling vines and tree trunks bl ocki ng
her progress. Wat in hell was going on?

A scream not human at all, split the darkness, ascending into a wail
of terror that was choked off abruptly. Sounds of underbrush noving in the



ni ght |ike sonething being dragged away cane to her ears, as if a predator was
hauling off a kill. The noi ses scared her back into the Cherokee. She | ocked

t he doors and pawed at the glove conpartnment for her pistol. The old .45 Arny
automatic felt conforting in her hand. She shivered and decided to wait unti
dayl i ght before venturing out again.

M CHAEL WRONSEN was caught on a lonely stretch of highway 190 between
Li vi ngston and Huntsville. He managed to stop his old Explorer, but just
barely, and now he was pacing fearfully back and forth between where the
hi ghway stopped and forest began, trying to make sense of his predi canent.
_Where am | and howin hell did | get here, he wondered, as bew |l dered as a
toddler in a funhouse mrror maze. This just can't be highway 190, not with
nmonst er oaks and pines bl ocking both ends of the stretch of pavenent.
Typically, he put his mnd to work and began reviewi ng the past few hours,
trying to pinpoint some monment in tinme where he mght have had a nenory | oss.
He had been driving from Texas A & Mfor a visit to his parents, and possibly,
to go job hunting. He was a professor of physics at the college, but the
academc life had begun to pall. Mchael was smart enough to realize that he
was a very nediocre physicist and woul d probably never contribute nmuch
originality to the field. H's former wife hadn't understood that fact. She
becanme dissatisfied at his | ack of advancenent beyond assistant professor and
finally left himfor greener pastures. She also left himwith a | oad of debt
i nconpatible with his salary.

A friend with the Compag conputer corporation in Houston had invited
himout to tour the plant during his visit and he was seriously considering
applying for a job there. He felt as if a change fromteaching and desultory
research mght lead to a brighter outlook on life, especially if the noney was
good. His free spending ex-w fe had never |et himaccumul ate any, and that
| ack kept himfrom pursuing some of his other goals. Hs interests were
wi de-rangi ng and he loved to read and dabble in other fields, especially
politics, sociology and history. Although he didn't know it yet, that
sel f-acqui red knowl edge was going to be nore beneficial to himin the com ng
days than physics ever would. R ght now, though, that was the last thing on
his mnd. None of his thoughts expl ained his present predicanment.

The only incongruity he could come up with had been that sudden flash
of light and clap of thunder, com ng abruptly out of a clear, starry night.
The Iight had nomentarily illum nated a bank of huge trees seem ngly bisecting
the highway. As the Iight faded, the edge of his high beans picked them up
again in time for himto slow and stop, and here he remai ned. Like Wanda, he
had turned around and tried to retrace his path, but trees blocked himthere
too. It has to have been that thunder and light, he told hinmself. Either that
or |'ve gone slap dab crazy. Wiit. Maybe the radi o would have something on it.
He clinbed back into the Explorer and flipped the key. There was only static.
He got back out and paced some nmore. Thunder and |ightning. Wll, light,
anyway. Could that have ruined the radi o? Possibly, but that didn't put him
any nearer to solving the problem Eventually, he felt a tiredness in his |egs
fromthe constant wal ki ng back and forth. How nuch time had passed? Hours, it
must have been. He noticed a faint brightening in the east. Al nost dawn. Wit
until daylight, he thought, then hike out of here and find out where I am The
deci si on sonmehow brought little confort.

APPROXI MATELY fifty mles to the west of where Wanda Smith was hol di ng
her pistol like a talisman to ward off denons, and from where she was
separated by only a few nmiles from Sheila Hol |l oway, who was goi ng peaceful |y
to sleep, a forbidding red brick building squatted in the very center of the
city of Huntsville. Inside that building, known as "The Walls" to city folk
and prisoners as well, an execution was bei ng prepared.

Dawson Reeves was al ready strapped to the gurney, inmobile, prepared,
but certainly not ready, to receive his lethal injection. Not nuch further
away, several dozen nen rested in their cells on death row, contenplating
their own ultimate fate. Cuards watched them and nunerous other hard-core
prisoners over black and white nmonitors; other guards were nore or less alert



in outlying portions of Texas' nost secure prison facility. Here they kept the
men consi dered too dangerous for other facilities or too recalcitrant to be
let out for work details under guard.

The Walls contained other facilities: a dispensary for convicts with
real or imagined ills staffed on the early night shift by two femal e nurses,
an arnmory | ocked away but ready for access in case of rioting prisoners, a
gym a day room and many, many cells, inhabited by m screants, hard core drug
deal ers, nurderers who had dodged a death sentence, recidivist thieves, strong
armnen, and a rare innocent, caught in the coils of an overburdened justice
system

Dawson Reeves was certainly not an innocent, but he raged neverthel ess,
not at the justice of his sentence, but at his own nistake in being caught. If
only he hadn't gone back for that girl. Damm the bad | uck, how was he to know
that the fucking cops had a description and were staking out that apartnent?
And damm it, he should have noved sooner; there was too nmuch evidence of his
previous rapes and kills left laying around in his apartnent. That was what
had ultimately convicted him and he cursed the day he had ever |et that
little teen-aged sweetie slip fromhis grasp. He should have | eft then, taking
t he evidence he jacked off to with him or destroyed it maybe, burning it up
like Jews in an oven. But no, he hadn't tied her tight enough, nor noticed how
intently she stared when he rempved his mask; and she escaped, the dam
ungrateful bitch, and here he was, strapped to a table like his nother had
strapped hi m down when he was bad and wet his pants. It just wasn't fair. If
he ever got another chance, he woul d never, never |et one of the bitches get
away agai n.

The lights in the death cell blinked out. At the same tinme there was a
clap of thunder and a diffuse bright Iight flared and di ed. Dawson blinked at
the after images, wondering what was happeni ng. Suddenly he noticed that the
tension of the restraints holding his right armand | eg had rel axed. At the
same time, he felt wetness at his right hip, and a pain just beginning there.
He flexed his right armand was startled when it cane free. The padded
restraint was still attached to his wist, but sonehow it seenmed to have cone
| oose fromthe underpi nning beneath the gurney.

In the darkness, Dawson had no idea of what was going on; he only knew
that his armwas free. He scrabbled at the buckles on his left arm got them
| oose, then sat up and freed his left Ieg. Fromout of the darkness, there
cane a chorus of shouts and screans, heard faintly fromthe isolation of the
death cell, but he paid themlittle attention, nor did he wonder where the two
attendants who had been in the death roomw th him had gone. By sone wld
chance, he was free, at least fromthe gurney, and little else mattered. He
stood upright and felt ahead of himself in the darkness, |ooking for a way
out .

The fl oor dropped out fromunder himas if he had stepped on a
trapdoor, and he fell, screanming into the black night. He crashed to the
ground one story below. One of his outstretched arns crunpl ed, sending a
searing pain up through his shoul der as the bones of his |ower arm shattered.

A gun shot sounded, closer than he wanted to hear. He scranbl ed away
fromthe sound, thinking that the guards were coming for him to strap him
back to the gurney and plunge the syringe of lethal drugs into his arm

A tangle of vegetation and tree trunks, closer to the walls than he
renmenbered, inpeded his progress, but it served to hide himas well. He
crouched in the darkness, listening as nore shouts and gunfire rang out in the
ni ght. He need not have worried about the guards. They were up to their ears
in alligators.

Eventual ly, the gunfire died away. He listened closely to exuberant
voi ces and concl uded that they bel onged to triunmphant convicts. It gave him
little consolation. In the feudal-like strata of prison society, he had no
status at all; his kind were at the bottomrung, right down there with the
crazies, child nolesters, and deviants.

Finally satisfied that he wasn't being pursued, he crept away into the



dark jungle, cradling his broken arm He had no sense of direction, wanting
only to get away fromthe prison. Had he gone west, the jungle would have soon
t hi nned, but his progress |ed himsoutheast, where, if it had not al npst
entirely disappeared, he would eventually cross US H ghway 59, in the sane
general area where Sheila Holl oway was sl eepi ng peacefully and Wanda Smith had
returned to her Cherokee and | ocked all the doors.

The edge of the time bubble that cut Dawson's bonds and shaved a small
chunk of nmeat fromhis right hip continued in a perfect circle around the rest
of the prison. It was pure chance that where portions of the old brick
bui | di ng di sappeared fromthe new environnment, it took nost of the guards with
it.

The arnory was left, and the dispensary, and a goodly portion of the
cells. The auxiliary generator disappeared as well, |eaving the cell doors
unl ocked, and what few guards remained were in total disarray.

Over the next hour or two, the guards and convicts fought a nunber of
confused and ni ghtmari sh battles in the darkness, but the issue was never
really in doubt. Dawn revealed a prison, with a perfect arc cut fromit and
repl aced by forest, where the former convicts were firmy in control

The arc went on to forma circle hundreds of yards in dianeter
enclosed within the circle were shops, service stations, streets and a few
private dwellings, all surrounded by forest. The remainder of the Walls_ '
unit sat on the northern perineter of the circle. As the sun cane up, the
convicts noved out to secure the rest of the area, gathering in those few
civilians who hadn't broke for the new forest when they saw arnmed convicts
novi ng ar ound.

Let it be said that cons do have their own code of honor, of sorts; a
hi erarchy of ranking as rigid as a feudal system Had Dawson Reeves been seen
he woul d have been elimnated as ruthlessly, and with as little conpassion as
a gardener kills a snake, but he had already taken refuge in the forest
adjoining his former place of confinement, still nursing his broken armand a
slowy building exhilaration at his freedom

Dawn reveal ed anot her aspect of the changed circunstances in the
remai ns of the prison. As it happened, sone of the hard-core whites had been
closer to the arnmory, and had seized the opportunity. One of them a big,
hul king brute, a weight lifter by the name of Burley Sinpson, a convicted cop
killer, had seized the first arnms and directed their distribution and the
ensuing fight. Burley was on his third incarceration, and so far as the
authorities believed, his last. He would not be eligible for parole until he
was well into his eighties, and at that he had been lucky; only a technicality
had prevented himfromreceiving a death sentence. He was al ready prejudiced
when he first entered the prison system by the tinme of his second sentence,
he becane rabidly racist. Now, in the Walls, he ran a white brotherhood gang,
a body of convicts devoted to white supremacy within the prison system He had
distributed the newly acquired arnms accordingly. Daylight brought the
revel ation of his fondest dreans. The whites were armed; the blacks were not.
He seized the day |ike Napol eon getting a second chance at Waterl oo,
especi ally when he was nade to understand that the prison had sonmehow been
di spl aced fromthe bounds of a society he had never had nmuch use for in the
first place.

_WHEREVER THE balls of time energy touched down, whatever was within
the confines was displaced backwards in time to prineval forest eastward from
their center in Huntsville, and to scrub and plains westward. Mst of the
changes never affected humans directly except here and there, but wherever the
time fields touched down, a circular area of the twentieth century |andscape
was replaced by areas of flora and fauna fromthe past and displ aced
backwards, willy-nilly, to cope as it could with an environnent not seen since
the late Pl ei stocene. _

_ON A RANCH somewhere well north of Houston, cattle were suddenly
wi t hout the supervision they had been bred for. A few died in the night,
others in days or weeks ahead, pulled down by animals such as earth had not



seen for thousands of years._

_IN THE LAKE Livingston area, about eighty nmiles north of Houston
several portions of the huge |ake were transported in the blink of an eye.
Unconfined walls of water, dozens of feet high and hundreds of feet in
di ameter, coll apsed down across the | and, drowning strange creatures and
famliar alike, along with a few humans who never had a chance to know what
hit them It flowed and sluiced and washed where the hand of man had never
been seen, scouring new paths to old rivers and streans. _

_A TEXAS FARMER sl ept the sleep of the just, having put the kids to
bed, nade love to his wife, then got back up to watch the late news and
weat her. He believed in weat hermen about as nmuch as he believed in
politicians' pronises, but there was corn to plant the next day, and he wanted
to see what the weather radar was showi ng. He would nake his own prediction
fromthat. He fell asleep in his recliner while he was waiting, and never
awoke even when the clap of thunder and bright flash of |ight stole Maude and
his three children fromhim They were replaced, unfortunately, by a set of
huge, dog-like animals. He was torn to pieces before he even becanme fully
awake.

ONE CAPSULE OF altered time struck the center of the small town of
Goodpasture on H ghway 59, located a few mles south of the city of
Li vi ngston, which was built on the shores of the [ ake. This displacenent took
only a few teen-agers and their pick-up trucks into the past, along with a
deputy sheriff and a few inhabitants of hones near the town's center.

The kids were intent at that hour only with driving past the downtown
shops and inpressing their peers. One or two crashed gently into the wall of
trees suddenly surrounding their environment; the others slowed, stopped and
wonder ed, unable to conprehend imredi ately what vast changes had cone into
their lives.

AT A ROADSI DE rest area, a m xed bag of truckers and travel ers spending
the night there suddenly found themnmsel ves confined to a section of highway
t hat began and ended a hundred and fifty yards on either side of them As dawn
brightened into full sunlight, they gathered in disparate groups to try to
make sense of their predicanment but soon enough, the vendi ng nmachi nes enptied,
the toilets overflowed, and no one came to rescue them

Sone of the truckers began quarreling. Darla Cranston, a schoolteacher
from Tyl er on her way to a semnar in Houston, sidled back to her Toyota Canry
and furtively tucked her twenty-two-caliber revolver into the pocket of her
j acket.

Brent Sanpson, a salesman with a slight physique belying his name did
the sane, only his weapon was slightly higher powered, a .25 autonatic.
Neither of themtrusted the four truckers parked there, and the truckers
didn't even trust one another. It was a situation made for trouble.

_ALL IN ALI, there m ght have been several hundred -- or perhaps even
several thousand -- people who were displaced backward in tine on that early
sumer night in east Texas. No one will ever know. Many of them never made

contact with their fellows, and many nore fell prey to an environment they had
no preparation for coping with. It was a new world, sparsely popul ated and the
sel ection had been entirely random isolating individuals here, cutting
fam lies apart there, and nowhere was there a rule of |law such as the
di spl aced i ndi vidual s had been used to and grown up with. The sanme sun they
had been accustoned to all their lives came up just as usual the next norning,
but many of themnever lived to see it set that night._
*Chapt er Two*

SHEI LA HOLLOMY woke up to the sounds of birds chirping and calling out
to each other. It was not an unfam liar sound, given that the farnhouse was a
quarter mle renoved fromthe black top traffic, but it did sound | ouder than
usual this morning, and sonehow, not quite the sanme cheerful sounds as she was
used to. Not only that, there seemed to be nore of them as if all the birds
i n the nei ghborhood had congregated right outside her wi ndow and brought their



nei ghbors al ong as well. She shook off the covers on the bed and headed for
t he bat hroom shucki ng her ni ghtgown as she went.

The two beers she had drank the night before had left a nasty taste in
her mouth, and she turned on the faucet to get a drink of water. It ran for a
nmonent, then sputtered and quit. She blinked her eyes open and remenbered that
t he power had gone out the night before. The early norning sunlight stream ng
t hrough her bedroom wi ndow and into the bathroom had caused her to forget. Ch
wel |, power outages never |lasted |ong, unless there had been a hurricane or
somet hing, and it was probably too early in the year for that. She dry brushed
her teeth then opened the cl oset door, flicking the light switch by habit,
| aughi ng at hersel f when not hi ng happened.

She pulled out fresh jeans and a bright yell ow bl ouse and took them
back into the bedroom There was quite enough light to let her rummage in the
dresser for bra and panties. It was Sunday, so she gave no thought to the lack
of any other sounds in the house. Mom and Dad nmust have really stayed out late
| ast night, playing dom noes with the Marlins, she thought.

The light in the bedroomwas enough to see how to run a brush through
her bright red hair. She winkled her nose at the scattering of freckles
across her cheeks, tied her hair in twin pigtails and wal ked out from her room
into the hall.

In plain daylight now, the incongruity struck her imediately. No
wonder the birds had sounded so | oud. Dozens of themwere cheerfully singing
and chirping froma growth of vine-entwi ned brush at the end of the hall
growing at the foot of a yards wide tree trunk. The trunk of the huge tree
grew up and up until the hall ceiling obscured it. Wiere it grew should be the
entrance to her parent's bedroom

She coul d not have been nmore surprised had a di nosaur suddenly decided
to take up residence in the hallway. Her hand shot to her mouth. Had a tree
fallen into the house overni ght? Was she dreamni ng? From somewhere outside, she
became aware of a snuffling noise, like a rooting pig eating acorns.
Cautiously, she stepped forward. Her hand cane to rest wonderingly on the bark
of the tree. It was rough, as real as an algebra test, and just as
t hr eat eni ng.

Shaki ly, she peeked around the trunk, trying to make sense of what the
end of the hall had become. Mre trees net her vision, and rooting at the base
of one was a large furred animal |ike nothing she had ever seen or heard of.

It resenbl ed nothing so much as a huge, slow nmoving sl oth.

_Sloth?_ Sheila bit her thunb and shook her head. She knew nothing Iike
that inhabited the piney woods of east Texas. Had it escaped froma zoo? No.

If that were the case, then a six-foot wide tree trunk had al so escaped from
somewhere and taken up residence in the hallway. This nust be a dream but if
it were, it was a singularly vivid one, conplete with sounds, and she noticed
now, smells as well. A rich odor of composting vegetation wafted into the
hall, and the snuffling sounds took on the aspects of a small idling steam
engi ne, chuffing away as the weird ani mal nosed cl oser

Sheila turned and ran back into her bedroom slamm ng the door behind
her. Shakily, she opened the other door of the bedroom the one that |ed out
into the living room She peeked through the gap. Everything seened normal
there. She stepped out into the room then quickly turned back and | ocked the
door to the hall, where she still heard the sounds of the feeding animal. At
| east it sounded no closer, but what on earth was it?

She crossed the room and | ooked out the | arge picture wi ndow. Normal
there, too -- no, wait! Not normal. From where she stood, she should be able
to see alnpst to the county road, but her vision was bl ocked by forest,
angling in a circle around the famliar farmyard at a distance of a couple
hundred yards. As she watched, a shaggy creature anbled into view, blinked in
the early norning sunlight, then retreated back into the woods. It was about
the size of a bear, but resenbl ed not hing she had ever seen before. She stared
bl ankly at it, her m nd nunb.

Bl azer, the elderly dog she had grown up with was nowhere in sight, but



a chorus of neows told her the cats were waiting to be fed. Mwving as if in a
dream she went to the kitchen and pulled a bag of Meow M x fromthe cupboard
She took it out onto the porch where she filled the bow while the two cats
and several ten-week-old kittens did their best to get stepped on. As she rose
up fromthe bow, a thought that had been shinmering in her mind burst into
full flower. Her parents! Were were they?

Wthout a thought of possible danger, she dropped the bag of cat food
where she stood and ran down the three porch steps into the yard, then around
to the back of the house. At |east she intended to go back there, thinking
wildly that by trying a different direction she mght find the rest of the
house.

The woods stopped her, and again she heard the snuffling. She backed
away and followed the strange new growth with her eyes. It arced around the
farmin what appeared to be a perfect circle several hundred feet in dianeter
it cane back, and ended, she presuned, behind the house, clipping off the
mast er bedroom and bat hroom and part of the common hallway. It was too much
for her senses to take in all at once. She retreated inside and buried her
face in her hands and cri ed.

WANDA SM TH rubbed a pai nful kink in her neck where she had slept with
her head turned to the side on the reclining front seat of the Cherokee. She
cane awake slow y, hoping she had been dreaming. It was obviously no dream
she quickly decided. Looking through the back wi ndow of the Cherokee, the

hi ghway appeared perfectly normal until it ended with the mangl ed remnai ns of
the truck buried in the forest which had sprang up in the night. And that
wasn't all: clustered around the cab were several |arge dogs (wolves?) pulling

and tugging at the remains of the driver. She shuddered and turned her eyes
away, groping for the pistol by her side.

She got out of the vehicle only once that norning to relieve herself by
t he open door, and then she quickly she got back in. She drank the renains of
a Thernmos of coffee, watching and waiting and wonderi ng when the nightmare
woul d end. Eventually, she noticed that the larger trees forned a circle
around the isolated stretch of highway, |like a distant green wall, conpletely
visible in sone directions, half hidden by nore famliar growmh in others.

During the norning she spotted several animals, which briefly crossed
her vision. She strained to identify them Menories of her freshman zool ogy
cl ass began tugging at her mind, nost notably barely renenbered pictures of
extinct mammals. It was disconcerting to first spot what appeared to be a
perfectly normal black bear anbling lazily across the highway, sniffing
curiously at the pavenent (there were still a few black bears in the piney
woods, she thought), then with the abruptness of changi ng channel s on
tel evision, she would see a creature straight out of a textbook. And birds
were everywhere, in nunbers and varieties to stagger the inmagination

Shortly after what she judged to be noon, the dog -- wolves? _Ti nber
wol ves in Texas? -- _had finished their neal and departed. No other hunman, nor
any other sign of what she thought of as civilization, appeared. Her belly
runbl ed, rem nding her that she had not eaten since the previous afternoon
and it appeared that if she intended to eat, she would have to feed herself.
There was absolutely nothing edible in the jeep. She had intended to stop
somewher e before reaching Houston for a snack. The hunger pains made her
t hi nk. Maybe the truck driver had been carrying sonething. Looking all around
and seeing nothing imredi ately threatening, she started the Cherokee, turned
it around again, and drove to where the hi ghway ended. She chambered a round
into the .45 and, holding the pistol in a death grip, approached the nangled
cab. Nothing renai ned of the driver other than spots of blood on the ground
and spattered in the cab. In fact, she had trouble clinmbing into it, but
eventual | y she managed.

The transom and sl eeping area were both crushed too badly for access,
but it was easy enough to reach inside. She funbled, felt something vaguely
famliar, and pulled out a purse. _Dear CGod, the driver had been a worman_. She
hadn't even noticed the night before.



She opened the purse and found nothing of note other than three
t ampons. She pocketed them thinking vaguely and unconsciously of the future.
She di scarded the purse and reached inside the cab again.

This time she brought out a small satchel. Inside, she found underwear
and two sets of jeans and tops. None of the clothing interested her; she had
plenty of her own in the jeep. A final reach provided a w ndbreaker, but
not hi ng el se. She appropriated that and squinted around the inside of the cab
wi shi ng she had brought her flashlight.

There! A brown paper bag. It contained two Lancer's cheese crackers
wi th peanut butter and a Hershey bar with al nronds. She enptied the clothes
fromthe satchel and dropped the food inside, then she started to pry herself
out of the demolished cab. Thinking, she stopped and tugged at the gl ove
conpartnent. The hinges were bent, but a hefty yank popped it open. Sure
enough, inside was a small .25 caliber automatic with two spare clips, a
wor ki ng flashlight and a nail file.

Taki ng her plunder, she crawl ed out. Just as she was on the point of
leaving to explore the trailer part of the rig, she spotted a tool box wel ded
to the side of the cab. It was closed with a heavy duty Yal e | ock, but she was
getting the hang of scavengi ng now. She craw ed back inside the cab, retrieved
the purse and lifted a jangling key ring fromit.

The third key fitted. The top conpartnment contained an assortnent of
wrenches, screwdrivers, and other tools of no inmmediate val ue, but there was a
smal I, one-piece knife, not nuch | arger than what she used to peel potatoes,
and a larger, one bladed folding variety. She tucked the folding knife into
her back pocket and the other into the bag.

Hunger vied with an urge to explore further. Peering into the woods as
far as possible, and | ooking back along the highway to nake certain that
not hi ng t hreat eni ng had nade an appearance, she wal ked over to the trailer
rig. It was cracked open in several spots. Peering inside, she could nmake out
an assortnent of boxes and crates, sonme of themsplit apart and dri pping
liquid. She snelled a faniliar, grocery store odor. She reached through an
open seaminto the bowels of one of the crates and pulled out an apple.

A produce truck. Way couldn't it have been carrying canned goods? Well,
appl es were better than nothing. She spent several minutes fishing out as nany
as she thought she could carry, and then returned to the Cherokee. Safely
i nsi de once nore, she ate one package of the crackers, the Hershey bar, two
appl es, then watched and waited sone nore.

As the evening wore on, small animls began to enmerge fromthe woods,
attracted by the odor of the produce. She observed themclosely until a |arge,
cat-like aninmal flashed across her view It disappeared into the woods, one of
the little creatures clutched in its jaws.

Wanda had no desire at all to attract the attention of carnivores. Once
nore, she backed and turned the Cherokee, and retreated to the other end of
t he hi ghway. She sat and thought and fiddled with the gadgets on the knife she
had appropriated, beginning to realize consciously now that an
i nconmpr ehensi bl e change had come into her life, |ike nothing she had ever
i magi ned or thought possible.

By day's end, it was obvious that she would have to | eave. Tw ce she
saw what appeared for all the world to be an oversized panther take a snall
ani mal , and toward eveni ng anot her bear appeared, sniffing at breaks in the
trailer. By this tine, she had | ost all hope of rescue. The circunstances were
too strange to think that the cavalry would suddenly appear over the ridge and
bear her off to civilization. She ate another apple to quench her thirst and
made plans in her mnd to | eave this place the next norning. To where, she had
no idea.

M CHAEL WRONSEN was having the time of his life. The previous night, he
had been scared to death, unable to see what had happened, but in the ful
daylight of norning, it was plain to see (if he wasn't dream ng, which he
suspected fromtine to tine that he nmight be) that he had been transported
intact with his old Explorer into another time, or world, certainly into a



quite different environnent than what he was used to seeing on the drive from
Col l ege Station to Houston

As a physicist, his mnd kept turning to the possible nechanics of the
transformation, but his train of thought was constantly interrupted by the
sight of creatures, which he knew, without a shadow of doubt, belonged not to
the twentieth century, but to an era of the |ate Pl ei stocene.

The huge ground sloth, at least, left no doubt. Cutching his pistol
for protection (not stopping to think of how useless it would be against a
dire wolf, for instance), he wandered in circles fromhis vehicle, skirting
the edges of the two hundred yard circle of virgin forest, poking and prying
into the underbrush at every sound, trying to get a glinpse of the animals
maki ng the noises. It was fascinating, mnd-boggling and as intellectually
stinmulating as the discovery of a black hole in his backyard woul d have been

Wonsen was bl essed, or cursed (depending on how it struck himat the
time) with the elephant child' s curiosity. His habit of reading, even at the
tabl e, had been a major cause of dissent in his marriage, and he renenbered
much of what he read. As a physics teacher, his fellows had thought it strange
that he was also interested in history, politics, biology and ant hropol ogy. He
didn't find it strange at all

The endl ess variety of twentieth and twenty-first century culture and
| earning was for himsinply another stage in the history of the species; the
ommi vor ous, omni potent ape whi ch had conquered the earth. He wondered if the
di spl acement had been near enough in tine so that hunmans were now i nhabiting
the North Anerican continent (if that was where he was), and if so, whether
there were any in the i nmedi ate area.

It wasn't until early afternoon that it finally struck himthat he was
al one, isolated, perhaps the only nodern day human on the face of the earth.
In that, he was not by hinself. Like Sheila Holl oway and Wanda Smith, others
were wondering the same thing and by this time, all were despairing of help.

TEN- YEAR- OLD Mel ani e Whods crouched high in a tree where she had taken
refuge when her house di sappeared while she was out catching |ightning bugs
for show and tell the next day. She shivered and cried and prayed for her
parents to cone rescue her. They woul d never appear

WEST OF HUNTSVI LLE, in dryer country, one foolish cowboy died trying to
protect his horse froma pair of saber tooth tigers. H s partner had nore
sense. He departed his pony with haste that woul d have done credit to a rodeo
wr angl er | eaving a bucki ng bronco, and took refuge in a pile of naked
boul ders. Later that day, he hitched up his jeans and began hiking east,
unarmed and wary. He had no idea what had happened to the famliar world, but
his sensibilities were close to the earth. He knew he hadn't gone crazy. He
al so knew he was in one hell of a fix and hadn't the slightest idea how to get
out of it. Hi s only thought was to keep wal ki ng and see what devel oped

IN THE LI TTLE town of Goodpasture, south of Livingston, three teenage
boys, two white and one black, all with their girl friends, roanmed the
confines of the downtown area whi ch had been di spl aced. They were frightened
but wouldn't admit it to their girl friends -- or each other. They gazed in
awe at the surrounding forest and tried to cone up with an explanati on of what
had happened. Not hing they had |l earned in their high school courses, nor
anything in their Iimted small town experience, helped in making sense of
their situation.

During the course of the day, a deputy sheriff by the nane of Dustin
Breedl ove, who had been asleep in his patrol car behind the court house, nade
an appearance, along with the elderly proprietor of the donut shop who sl ept
on the prenises, two mddl e aged wi dows who shared a hone just at the edge of
t he di spl acenent circle and several niddl e aged couples living within the
confines of the displacenment area. There were no children. By evening, they
were all clustered together in a group, |eaderless as yet, but they were
certainly not hungry. The Goodpasture grocery store, the feed store and a
fishing/hunting center had come along with them

DAWSON REEVES struggl ed eastward through unfam liar brush and woods --



t hough he had no idea of which direction he was traveling. He was very | ucky.
He nade better than twenty mles through heavy woods that day, chased by the
ghost of that awful |ethal syringe waiting should he fail to make good his
escape. Purely by chance, he failed to strike another area of displacenent.
Wth considerable difficulty, considering his broken arm he took refuge in a
tree that night, alternately cursing the environnment then thanking whatever
powers had been responsible for freeing himfromcertain death. He intended to
make nore mles the next day, just as fast as he could travel, even if he
didn't have a clue as to where or when he was.

I N THAT PORTI ON of Huntsville that had made the change, Burley Sinpson
was in complete control. The downtown portion of Huntsville northeast of the
Walls contained a variety of stores and busi nesses that were in the
di spl acement circle. Burley already had a team of convicts out |ooting them
and roundi ng up what few civilians had been living or working in the area that
night and had failed to flee when the convicts gai ned control of the prison

He was amazed and still not quite sure that he was really free. He
expected any nmonent to hear sirens and helicopters or see National Guard
troops deploying to recapture them even though he could | ook around and see
the perfect circle of short scrubby oak and nesquite, which had unaccountably
repl aced the rest of Huntsville.

Burl ey's second in conmand was a man he cared not too much about, an
intell ectual by the name of Jason Deeson. One of the reasons he didn't care
much for Jason was that for all the time he had known him Deeson had quietly
procl ai med his i nnocence.

Jason had gone down on a charge of sexual abuse of his stepdaughter
whi ch woul d ordinarily have placed himon the [ower rung of prison society,
but his calmprotestation of innocence (not unique, by any nmeans, but from
him it was convincing), along with his considerable intelligence and size (he
topped six four) had made hima place in the upper strata of the prison
hi er ar chy.

Jason was a bitter man. He had | ong since given up hope of proving his
i nnocence, and he still had alnmpbst five years to go on his sentence. H's
ex-wi fe, he knew, was the real culprit. She had coached her daughter into
convincing lies, and then appropriated nost of his estate in the divorce
settl enent.

When t he sudden change of events overtook the prison, Jason
participated willingly in the uprising. At |east one guard that he knew of had
di ed by his hand, and he wasn't the |least bit sorry. The guard had been a
cruel and vicious man who constantly abused his authority. H's death was well
deserved, and then sone.

He was reluctant to take part in what Sinpson was proposing now,
al t hough he didn't let it show Sinpson had too many foll owers, was too well
armed and they were all drunk with power. Jason kept his hand close to the

pistol strapped at his side. _The first chance | get, |I'm/leaving,_ he
t hought. _But to where? Qther than the Walls, and a few shops, there's nothing
here but forest. What happened? Well, | won't worry about it now There are

nore i nmedi at e concerns. _

"Those fucking bl ack nonkeys need to be weeded out," Sinpson said,
peering with cruel eyes out into the small, still enclosed exercise yard.
Approxi mately twenty black nen mlled in confusion there, weaponl ess and
hel pl ess, which was just how Burley wanted them He |ooked out over the scrub
trees, which had replaced nmost of Huntsville. Whatever the cause, it left
little fear of retribution for what he intended to do.

"Cut me out Stars, Wtchman, and Mtorcycle Man," he said to a cohort,
a bl onde punk with an underslung jaw by the name of Goober. "Bring them here."

"What are you going to do with then?" Jason asked, already suspecting.

"I"mgoing to make a fucki ng exanmple of them what do you think? If any
of those nonkeys are trouble, those three are.™

He was right about that, Jason thought. The three nmen he had naned were
| eaders of the black contingent in the prison system Straight, all of three



of them not in for drugs or nmurder. They were acconplished thieves serving
their time quietly, using their influence only to control contraband and to
keep their fellow blacks fromfalling into trouble with the guards. They were
just as rabidly racist as Burley, however, and Jason suddenly knew that their
fate was sealed. He thought briefly of trying to intervene and then di scarded
the idea. It would do nothing to help and might very well result in him
joining them Better to wait and see what else Burley had pl anned.

Jason watched while Burley's bl onde punk prodded the three blacks out
of the yard with his newly won shotgun, being very careful not to get too
close to them He notioned theminto the administrative office that Sinpson
had made his tenporary headquarters. Sinpson didn't even give thema chance to
talk. He raised his short-barreled twel ve-gauge automatic and fired a shot
into the belly of each one, splattering hinself, Jason and Goober with bl ood
and bits of flesh. Three other of his fellows watched with cold faces from
behind him Burley turned to them "Dunmp those apes back in the yard so the
rest of 'emcan see.”

The bodies sprawed linply in the yard nonents later. One of themstil
twi tched and noaned; the shotgun bl ast had been a little off center. Burl ey,
surrounded by his cohorts, stepped onto the edge of the tarmac and addressed
t he remai ni ng bl acks. "Listen up, you nonkeys! Your day is ended. Black ain't
beautiful no nore. You started out as slaves and that's what the fuck you're
going to be fromnow on. When a white man speaks, you say yessir, and you do
exactly what he says. That clear?"

There was no answer fromthe black prisoners other than fearful
munbl es. Burley fired the shotgun over their heads, the blast resounding in
the yard like a clap of thunder

"I said 'is that clear', you notherfuckers? Let ne hear you!"

"Yessir," a few nunbl ed.

"That's 'yessir, Captain', you black bastards. Let me hear it again,
and | ouder this time. Any notherfucker | don't hear |oud and cl ear can answer
to this!" He shook his shotgun in the air |ike a cudgel

"Yessir, Captain." The chorus was |ouder this tine.

"That's better. Now |line up, you black bastards, and get your chains
on. No, that way, you stupid shits!" Burley gestured with his weapon. Two of
his followers were ready. As each bl ack man was passed back into the remaining
portion of the building, he was affixed with leg irons and handcuffs. Slavery
had returned to the North American continent.

Jason wat ched the proceedings, feeling a sickness inside hinself at the
brutality and murders. He thought again of sinply sneaking away in the night,
| eaving Burley to his ranpages but a | ook outside at the surrounding scrub
forest stopped him Werever they were, this mght be all the world he was
famliar with and he was reluctant to abandon it just yet, even though he knew
that if he stayed, sooner or later he and Burl ey would cl ash.

SHEI LA'S TEARS were finished. Wth the resilience of youth, she
adjusted. By the follow ng norning, she deterninedly put the thought of her
parents out of her mnd and began consi dering her predicament.

She avoided the hall until after she was dressed and had sonething to
eat, then she plundered the garage for a hammer and nails. She found sone one
by fours and two by fours, relics left over fromwhen her dad had converted a
spare roominto a tool shop and storeroom Checking carefully to be certain
that the sloth-Iike animal was gone (and that no other denizen was | urking
there), she nailed up a barrier in front of the tree trunk

She didn't think for a noment that her barrier would stop a determ ned
attack froma really large beast, but at the very least, it would I et her use
the bathroomin relative confort, even if she had to haul water fromthe
spring to flush the combde. That done she unl ocked the gun cabinet, thinking
t hat under the circunstances (whatever they were), she ought to have sone sort
of protection nearby.

Perhaps it was natural for her to pass over the thirty-thirty and the
other, heavier rifle, but she had never fired either. Instead, she chose the



Rem ngton automatic .22 that she was confortable with. She had shot it many
times, mostly at squirrels and rabbits. She really had no conception of what
use a rifle would be under the circunmstances; she only knew that there were
beasts beyond the friendly circle of famliar ground, and that she should arm
hersel f.

There was a natural streamnot a hundred feet from the house, and she
was getting very thirsty for a drink of water. Cokes and Sprites weren't
sati sfying her. Not only that, she needed water to flush the commode; it was
starting to snell. This was nothing new to her. In the southern part of East
Texas, violent thunderstorns and hurricanes were a conmmpbn OcCcCurrence.
Sonetimes the power would be off for days.

Handling the .22 rifle in one hand and a | arge bucket in the other, she
left the house. If she kept her glance down |ow, the surroundi ngs were
entirely famliar. Sun brightened the front yard and gravel road just as she
had seen themfor as |ong as she could remenber, and portions of the chain
link fence remained intact. But let her glance travel far and the dark
encircling woods brought her back to the reality of the present, |ike
returning to a horror nmovie after a bat hroom break

The stream was no | onger running. She stood | ooking at the pool of
water. M nnows bounced in it the sane as always, but it no | onger flowed on
down to the bottons. Its origin, where it had bubbled out of the ground al
her life, had gone to wherever all other once faniliar |andmarks were, in some
ot her space or tine.

Shaken, she filled her bucket and returned to the house. Carrying it
caused her to break out in a sweat. Even in late June, the hum dity was high
in this part of Texas -- or wherever she was. She used part of the water to
take a sponge bath, then she used nmost of the remainder to flush. Hopefully,
she tried her radio, but got nothing but static. She took the little rifle to
bed with her that night. The |oneliness was awful. She thought she woul d give
anyt hi ng she ever hoped to own for sone hunman conpani onshi p.

WANDA SM TH struck off the next norning, pistol in hand, determ ned to
break the solitude of fearful waiting. She traveled east, for no good reason
she could think of, carrying her bag in her left hand, pistol in her right.
The bag soon grew heavy, but she lightened it fromtime to time by eating an
appl e. Cccasionally she spotted an animal |arge enough to nake her want to
avoid it, but they seenmed content to | et her go her own way.

As the day wore on, sunlight began dappling the forest floor in spots,
maki ng the wal k seem al nost like a cheerful stroll in a park, except that the
wi | derness of vine-tangled trees went on and on with never the slightest sign
of civilization. She began to wonder if she would ever see another hunman
bei ng, ever again know the warnmth and confort of conpani onship. By the tine
dusk began to fall, she thought she m ght even wel come the sight of Col one
Brewster shoul d he appear.

Wanda took refuge that night in the hollow of a huge pal mat e-branched
oak, hardly a hundred yards fromthe chain link fence still partially
surroundi ng the home of Sheila Hol | oway.

M CHAEL WRONSEN spent that night safe in his elderly Explorer, but the
next norning, hunger finally brought himout of his intellectual ferment. His
stomach grow ed painfully, and thirst was beginning to dry his nouth. He held
on '"til noon, but finally noved out, arned with only his pistol and a lonely
si X rounds of anmunition

VWat ever el se, he was grateful that the change had occurred in Texas,
where the possession of firearns was as comon as hanburger in a neat narket.
He soon found, however, that cowboy boots were not nade for |ong hikes. But he
pressed onward, thinking that eventually he might reach the city of Houston
or whatever was there in place of it now.

He had no idea that there m ght be other areas of displacenent unti
| ate that eveni ng when he stunbled out into another cleared area. Looking
around, he saw that the surrounding forest formed a perfect circle, just as
t he previ ous one had.



As tired, hungry, and thirsty as he was, his mnd again went into the
physi cs node. He stopped in the center of the clearing to get his bearings. A
noi se behind himcaused himto whirl, pistol ready. A perfectly normal house
cat wapped itself around his legs, purring happily. Now where could it have
cone fron? There was not hing resenbling a house, or any other remant of the
twentieth century in sight. He wal ked around the clearing, followed by the
buzzi ng cat, which seemed to think he m ght have breakfast in his pocket.

He alternated his gaze fromthe encircling forest to the clearing and
to the ground, not really know ng what he was searching for until he found it.
Footprints. An old sixteen gauge shotgun cartridge, half buried in the dirt. A
stray scrap of paper, a bent nail, and finally, just as his path took him near
the forest's edge, a little block of nmown grass. So, a hone had once been
near by, even though he thought it m ght now be as far away fromhimas the
nost di stant star. O perhaps near enough to touch, in another dinension, or
another time, he wasn't certain of either. Al he could do right now was add
the fact to the data he was gathering, and wish to hell a garden, or a grocery
store had been in the area. He was getting very hungry.

Hopeful ly, M chael plucked a pear froma small tree growing in the
clearing. He tasted, then spat out the remains. They were still weeks away
frombeing ripe. Squaring his shoul ders, he plunged into the forest again. He
had been traveling in what he hoped was a straight |ine, but had no way of
telling if that was the route he was taking. The trees he had been traveling
beneat h were so huge that the sun was sel dom visi bl e enough to gauge direction
fromit. Actually, like nmost travelers in unfamliar territory where no
di stant nor distinct |andmarks are visible, his progress had curved to the
sout heast. By late afternoon, He was nearing the home of Sheila Holl ownay.

*Chapt er Three*

NOTHI NG HAD changed, Sheila knew. She had slept with her rifle in bed
wi th her and had had horrible dreans. One of them woke her, just at daylight.
She gasped and cried out, then gradually canme back to reality as she realized
where she was. Even through the cl osed bedroom door, she could hear the
raucous call of early rising birds, but not a sound fromthe rooster she was
used to waking up to.

She got up and dressed in the dimlight, then cautiously opened the
door into the common hall. Her carpenter work of the day before still stood,
bl ocking the end of the hall |ike untidy scaffolding. She used the bathroom
hurriedly, thinking as she did that perhaps she should have waited and gone
out si de, saving the inside roomfor emergencies. The conmpbde didn't seemto be
draining very well. She thought about it, and suddenly it nade sense. The
septic system probably flowed in the direction of the new forest next to the
house. Did the strange displacement continue on underground? It was sonethi ng
to think about, but not now

The refrigerator exuded a sour snell when she opened it. She took the
remains of a gallon of mlk out, sniffed, then took it out onto the porch to
give to the cats. They lapped at it eagerly, but she noticed that one of the
kittens was mssing, and the nother cat sported a torn ear. She | ooked out
over what had once been a safe and secure yard. The circling forest stil
t hr eat ened, | ooking omi nous, as she tried to peer into it's dark interior

Thoughtfully, she waited until the cats had finished the mlk, then
nmoved the nother cat and remaining kittens into the house. She rummaged in the
storeroom and found the cat box and kitty litter where it had been stored away
and pl aced them back in the converted garage. It was nmake work, of sorts,
somet hing to keep her m nd occupied while she tried to figure out what she was

going to do.
Per haps t he di sturbance had only been | ocal. Suppose that only a short
di stance away everything was still normal ? She hoped desperately that it m ght

be, but finding out would nean tackling those dark woods, and she wasn't sure
she was prepared to do that yet.
Presently she found a warm coke. She took that and a sandw ch of Spam



and cheddar cheese and her little rifle out onto the porch and began to eat,
feeding bits of her sandwich to the old short-tailed tom One nore day she
t hought, then if no one cones, I'Il try it.

Sonet hing that | ooked like an oversized buffalo poked its head out into
the clearing. She shuddered. O maybe | won't. God, this is scary.

WANDA SM TH munched anot her apple fromthe security of her hideaway,
then stood and stretched. She brushed away bits of twigs and dried | eaves that
clung to her body, and | ooked around her. The forest was no | ess threatening
inthe early norning light than it had been the previous evening. She wondered
if she had made a m stake by | eaving the area where she had originally been
stranded. Well, no use thinking of it now, she doubted that she could find her
way back, anyway.

Traveling had been relatively easy; she had sinply kept to the vicinity
of the huge oaks and pines, where their shade stifled nost other vegetation

but every tree | ooked the same. |'m probably |ost, she thought, but at |east |
know where east is, and south. If |I keep in that direction, eventually I'll
cone to the gulf. If there still is a gulf! _God, what in hell has happened?

Am 1 the only person left in the world?_ Presently, she picked up her bag and
continued her trek

A few nonents later, the Iight suddenly becane brighter, as though it
were no | onger being filtered through the | eaves and needl es of the huge
trees. Sonething netallic sparkled in front of her. She edged cautiously
toward it, and suddenly, like a mrage fromout of time, a chain link fence
appear ed before her. She whooped joyously and gripped the fence Iinks hard,
not wanting to take a chance on them suddenly di sappearing |ike her previous
wor | d had.

"OM " She excl ai med, draw ng back her hand, shaking it. She had cl osed
her fingers over a strand of barbed wire running along the top of the fence, a
di scouragenent to cattle trying for the greener grass on the other side. Wanda
flicked droplets of blood off the pal mof her hand, annoyed that she hadn't
seen the wire, but ecstatic at the inplications. Somewhere close, there nust
be ot her people! Just the thought of seeing another person blinded her
nmonentarily to the fact that the world had changed in a fashion she stil
di dn't under st and.

"Hel l o!'"

Wanda | ooked up at the shout. Her heart thrumred excitedly at the sight
of a young girl bounding off a farnmhouse porch, alnost falling as she ski pped
down t he steps.

Wanda | ooked for a gate as the girl sprinted toward her, and spotted
one a few yards away, but even as she headed toward it, she saw nore huge
forest trees, exactly like the ones she had been trudgi ng beneath, enclosing
the cleared area around the farmhouse |like a dark green wall. She opened the
gate, alternating her gaze fromthe nearing girl and the incongruous
demarcation of virgin forest and rustic honestead.

The girl bounded into her arns just as she closed the gate behind her
A stunning inmpact jolted the back of her neck, and she staggered in response.

"Ch! I'"'msorry!" Sheila stepped back, one hand covering her nouth, the
other still clutching her rifle. She had forgotten she was still carrying it,
and as she threw her arns around the del ectabl e sight of the other woman, the
barrel had conme around and struck her from behind.

Wanda rubbed the back of her neck and grinned at the young, red headed
girl in front of her, freckles standing out prettily across the bridge of her
nose and spreadi ng across her cheeks. "Never mind. I'mso glad to see another
person that you could have hit me with a sl edge hammer and | woul dn't have
m nded. "

"Ch, me too! | thought the whole world had gone away and |eft ne. \Wat
happened? Are nmy parents all right? No, you wouldn't know, but we can find
out, can't we? Ch, I'mso glad to see you!" Sheila dropped her rifle and
hugged Wanda hungrily again, not even noticing the other woman's di shevel ed
appear ance, or the pistol she was carrying, or the bag by her side where she



had dropped it.

Peering over Sheila's shoul der, Wanda took in the cleared area
surroundi ng the farmhouse. The area | ooked to be about the same extent as
where she had been stranded. Her hopes fell. As glad as she was to see the
young girl, the situation had not changed; it had only becone nore
conplicated. She patted Sheila's shoul der, and as gently as she could, said,
"It's not that sinple, hon. The sane thing that happened to you, happened to
ne."

Shei |l a backed away, bringing both hands up to her face as if trying to
hi de from Wanda's revelation. "Ch, no! You nean it's like this everywhere?
What -- oh, shit! Wat's happeni ng? Have | gone crazy?"

"I don't know what's happened, but if you're crazy, so aml. Conme on
let's get away fromhere, and we can conpare stories." \Wanda | ooked back over
her shoul der apprehensively. During the previous day, she had caught glinpses,
and seen tracks, of aninmals that she had no desire to nmeet, especially
standing in the open like this. She took Sheila Holloway's hand and | ed her
towards the farmhouse, rem nding her to pick up her rifle. If what had
happened to the two of themwas a universal phenonmenon, they would certainly
be needing it.

| SHOULD HAVE been dead, Dawson Reeves thought to hinself, but |I'mnot.
What ever the fucking hell happened, it saved me fromthe gurney, and that
dammed inj ecti on. Dawson struggl ed along, carrying his broken left armin his
right. He had gathered dead linbs and torn strips fromhis shirt to nmake a

crude splint. He still cried out sonetines with pain when his armwas jostled,
but he didn't let it slow himdown. He wanted to get as far fromHuntsville as
possi bl e.

Eventually, 1'Il find out where I am he thought, and then it's just a

matter of getting close to sone unwary person. That shouldn't be hard; he
could use his obviously broken armfor an excuse, and the snudges and dirt
shoul d canoufl age the white prison garb to some extent. It would be easy, he
hoped, and then nobody better get in his way. No way I'll ever let nyself get
strapped i n again.

During the day, Dawson passed through two areas of displacenent, but
never noticed; it was sinply a clearing to him and a threat rather than a
prom se. He skirted the area and went on, trying to mark a passage south by
the sun. Houston should be in that direction. If he noticed the incongruity of
centuries old trees and unfanmiliar aninmals he didn't let it distract him His
whol e being was totally concentrated on getting just as far from Huntsville as
he coul d.

He travel ed sout heast rather than south. He was very |ucky. He made
another twenty nmiles that day with nothing nore to hinder himother than the
pain of his broken arm and a ragi ng hunger. He slept that night scarcely ten
mles fromthe farnmhouse where Sheila Holl oway and Wanda Smith were conparing
not es.

AT THE RQOADSI DE park on hi ghway 59 between Livingston and Corrigan
about eighty mles north of where Houston had once been | ocated, Darla
Cranston had made a friend. She had spent the night in the rear of Brent
Sanpson's van, sleeping soundly beneath the canopy of western pants and
shirts, which Sanpson peddl ed to western stores in a territory enconpassing
hal f of Texas.

Brent wasn't the type of man Darla was ordinarily attracted to. He had
a slight physique and thinning brown hair, but conpared to the three male and
two femal e truckers who had been displaced along with them he mght as well
have been six feet tall and as handsone as her father. He had a quiet,
confi dent deneanor that made her feel safer than any amount of shall ow
braggadoci o woul d have.

Darla was still nunb with the sudden change the world had undergone.
She had been traveling towards Gal veston to nmeet with her estranged husband
when t he change caught her at the roadsi de park where she had stopped for a
rest. She was intending to tell him finally, and in no uncertain terns that



their marriage was over. She was tired of trying to support himon her
school teacher's salary while he perpetually worked at one odd job or another
just long enough to qualify for unenpl oynent benefits.

She wondered why they had ever nmarried in the first place, and then she
st opped wonderi ng because she knew. He was a handsone hunk of a man with a
bubbl i ng, extroverted personality, just like the high school and college jocks
she had al ways been attracted to. It had taken several years of marriage to
di scover just how shallow he was beneath the confident shell he presented to
the worl d.

When the truckers had becone belligerent during the first day of the
di spl acement, she wel coned Brent's diffident invitation to sleep in his van
rather than her own little car

During that day, Darla watched as the truckers congregated together,
after a fashion, but she noticed that they were wary of each other, |ike
strange dogs neeting for the first time. She kept her distance as they drank
up whatever liquor they had been carrying and began vandali zing the vending
machi nes. Once, when she had gone inside the confort station to use the
bat hroom she canme back out to see the loonm ng figure of the odd mal e trucker

"Hey, lady, looks Iike we're all stranded here together. What say let's
get acquai nt ed?"

Darla didn't even like his | ooks, let alone his attitude. He was a big
man running to fat, with a bal ding head hidden by a dirty blue cap with a
Poul on 1 ogo on the brim She stepped aside with a murrmured, "Later, maybe." He
| et her pass, but she could feel his eyes follow ng her as she returned to her
car, parked beside the dimnutive sal esman's van

Brent greeted her as she returned. She had stifled a giggle when he
told her his last nane. Sanpson. If there was ever a miscognonmen, he owned it,
but he was very nice. He shared his plunder fromearlier excursions to the
vendi ng machines with her. He was quietly polite, and stayed cl ose to her when
the truckers began getting raucous again.

As the evening wore on, and ni ght approached, she noticed the big
trucker who had approached her earlier glancing in her direction. It didn't
take much persuasion to induce her to sleep in Brent's van again.

Darl a woke early, and peeked out of the rear wi ndow. Not seeing any
nmoverent yet fromthe parked rigs, she crawl ed out of the clothed cave in the
rear of the van. Brent was already awake.

"Good norning," he said. "Don't try the bathroons. They're plugged up
or at least the nen's side is."

"Ch. Were -- ?"

"I went into the woods there." He pointed.

Apprehensively, Darla approached the line of trees and brush.

W dfl owers graced the periphery, then vani shed abruptly at the tree line as
if they had been devoured by the forest. She stopped behind the first tree,
relieved herself, then ran hurriedly back to the van where the little sal esman
was waiting.

"What do we do now?" was Darla's first question

Brent hesitated before he answered. He took in her slimfigure and

appr ehensi ve expression. "It doesn't | ook good. We're nearly out of food, and
there doesn't seemto be nuch chance of help arriving. | think we should
| eave. "

"Way do you say that?"

"If anyone were coning, | think they would have been here by now And
| ook around you. Does anything | ook famliar?"

"No, but -- "

"There's another reason. | talked to one of the truckers in the john

this nmorning. He seens to be fairly decent, but he warned me about the others.
He says they're all bad characters, except for the woman he's gotten hooked up
with. And | heard a shot during the night."

"Maybe it was someone el se," Darla said hopefully.

"No, it was fromright here. | didn't wake you because nothing el se



happened, but it nmade me start thinking about getting out of here."

"But where would we go? This is like a nightmare. | still have trouble
believing it."

"I't's no nightmare. Just before you woke up, | saw a cougar."

"There aren't any cougars left in this part of Texas."

"I know, but | saw it anyway, and it was bigger than anything that ever
roamed these parts. Look at the trees, too. There hasn't been a stand of
tinber like that since before the white men canme. Christ, | don't know how we
can be sure we're even in Texas anynore."

"Maybe we should just stay here," Darla said, thinking of the darkness
and unknown dangers that mght be lurking in the forest. "Not in Texas? If
that's true, then where are we? And how did we get here?"

"I don't think we should stay. W don't really know how far whatever

the hell happened extends. If it's just local, maybe we'll walk out of it. If
not, well, | was thinking about heading south, toward the gulf. Living
conditions would probably be a little easier there. If the gulf's still there,
that is."

Darla had trouble with the concept of never seeing civilization again.
She was not an overly inaginative person, although she was conpetent enough in
t he classroom and very observant. She perceived that he was asking her to
acconpany him

VWil e she was considering Brent's proposal, she pulled out cigarettes
and lighter.

Brent reached out and covered the lighter with his hand before she
could strike it. "Use the car lighter," he told her. "Save that for later. W
m ght need it."

"Ch." The whol e enornous inprobability of their plight finally sank in.
She eyed her cigarette lighter like the rare gemthat it had suddenly becone,
then abruptly nade up her mind. "Let me get ny things. 1'll go with you."

Brent Sanpson ni ght not be a big husky, but he seenmed to know what he was
doi ng, at least nmore so than anyone el se at the park

BRENT TURNED to do his own packing, wondering if |eaving was really the
right course of action. Wat had finally deci ded hi mwas the truckers and
their increasingly vile tenpers. He wanted to get away fromthem as soon as
possi bl e before his own courage was called into question. He knew there was no
way he would be a match for any one of them physically and he hoped to avoid
having to use his little pistol, even as a threat. And there was Darla, the
little blond schoolteacher. He could tell fromthe way she had begun | ooking
at himthat she was relying on himfor protection

He | aughed to hinself, thinking the situation was |ike something out of
a science fiction novie, with himas the wi npy boyfriend trying to protect the
heroine. Well, he m ght be small, but he was no winp. At |least he didn't think
so. Modern civilization didn't leave a ot of roomfor testing the
proposition, at least as long as a body ninded his own business as he tried to
do. And he knew he had one advantage over the other nen: he had al ready
anal yzed their predi cament and was beginning to think of |ong-term survival
rat her than i mmedi ate probl ens.

He tied the sl eeves of several new shirts together to nake packs for
them then began exploring the van for other useful itens. There were precious
few His little pistol, with one spare clip, extra trousers, shirts and a few
books of notel matches, a flashlight, a jack handl e, his shaving bag, spare
underwear fromhis suitcase and a roll of |ifesavers he had tossed in the
gl ove compartment and forgotten. Not nuch equi pnent to carry them over a
hundred nmiles to the gulf. Good God, what if they were all the people left in
the worl d? Then what? He backed out of the van and was startled to find the
trucker he had been talking with earlier standing beside him

"You fol ks planning on | eavi ng?"

The question was asked in a pleasant, easy manner. Brent eyed the nan.
He appeared to be in his early thirties, except for alnpbst conpletely white
hair, at least that portion of it showi ng below the sides of his cap. The butt



of what appeared to be a heavy revol ver hung from one pocket of his |ight
jacket, but his manner was not at all threatening.

"Yes, we are," Brent said.

"Thought you might be. Mnd if we tag al ong?" He hooked his thunb back
over his shoulder toward his rig, where a small bl onde woman waited, shifting
her feet nervously.

Darl a appeared by Brent's side, glancing fromone to the other of the
men, as if conparing the relative nerits of friendly gladiators.

Brent caught the inplication of her scrutiny and found he was both
chal | enged and amused by it. "He wants to conme with us," He expl ai ned, and
then added. "It's okay with ne, if you don't mind. This is the guy | told you
about . "

“I"'mBob Jezac, ma'am Her nanme is Alice." He pointed to the blonde. "I
don't know her |ast name yet, but she seens to be good fol ks. She was hauling
some furniture for Levitz when we got stuck here. Has two ki ds sonewhere.
feel sorry for her."

Brent did, too. He was glad he had no i mediate ties to worry about.
"Yeah. This is a bad situation all around," he said. "Well, bring whatever you
thi nk you can use then, and let's get going. | think we need to be gone before
t hose other jokers wake up." He turned back to his packing.

Brent felt Darla eyeing himin a new light. He had given the bigger man
what ampbunted to an order and just assumed obedi ence, in the same manner that
he had taken the lead with her. If civilization had been replaced with the
jungle he could see just a few feet away, wonen's lib would be of |ess value
than the checkbooks left in his van. And if that was the case, why shoul dn't
she hook up with soneone who seermed to know what he was doi ng? Miscles didn't
nmean everyt hi ng.

JASON STOOD ON t he periphery of the coterie surrounding Burley Sinpson,
listening to himgive orders. Burley had noved his headquarters into a snall
restaurant and was busily trying to drink up all the Coors beer still on tap
Jason si pped one hinsel f, but slowy.

He didn't |ike what was going on. Burley had gangs of three or four
cons looting the other shops within the ring of scrubby forest and bringing it
all back to the restaurant. The cons were not doing the actual work; gangs of
black men in leg restraints haul ed the boxes and crates. They were being piled
in disorderly heaps at the back of the dining area.

As Jason watched, one of the blacks tripped and was whacked across the
brow with a shotgun barrel. Jason wi nced. The man was a friend of his. The
Negro staggered back to his feet and resuned work, ignoring a trickle of blood
coloring his face. Jason synpathized as he glared hate in Burley's direction
but the big man | aughed and took another swi g of beer, obviously enjoying
hi nsel f i mrensel y.

Jason stepped forward and tapped Burley on the shoul der

"Yeah, what you want Jason? Man, did that nigger get a lick! Serves him
He wi ped foam from thick black whiskers.

"Are you giving any thought to what cones next?" Jason asked. He was

al ready | ooking into the future and didn't like Burley's disregard of anything
other than his imedi ate pleasure. There was no telling when, if ever, the

supplies of food and drink could be repl aced.

"What you nean? We got it nade, man. The screws are gone, nan; gone.
Except for those two." Burley pointed to the only pair of surviving nale
guards. "Haw Lookit them Chained up with niggers. | never thought |I'd see
t he day!"

"You may not see many nore days if we don't get better organized than
we are now," Jason said politely.

Burl ey frowned, obviously trying to make his brain consider sonething
further than his next beer. "You think the | aw s gonna cone back?"

"Who knows? Probably not, or they would have been here by now What |'m
thinking is that we'd better start organizing for long termsurvival. Wat's
goi ng to happen when the food runs out? O, the amunition for your shotgun?

right.'



Have you thought of that? Look, you know | used to be an engineer. | want to
take a few nen and start surveying what's left here, maybe put a few pl aces
off limts until we can sort things out."

"Fuck it. If the food runs short, we can let the niggers starve. And
you -- " Hs glare at Jason was cut off by a scream There was no doubt that
it was human. The horrible sound was al nost pal pable with terror. It cut off
abruptly as the whol e gang rushed out onto the street. A cacophony of gunfire
erupt ed, boom ng shotgun bl asts, pistol shots, and a scattering of rifle fire.
There was no doubt about the location. A group of men still clad in the drab
prison white edged into a circle around a huge mound of fur and the remains of
somet hi ng that had once been hunan.

Jason and Burl ey broke through the circle. The | argest bear he had ever
seen, or heard of, larger even than that, still had its jaws clanmped into the
m ddl e section of the tattered remains of a con Jason had known slightly. He
was very dead, as was the bear, or whatever it was. It had been riddled with
gunfire

Jason eyed the beast, thoughts skittering in his head. He recovered
nmore qui ckly than Burley, who was standi ng gape- nout hed, his shotgun droopi ng
fromone hand, a can of Coors in the other, tilted in his big fist so that a
stream of beer and foam gurgled down to the pavenent.

"You see what | mean? That thing nmust have been shot forty tinmes after
it was already dead. How many nore of them do you think nmight be out there?"
Jason swung an armout to enconpass the surrounding forest. "W need to put
sone sentries out to warn us, and not waste anmmunition in the future. W need
to see what tools we have on hand and how |l ong the food will |ast. Seeds,
even. Cet it through your head, Burley. The rest of Texas mi ght be gone
forever. And the rest of the country, too," he added, as an afterthought.

Burl ey seemto conme to his senses. He brought the remai nder of the can
to his lips, chugging it down in one huge gulp. He crushed the can in one fist
and tossed it away. Jason watched it clang onto the pavenent.

"That's another thing. W ought to save everything. Even cans. Wo
knows what we mght be needing in the future?"

Burl ey squinted his eyes at Jason, started to say sonething
di sparagi ng, then thought better of it. For all his coarseness, Jason knew he
wasn't nearly as dunb as he acted.

"Awright, Jase. You take Bunch and Jonesy and get some sentries
organi zed and start finding your fucking tools and nailing up the stores. 'l
send you sone niggers to help.”

"What are you going to be doi ng?"

Burley grinned lasciviously. "I'mgoing to go fuck me a nurse again,
that is if there's anything left of her. She was an old bag to start with, but
her and that other titless wonder are still better than those | ezzie guards or

the other two ol d broads we caught. Hey, you want sone before we use them up?
You ain't had a turn yet."

"Maybe | ater," Jason tenporized. "Send the work gang over to the
hardware store. 1'"'mgoing to start there."

Jason began inventorying the contents of the few stores not already
| oot ed, hoping that sometine he woul d get an opportunity to speak to the
chai ned bl acks wi t hout being overheard by one of Burley's cohorts.

At m d-norning, while the guards were harangui ng one end of the line of
chai ned men, he surreptitiously sidled up to the other end of the coffle. He
knew two of the blacks in leg irons, the others he didn't, but he took the
chance anyway. In case any of Burley's henchnen were watching, he struck one
of the bl acks across his shoul ders, hard, but not enough to hurt, or even
cause that much pain. "Listen up, notherfucker," he yelled, then bent close as
if to reinforce his orders. He whispered quickly to the man he knew best.
"Stay loose, Rye. I'll get y'all out of this when | can. Tell Preacher | said
so. "

Preacher Johnson was a huge, easy going reforned crack addict and the
real |eader of the blacks, but he was off with another work gang. Jason knew



that Rye woul d pass on the nessage, though

Rye Mbsel ey caught on i mediately to Jason's feigned beating. He
cringed as if expecting another blow, then whispered back. "Goddam, Jase,
don't take too long to do sonething. That crazy notherfucker Burley gonna off
us all soon as he finished with us. | know he is. He crazy."

"Be ready. |I'Il do what | can." Jason prom sed, hoping an opportunity
woul d cone. He was sickened by Burley's brutality toward the bl acks.

"Thanks, bro'. Don't wait too long." Mdsley got back to his feet. Jason
saw the despair in his eyes. He hoped he wasn't prom sing nore than he could
deliver but he knew he would try. His own suffering for sonething he wasn't
responsi bl e for gave himenpathy for the black prisoners

DEPUTY DUSTI N Breedl ove was trying his best to assune | eadership of the
little knot of humanity remaining in the small town of Goodpasture but
| eadership wasn't really his thing. He had been a deputy sheriff for severa
years, the best job he had ever held, but maki ng decisions came hard to him
The only thing he really had going for himwas the ingrained respect of the
teenagers for his badge, but he didn't know how |l ong that would |l ast. Already,
one of the boys he recognized as a local football star was starting to
qguestion his orders, and he didn't really know what to do about it. How do you
give orders to a youth who by virtue of his sports prowess has been
conplimented, catered to, and indul ged by parents, coaches and teachers since
bef ore puberty?

Dustin certainly couldn't rely on physical strength. He was all too
aware of his own overhanging belly and shortness of breath fromtoo little
exerci se and too many cigarettes for too many years. Neverthel ess, he was
going to try, whether he succeeded or not. |If nothing else, the deputy's job
had gi ven hima sense of responsibility.

Dustin watched as Fred Wi testone curled a callused hand around the
wai st of Carla Marson, his girl and a cheerl eader to boot. He was a big youth
with strong arns and sun-bl eached bl onde hair. There was not an ounce of fat
on him nor on his girl, for that matter. She |eaned into his enbrace,
vacuously pretty, waiting for his lead, but there was a tinge of fear hanging

over her, like the apprehension she m ght have felt the first time she led a
cheer in the football stadi um
"I don't know what's happened,"” Breedlove said. "I just think we should

wait here for help. There's plenty to eat, and |'ve been calling fromthe
squad car. Help is bound to get here soon." He said it like a mantra, trying
to believe in it even though nothing had come over the radi o except static so
far.

"You haven't heard anything fromyour damm squad car though, have you?"
Whi t estone snirked. He had armed hinself fromthe sporting goods shop with a
smal | caliber revolver and rifle. He stood spread |l egged, as if he were an old
west gunfighter waiting for his opponent to draw

"That doesn't nean we won't," Breedl ove said.

"Well, Carla and | aren't waiting. Fuck your calls."” Fred turned on his
heel s and left drawing his girl with him l|ike a scared kitten being tugged
around by a friendly but rowdy dog.

"You better stay. And you, too," Breedlove said, indicating the other
two couples and the two old wi dows. The other couples he didn't worry about.
They were so scared they had quit even trying to nake deci sions.

The authority of Breedl ove's badge held the other two youths, just
barely, but Whiteside paid himno attention. He pulled Carla along with him
and strode into the forest. The young girl |ooked back once, but that was all
They di sappeared into the underbrush

One of the other boys spoke up. "M . Breedl ove, maybe Fred is right.
Maybe we should go. This is too weird." Hs voice cracked on the | ast word,
like a faulty tape.

Dustin Breedl ove had a bright idea for a change. "No, let themgo. If
there is hel p somewhere, naybe they will find it. In the neantine, we should
stick here." The wi dows nodded approval. They, at least, still respected the



I aw.

"Hel p!" The cry cane fromthe edge of the surrounding trees, startling
in its suddenness.

Breedl ove whirl ed, amazingly fast for his heft, hand droppi ng down to
his gun belt as if he were used to hearing such cries every day of his life.
Carla broke fromthe conceal nent of the forest. Her face was no | onger pretty.
It was as pale and crushed | ooking as a white toadstool that had just been
st epped on.

"Somet hing got him Ch, God, sonething got hinm He's dead! He never
even screaned, it just bit himand carried himoff!l" She flung herself into
Breedl ove' s arns, sobbing hysterically.

Dustin held her, |ooking apprehensively over her shoul der. Presently,
when not hing threatening materialized, he becane aware of the girl's firm
young breasts pressing against his chest. Wll, goddamm. |ookit this, he
t hought. She's acting like I'"mher protector. And the others will listen to ne
now, by God, when |I tell themto do something. He eased the girl away from him
and began giving orders. They were obeyed with alacrity.

*Chapt er Four*

ON A FARMto market road just north of where the little town of
Col dwater, the county seat of San Sonata County, had once been |ocated, a
faded yel |l ow school bus lay overturned where the driver had applied brakes too
strenuously. The driver could not really be blaned; the sudden di sappearance
of the road ahead woul d have caused anyone to do the sane. Fortunately, where
the road ended there was no enbankment. Unfortunately, there was a | arge
boul der in the way. It caught the right front wheel of the bus and flipped it
i ke a pancake.

Dori s Jenkins, the bus driver, was shaken but not really hurt. The sane
could not be said for some of her passengers. There were nore than two dozen
young wonen on the bus, all the San Sonata Jr. College girl's baseball team
t he cheerl eaders, the coach, the team manager, and Doris' own daughter, who
had come along for the ride and to nmeet her boyfriend living in Rawling, the
little city fifty mles west of Huntsville where the gane had been pl ayed.

Doris got the girls unloaded fromthe overturned bus, hel ping those
that needed it. Wien the bus was finally cleared and she exam ned her
passengers, she breathed a sigh of relief. No one had been killed. Three girls
apparently had broken arms, but that was all. The newy installed seat belts
had saved them from serious injury. She stood by the side of the bus,
energency flashlight in hand, ready to signal the first passing motorist. The
next norning, she was still waiting.

Morni ng al so brought disbelief and near hysteria as Doris wondered how
on earth she could possibly have wandered fromthe normal route, heading east
toward Huntsville, onto this short stretch of road. The road was obvi ously one
still under construction since it began and ended within a stretch of not much
nore than a hundred yards. It was inpossible, but there it was.

The country even | ooked different. There were fewer trees, scattered
erratically across the | andscape as if planted by a not too bright gardener
and there was grass, grow ng knee high and waving gently in the norning
breeze.

In the distance, she could see a herd of grazing animals that |ooked
al nost |ike bison, although they appeared to be much | arger than any bi son she
had ever seen. She put that down to distance-altered perspective, but it was
still strange. So far as she knew, there weren't any buffalo ranches in this
part of Texas.

Al that day Doris waited in vain for help to cone. She watched the
girl's coach apprehensively as she wal ked up and down the short stretch of
paved road, then stared out over the rough country which extended as far as
the eye coul d see, saying nothing and ignoring questions fromthe girls.

Doris tried to console the girls and reassure them even after she
decided that there was no way in the world she could have driven to such a



pl ace, but she failed to find any other explanation. She watched as the coach
continued to draw into herself, staring blankly into space, her mnd unable to
conprehend the unexpl ai nabl e, leaving Doris as the only adult authority sinply
by default.

She clung to the remants of sanity by worrying about the girls and her
daughter, Judy. It was the only thing she had to cling to. There was sinply no
expl anati on for how they were stranded on a short bleak stretch of rura
hi ghway in the mddle of nowhere with not a sign of civilization anywhere in
si ght.

There was no food, and only a few Cokes and Dr. Pepper in the cooler.
Late that afternoon, she clinbed on top of the overturned bus and searched the
hori zon. Far in the distance, alnpost at the limts of vision, she thought she
could make out a farnmhouse or some other building. She decided that if no one
had come by the next norning, she would send one of the girls there for help;
it was too late to attenpt it now.

The ni ght was warm and cl oudl ess, but there was no noon. She and the
girls huddled near a canpfire lit by deadfall fromthe nearest tree. She
i gnored the prohibited cigarette lighter one of the girls produced to start
the fire, just thankful for the cheery security of the flames. That situation
didn't last long. Soon after dark, a roar split the night, sounding like a big
zoo cat at feeding time. Several girls screaned briefly, accenting the
invisible threat. Doris junped to her feet and stared fearfully out into the
starlit darkness. The roar had been bone-chillingly close.

"Grls! Get in the bus! Hurry!" Doris sent them scurrying up onto the
side of the wounded bus, and then down inside. It was very unconfortable, but
no one conpl ai ned.

A FEWM LES from where the girls twitched in crowded disconfort, Ceci
McMast ers checked his lever-action 30-30 again to make sure the hamer was
cocked and it was ready to fire. Ordinarily he woul d never have consi dered
leaving it so dangerously |ethal before he was ready to shoot, but the roar of
the creature the girls had heard had gotten his wind up. So far as he could
renenber, he had never heard a noise |like that anywhere outside a zoo.

McMast ers had been out hunting coyotes when the change came, and hadn't
even realized it until he tried to find his way back hone after a flash and
runbl e whi ch he thought was the begi nning of a sudden thunderstorm The next
nmorni ng, a knoll in the distance prevented himfromspotting the sanme buil ding
Doris had seen, and he was scared to wander too far fromwhere he was for fear
of never finding his way back. As the day wore on, he began to wonder if he
still had a hone. Nothing | ooked famliar; not the vegetation, nor the
rolling, tree-dotted plains, nor the animals he saw grazing just far enough
away to make identification difficult.

When dusk arrived, MMasters found hinsel f crouching beneath a huge oak
with | ow growi ng branches, thinking that he nmust surely have lost his nind
Maybe, he thought, I'mdreaming that |'mback in the Army. That was a famliar
scenari o, and had been ever since he retired and bought the little ranch just
at the edge of that invisible |line where pine gave way to Gak and scrub. But
I"mnot wearing a uniform like |I usually do in ny dreans, he thought. And
this is too damm real to be a dream

Presently he noticed a flickering light in the distance. He stood up
squinting into the darkness, w shing that he had brought his gl asses al ong,
but damit, they just got in the way when he was hunting. Bifocals were hard
on a hunter. If you focused on the sights, the target was blurry. If you
focused on the target, the sights were blurry. He had finally given up in
di sgust at his aging body and nmounted a scope on his favorite rifle. It was
hell to get old.

As he watched, the flickering light in the distance grew no brighter
instead it gradually began to dim It must be a canpfire, just dying out. He
was just on the verge of setting out across country toward it before it faded
conpl etely when a blood curdling roar again rent the stillness, too close for
confort. There were thrashing noises, then a wail of pain, like a heifer under



a branding iron, and after that, only the sounds of rendering flesh and bones
bei ng cracked.

Monents | ater, he was perched in the | ower branches of the oak, nore
scared than he had ever been in conbat. The canpfire, if that was what it was,
could wait until daylight. He marked the direction as best he could and
settled down to wait out the night.

SHEI LA SHOXX of f the despondence she felt. If Wanda wasn't a rescuer
at | east she was conpany, and right now that counted for a great deal. For a
time, she was scared to let the ol der woman out of her sight for fear of being
| eft al one again, but that had passed now. She was no | onger afraid, even
knowi ng that she mi ght never see her famliar world again.

Wanda did a lot to soothe Sheila's fears. She watched while Wanda, with
quiet army efficiency inventoried the contents of the farmhouse and shared her
del i ght when she found the gun cabinet was stocked with heavier rifles than
her own little .22, along with anmunition. Wanda | oaded her Dad's 30. 06,
checked the action and set it aside.

"Can you really shoot that thing?" Sheila asked, admiration in her
Voi ce.

"Sure. It's a nice piece. Alittle heavier than an M 16, but it packs
some power. I'mglad it's here.”

"It's ny Dad's. He uses it for deer hunting."

"Well, | haven't seen any deer yet, but |'ve seen other things out
there. Big things."

"Me, too," Sheila said. "What are they?"

Wanda wondered whether to tell the girl that she was beginning to
bel i eve they had been di splaced back in time, but decided to let it wait.

Ri ght now, she was just glad of the confort of a famliar shelter and, |ike
Sheil a, of human conpani onshi p.
"We' |l worry about themlater. Let's see the rest of the house.”

Sheila led her on a tour. Wen it was conpl eted, Wanda poured herself a
drink fromthe sparsely supplied |liquor cabinet. There was Bacardi rum a pint
bottl e of peach brandy, and half a fifth of Jack Daniel's black | abel bourbon
She chose the brandy, poured for herself, then raised an eyebrow at Sheil a.

Sheila held out a glass, trying to act sophisticated though she had
never taken a drink inside her home in her whole life. The brandy was warm
goi ng down, and becane even warner as it settled in her stomach.

"Now, " WAnda sai d, sipping her drink, "There are a few things we need
to do. Have you checked the freezer yet?"

"No, there was nothing | wanted to cook fromthere. Ch gosh! | couldn't
cook anyway -- no power. | keep forgetting."
"Well, nmaybe we could build a fire outside and snmoke sone of the neat.

It's a shame to let it go to waste,"” Wanda said. She crossed her |egs and
settled back even further into the big Lazyboy.

"Why -- Oh. You think it might be awhile before anyone cones, don't
you?"

Wanda's voice was gentle. "Sheila, hon, it mght be a long tinme before
anyone conmes. A _long_ time. You should prepare yourself."

"l guess so," Sheila said dolefully. She tugged nervously at one of her
twi n ponytails.
Actual |y, Wanda thought, | wouldn't mnd a hot meal, even if it is

cooked over a fire. Sheila's Spam night be all right for a quick sandw ch, but
it grewold rather quickly. She visualized all the neat in the freezer, and a

sudden i dea occurred. "Hey! W don't have to cook outside! | saw a Col enan
grill in the storeroom and we can open the windows to let the funmes out."

"Now why didn't | think of that?" Sheila said.

Wanda smiled. "I think there's a lot of things we haven't thought of
yet. Well, are you hungry now?"

"You bet! Let's get started. The cats will eat some of the neat, once
it's conpletely thawed, but right now, | want a big steak. You'll have to show

me how to use the Col eman, though. |1've never started it by myself."



"Hm |'ve never used one either," Wanda said, "but conme on. Between
the two of us we should be able to figure it out. | could use a steak nyself,
and after that, maybe we can start maki ng sone plans about where we go from
here.”

Wanda and Sheila tal ked far into the night, Wanda gradual ly | eading the
t eenager to her own belief that somehow, some way, they had been displ aced
back in tine. Sheila had cried some, but finally seemed to accept the idea,
even though Wanda knew that she still held out hope that this was only a
tempor ary phenonmenon. Wanda had just about discarded that idea. She was
t hi nking now, that if she had found one survivor, perhaps there were others
somewhere. She had not the vaguest notion, though, of where they should begin
| ooki ng.

Dawson Reeves gazed at the farmhouse fromthe edge of the tree line.
Earlier, he had seen two fenales, a young girl and an ol der woman, though not
that rmuch ol der, step out onto the porch, |ook around, then go back inside. He
waited as patiently as possible, know ng that sooner or later an opportunity
woul d cone to him He thought once of sinply walking up to the house and using
his broken armas an excuse to gain the confidence of the two wonen, but one
of them had been carrying a rifle. He wanted nothing to do with an arned
worman. One tied and hel pl ess was nore his style, and if he could figure a way,
he woul d soon have that.

Duri ng the day, Reeves began to smell cooking neat. The odor was al npst
unbearably tantalizing. He salivated constantly while he waited, thinking to
hinself that it was patently unfair for the two wormen to be inside eating
whil e he was so hungry that he would gl adly have chewed the buttons off his
jacket if he thought they were digestible. She would pay, the ol der one, for
maki ng hi mgo so hungry, and the younger one too, but not before having his
fun. His imagination made the waiting bearable -- but just barely.

M CHAEL WAS NO | onger concerned with physics, biology or any other
prof essi on. Hunger pains chased away any hint of equations that tried to form
even after he crossed another circle of normal East Texas countryside. Al he
could do was note its presence; at this tinme he could only hope that soon he
would run into an area containing something to eat. Hell, right now, he would
even settle for a McDonal d's, much as he hated their cardboard tasting food.
Just the thought of a juicy cheeseburger caused his stonmach to runble
pai nfully. Even as dusk approached, he kept on, stopping only when it was too
dark to see where he was going. He took refuge that night in another tree, and
slept in fits and starts the whole night, not nuch nmore than a hundred yards
from where Dawson had been waiting all day for night to fall.

MELANI E WOODS had conme down from her tree during the day, driven by
hunger and thirst. She sanpled the unripe tomatoes froma corner of the garden
that had cone along with her but they were way too tart for her taste and her
stomach rejected them There was no water anywhere in sight and she was afraid
to go into the woods. Twi ce during the | ong day she spotted animals she didn't
recogni ze enmerge fromthe dark depths of the forest and cross the cleared
area, causing her to scurry frantically back up her tree until they were gone.
At nightfall, she again clinbed up to her perch, but it was harder this tine.
She was steadily growi ng weaker, and the awful |oneliness was gradually
sappi ng her spirit.

JASON SENT four convicts out as scouts early in the norning, telling
themto go no further than the distance that would bring them back to
Huntsville, or what was left of it, before dark. Two of the scouts he trusted;
the other two were cohorts of Burley Sinpson. He doubted that if they found
anot her area of civilization more to their liking that they would return, even
if they could, which would suit himfine.

He noticed that Burley's men carried bottles with them but he nmade
sure that his own nmen went dry. There was a nethod behind this decision. If
Burley's men got drunk and lost their way in the woods, he would count it as a
bl essing rather than a |l oss, but he hoped his own men would find their way
back. Sonehow, he had to find out what had happened, and what the future held.



In a way, he hoped that the surrounding forest went on and on. |f nothing
else, it had lifted the burden of bleak years of undeserved confinenment from
his shoul ders, and for that, he was grateful beyond words.

CARLA WAS sticking close to Deputy Breedl ove, and he didn't know quite
how to handle it. Hs last girlfriend had dropped him al nost two years ago.
Since then, he had been singularly lonely, eating too rmuch and drinking too
much, and sort of drifting along. Sonmetines he slept in his squad car at
ni ght, even though his consci ence bothered hi mwhen he did, but shit, nothing
ever happened in Goodpasture anyway, at least until now If he could have read
Carla's thoughts, he would have been amazed.

He wondered if Carla remenbered his warning to Fred not to | eave. How
did she see himnow that Fred's decision to go against his warning proved so
fatal for hin? Was he still the bunbling overwei ght bubba in her eyes? He had
the feeling that he just nay have been magically transforned in her eyes to
the very epitone of authority and stability. As it was, her presence gave his
confidence a much- needed boost, and the other kids went right along. As the
day wore on, he began to think nore and nore like a | eader and less like a
pawn, good only for issuing speeding tickets and cadgi ng donuts fromthe
grocery store.

The next norning, Breedl ove assigned one of the boys to fetch and carry
various supplies fromthe homes of the wi dows and the other two couples to the
feed store where he decided to set up headquarters. There was plenty of room
there. He set the other to calling and listening fromhis squad car radio,
even though nothing but static still cane over the air. He checked their newy
acqui red weapons with authority and made sure that the safeties were on.

That afternoon, he explored the periphery where the shops ended and
forest began. Carla foll owed al ong, never letting herself get nore than a few
feet away fromhim He was conpletely puzzled at the way the downtown area
ended so abruptly in tangles of wild growh, as if part of CGoodpasture had
been set down in the niddle of the Amazon. He stood staring into the
wi | derness and felt his heart thunmp inside at the thought, wild as it was.
Carla clung to his arm and the pressure of her breast against it nade his
heart race faster. Good God, doesn't she know that |I'malnost forty years ol d?
O am | imgining things? What would a kid |like her see in me, other than
someone to protect her? He turned back toward the town, unable to sort out the
girl's intentions or at |east not daring to believe them

By day's end, Breedlove was really scared. No help had arrived. No word
had come over the radio. So far as the little area of Goodpasture was
concerned, it could have been the only town left in Arerica. He tried not to
let his fear show

As darkness closed in, he ordered everyone into the feed store, noving
beddi ng and bl ankets and air nmattresses over fromthe sporting center to sleep
on. He posted sentries, thinking of how Fred Witestone had been taken by sone
wild animal. The deputy took the first shift hinmself, to set an exanple, as he
t hought of it.

There had been a few protests about sleeping in the confines of the
feed store, but he quickly stifled it by telling everyone they would be safer
there. Besides, there was plenty of space and the storeroons gave adequate
privacy. He was grateful for the privacy later, when he returned to the room
he had taken and found Carla there waiting for him Ilying curled up on the
pal | et he had nade.

"What are you doing here, Carla?"

"I"'mscared. | want to stay with you."

Breedl ove | eaned his rifle against the wall and |lit a cigarette. Carla
| ooked trustfully up at him her face it with shadows froma flickering
candl e.

"People will talk."

"I don't care. Please, can | stay?"

Breedl ove |l et hinself be persuaded, renmenbering that there weren't that
many people around to tal k anyway. He sat down and Carla snuggl ed up agai nst



him H's stomach runbled and he was glad that the girl couldn't see the blush
that suffused his face. He had very carefully not eaten nmuch at the evening
meal . It seemed that he was going to be a | eader, and he thought maybe it

m ght be a good idea to nake an effort to start |ooking |ike one.

He couldn't help but notice how the two wi dows smrked at himthe next
nmor ni ng when he and Carla came out of the storeroomtogether, but he ignored
it and began conferring with the two teenage boys, planning the day's
activities. Screw those old broads. They've been living by thenmsel ves for so
l ong they wouldn't know what a man was if one cane up and bit themon the ass.

DARLA AND Brent, acconpani ed by Bob Jezak and the short bl ond wonman
naned Alice, had hardly begun their exodus away fromthe roadsi de park when a
series of shots sounded from behind them They all stopped to listen but there
was no nore gunfire. Only the rustle of |leaves in the norning breeze broke the
si | ence.

"I've been expecting that," Jezak finally remarked.

Brent raised his eyebrows. "Wat do you nmean?"

"Did you hear a shot |ast night?"

"Yes, but it was just one."

"One's all it takes, if it's ained right. Wat you heard | ast night was
one of those dudes warning the other one away fromhis worman. | suspect
there's one less nan alive back there now No great |oss, though. Neither one
of themwas worth a dam." Jezak spat on the ground.

"What about the wonen? Weren't there two of then®"

"I talked to both of them" Alice said. "One of them | think mght be
okay, but the other I'"'mnot sure of. | only saw her for a few mnutes, but I
think she's a groupie. O maybe a prostitute working the parks."

"That was ny inpression, too," Jezec said. "Think we should go back
Brent ? Maybe take a peek without show ng oursel ves?"

Wil e Brent was considering Bob's question, another series of shots

rang out, l|ike the snapping of reins on a bal ky horse. That deci ded Brent.
"No, let's go on, at least for the norning. If we don't find any help
by noon, we'll turn back and see what happened, if we can. After that, we can

head for the gulf again."

Brent wasn't entirely satisfied with his decision, but it was the best
conprom se he could think of. He had no desire to get into a shooting match
with the unruly truckers and if the change was only local, they could send the
| aw back to deal with the situation. If not, it nmight be best to return and
see if anyone were left alive. Humans m ght be awfully scarce in this odd new
world, and if it were possible, nmaybe they could sal vage whoever was |eft.
Selling western wear certainly didn't do anything to prepare me for this, he
t hought wryly.

HOVE HEALTH care surely never prepared me for anything like this, Peggy
Carlino thought as she struggl ed out of the grasp of another bl ackberry vine.
The first day, she had alternated between sitting in her car and getting out
to walk in circles around it, gazing in wonder at the surrounding forest.

Even on the second day of her isolation, she still half hoped that she
had becone disoriented while on her way to visit one of her patients, an old
bl ack man slowy dying fromlung cancer. He lived way of f the beaten path,
several mles down a gravel road fromthe farmto market, and that was where
t he change had caught her just as his tarpaper shack canme into view She was
running very late and really should have put off the visit until the next day,
but she knew the old nan needed her, and besides, she always liked to visit
with him

Peggy al ways stayed a little |onger than necessary with the old nan,
fascinated with his tales of what his youth had been like in the old
segregated south. Now, she wished mghtily that she had del ayed the visit
until the next day. The nore she gazed into the depths of the climax forest
surroundi ng her, the less roomthere was to think she had sinply gotten | ost.

The shack had di sappeared fromthe beam of her headlights at the sane
time as the flash of light and clap of thunder startled her. She had been



tuned to a news station that gave the weather every half hour, and there had
been no nention of thunderstorms. Fortunately, she had sl owed as the shack
cane into view so stopping in tinme had been no probl em

The rest of the night was still nostly a blurred nenory of alternating
fear and di sgust at getting herself so thoroughly |ost, even though she
couldn't imagine how it could have happened, and so suddenly at that. Unti
t he next norning when she realized the extent of the disaster, she _al nost_
convi nced herself that she had only imagi ned the nearness of the old man's
shack and had taken a wong turn well before arriving there. Daylight brought
a horrifying return to reality.

After Peggy finally struck out through the woods, she tried to orient
her path in the direction of the nearest town to where the old man's home had
been; as the day wore on she began to doubt her ability to find it anyway. She
was as thoroughly lost and as scared as she had been the first tine she
scrubbed for surgery, back during her student days. The first thing she did
was drop an instrument and, forgetting her sterile status, bend over to pick
it up. The surgeon had chewed her up and down unnercifully and she thought for
a day or two that she would sinply drop out of nursing, but the feeling
passed, just as she hoped and internmittently prayed that this dreamike
experience would cone to an end.

One thing Peggy was grateful for was the little automatic pistol she
carried in her right hand. The noi ses she heard as she worked her way through
the woods were fearful, and not at all famliar. Don, her husband of twelve
years had bought the gun for her soon after she began working for the hone
heal th agency out of Livingston, and insisted that she learn howto use it. It
was a confort, now, but not that nuch of one.

Once, she had seen a bear. She stopped while it inspected her calmy
then it went back to digging roots. She nade a w de detour around it,
wonderi ng what zoo it had escaped from There just couldn't be any bears left
in this area of Texas. Could there?

Bef or e abandoni ng her vehicle, she had used a pair of forceps from her
nmedi cal bag to pull the foil off the top of a liter of distilled water. She
stuffed it and the remrai nder of her lunch, which she had never gotten around
to finishing, into her nmedical bag. During the day, she drank half the bottle
of flat tasting water but still hadn't touched the orange and other sandw ch.
She had no appetite, and didn't want to stop and take time to eat, anyway. She
wanted to get out of this forest and back home with Don and Bridgette.

The forest didn't cooperate and by evening, Peggy began to think she
had | ost her sense of direction, even though she had tried to travel according
to the way sunbeans slanted through the overhead growth. The sun was close to
setting, she knew, even though she couldn't see it the darkening forest gave
anpl e evidence of how low it must be on the horizon. There seenmed to be no end
to the huge trees, larger than any she had ever seen, and she was tired and
bug bitten. At least |I'mwearing pants and sensi bl e shoes, she thought, even
if they are wet and nuddy. Please, please, let nme find someone soon. This just

can't be real. |I'mscared, and by now Don and everyone he could drum up mnust
be searching for me. Did Bridgette go to school today? Has she asked why |
didn't conme honme last night? Ch, CGod, let ne find someone soon, | can't bear

much nore of this.

As if in answer to her prayer, from sonewhere in front of her, Peggy
heard faint sounds of sobbing. Wiy, that's a child, she thought, |ike a young
girl crying because her horse has broken a leg and has to be shot; no, nore
like a grade school er who has m ssed the bus and been left forgotten in an
enpty school yard.

"Hell 0? Hell o? Is anyone there?" she called out, trying to peer through
t he deepeni ng gl oom

The sobbi ng broke off. Peggy heard the sound of a nose being sniffed,
then, "Mama? |s that you? |I'm over herel™

Peggy followed the sound, and suddenly broke into a cleared area. Mwn
grass softened her steps. Thank God, she prayed silently, I've found ny way



back.

" Mama?"

Now, the voice came fromher right and slightly behind her. She
backtracked, |ooking all around.

"Mama?" The voice cane from above. A flash of white noved, descending
fromthe | ower branches of a tree, just at the edge of the clearing. She ran
forward, and just in tinme, managed to break the fall as Ml ani e Wods
strength failed her and she fell the last few feet to the ground.

Peggy held a weak, dirt smeared and very scared little girl in her
arms. "You're not ny manm," Melani e accused.

"Where is your mama, dear? Let's go find her."

Mel ani e began crying again. Between sobs, she said, "I don't know. The
house di sappeared and never came back. | saw some nonsters and hid in the
tree."”

Dear God, it's happened here, too. The poor child. She rmust have been
frightened to death. Peggy uncapped the bottle of distilled water and gave the
child a drink. It seenmed to revive her, and she began tal king incessantly.
Peggy listened attentively while she cleaned the girl up as well as she was
able to in the gloom The sandwi ch she had never had tine to eat stilled the
little girl's excited jabber, while she wondered what to do next. Her own
predi canent was al nost conpletely forgotten as she ninistered to the girl. She
was a nurse again, and her own concerns were forgotten until she noticed that
it was al nost conpletely dark

"Did you say you' ve been hiding in this tree?"

"Yep," Mel ani e nunbl ed around a huge wad of tuna sandwi ch in her nouth.
"It's scratchy, though. The bark hurt my bottom | didn't sleep much."

"Do you think maybe you can stand one nore night in the tree?"

"l guess so. WIIl we find nmanma tonorrow?"

"Well, we'll certainly try, as soon as it gets light. Now how ' bout you
showi ng me how to clinb your tree? | haven't been in a tree since | was a
little girl like you." Peggy smled when Mel anie giggled at the idea of
showi ng a grown-up howto clinb a tree. It made the closing dark not quite so
t hr eat eni ng.

*Chapt er Five*

THE COABOY, called "Big Bucks" or Bucks for short by his friends, had
seen his partner taken that norning by the saber-tooth, and | earned to be very
cautious, even though he wondered what in hell one of those critters was doing
in Texas, if this still was Texas. By this tine he was doubtful, though he
still had hopes.

Bucks was not introspective, nor a very |earned nan, but even he could
tell that an unprecedented phenormena had taken place and caught himup in it.
The only idea he could cone up with was to work his way east and hope
Huntsville was still on the map, being very careful in the neantinme to never
et hinmself get far froma clinbable tree, and never goi ng anywhere near any
animal larger than a jackrabbit even if it meant |ong detours.

He used the sun to mark his direction of travel, and tried to
conpensate for the tinmes when he was forced into another path. Huntsville lay
to the east if it were still there, and that was where he was headed; he
didn't know anything else to try.

The second day Bucks crossed a stream and drank thirstily, then w shed
he had sonmething to eat. He tried to catch perch with his hands but soon gave
that up. He wouldn't starve i medi ately, he knew, even if his thoughts were
turning nore and nore frequently to nenories of Jenny's chicken fried steak
and creamgravy. If Huntsville is still there it can't be too rmuch farther, he
thought, and in fact, it wasn't, or at |east what remained of it. On this day,
his travels had brought himto less than 15 nmiles fromthe di splaced area of
that city, and only a mle or so fromwhere the girls waited by their wecked
bus, and not nuch further than that from where Cecil MMasters had begun
striking out in the direction of the canpfire he had seen the night before.



THI RST HAD driven Doris Jenkins to finally decide that nothing would be
gai ned by sending a lone girl toward the distant building; they would all have
to try for it. As soon as it was full daylight, she clinbed again to the top
of the bus and narked the direction as carefully as she coul d. She searched
the area for signs of the great cat they had seen the day before (which she
still half-believed nust have been an hallucination), and finally, led off
with the girls in tow

Judy, her daughter, wal ked by her side, silent and conpl etely obedient.
Doris felt a wy anmusenent. It was one thing for Judy to debate with her over
rights and privileges when all it neant was an extra ni ght out or whether she
spent too much nmoney on clothes, but it was quite another when her whole world
had been turned upside down in a manner so inexplicable that she stil
couldn't grasp it. And she nust be thirsty, so thirsty that even the nenory of
that last sip of warm coke the day before was |like a sweet dream

"Mot her, |ook!"

Doris stopped and turned. She peered in the direction that Judy was
pointing. The figure of a man, stick-like in the distance, waved and began
running toward them The wave threw himoff bal ance and he stunbl ed, al nost
fell, and then continued on again.

"Thank God!" Doris said, but already she was wondering what a | one
figure was doing out in this wlderness, and even if that could be expl ai ned,
the w | derness coul d not.

Bucks drew up in front of the two grown woren and their flock of
teen-agers, panting heavily. "Wat -- ?" he puffed. "Were -- ?" He couldn't
get his tangl ed thoughts past his gasps for breaths.

"Qur bus overturned. We've been out here for two days. Do you know
where we are?" Doris asked

The man, Bucks finally got his breathing under enough control to
answer. "Ma'am | hope we're still in east Texas, but |'ve got ny doubts.
Three days, you said? Lord God, that's how long |I've been wal king, and you're
the first persons |I've seen so far!™

Doris' throat rasped as she tried to speak. She cleared it and tried
again. "We need sone water. Do you have any?"

"Sorry, ma'am | haven't had a drink since yesterday, myself."

Dori s saw Bucks exani ning her and the crowd of girls and knew he was
wonderi ng how they cane to be together

"Oh. Look, M. -- "

"Jam son, ma'am but call me Bucks. Mst fol ks do."

The girls began crowding in close to listen to the cowboy, not noticing
that he was eyeing themw th dashed hopes, seeing their cracked lips and dusty
cl ot hes.

“I"'mDoris Jenkins. M. Bucks, have you been to that house up ahead? Is
there anything to drink there?"

"House? What house?"

"House, building. | clinbed on top of our bus and saw sonet hi ng. "

Doris' voice rasped again. She had to clear her throat before answering. "It's
over that way, somewhere." She pointed.

"I haven't been in that direction, but if you saw a house there, let's
head for it," Bucks said. "Any kind of shelter would be better than traipsing
out in the open, without even no gun. A tiger got ny partner and our horses
the first day. Have you seen any of thenP"

Doris didn't trust herself to speak again just yet for fear of letting
the girls know just how |l ow her spirits had sunk. Tigers? In Texas? That nust
have been what scared her and the girls back into the bus during the night.
Dear God, things were even worse than she had i magi ned. But maybe there woul d
be soneone hone at the building she had glinpsed. Maybe even a radio or TV to
expl ain the phenonena. "Hurry, girls, let's go." She notioned, and the
teenagers followed along, still bunched up. Bucks |inped al ong by her side on
blistered feet.

There was i ndeed a house; a large two-story gray and white brick



buil ding came into view over the next rise. There was no sign of life as they
neared. The house sat in a bouquet of azal eas and young oaks. The | awn was
fresh and green, as if nmowed only a few days ago. Doris thought it was the
nost wel cone sight she had ever seen

Just as she felt the swi shing of knee high grass against her |egs
change to the wel cone carpet of mown grass underfoot, a high shrill scream
erupted frombehind her. It then stopped as abruptly as if it had been sliced
with a knife. She whirled and was struck nunb.

A huge cat was clawi ng at the shoulders of one of the girls, trying to
shake her 1 oose froma six-inch fang that had pierced all the way through her
neck. Arterial blood sprayed into the cat's face, blinding it. It roared and
shook its head. The girl's body flipped through the air like a rag doll, arms
and legs flying linply. Her body smacked into the earth with a dusty thud.

Bucks thought he knew what the scream neant even before he turned and
saw t he saber-tooth shake its victimloose fromits fangs. He reacted
i mediately. "Get to the house!" he yelled. He dropped back behind the cluster
of girls, who stood frozen with terror. "Run, dammit!" He slamred a hand into
t he shoul der of one girl and the backside of another. He had no earthly idea
what he would do if the cat charged him

The huge cat shook its bloody head to clear its vision, then it bounded
to cover the body. It crouched over it and growl ed, a | ow runbling bass that
seened to shake the very bones. The girls broke and ran toward t he house.
Bucks backed slowy away, |eaving the cat hovering over its victim It shook
it's head once nore, then reached down, hooked the body with it's fangs and
began dragging it away, letting the body trail back between it's front |egs.

Dori s pounded at the door of the house. "It's | ocked!" She screaned.
She | ooked back over the shoul ders of the fear-stricken girls, trying to see
if the cat was comi ng back again. She shrank froma noving form seen in
fl ashes between the figures surroundi ng her

Wth relief, she watched as Bucks broke through the crowd and shook the
door knob. The door was solid, inmmovable. He grabbed a solid oak deck chair,
backed off, then plunged forward and heaved it through a w ndow, shattering
the glass and frane. He brushed shards of glass away with his bare hands,
bl oodyi ng themin the process. "Inside," he snapped at Doris. "Try the door
If it's dead bolted cone back here. We'll all go through the wi ndow. " He nade
a cup with his bl oody hands for Doris to stand on and she scranbl ed through
t he broken wi ndow. Seconds later the front door swung open and Doris was
al nrost crushed in the stanpede as the girls rushed to get inside. Bucks
followed the last one in, then slamed and | ocked the door

For the first tine in three days Doris felt safe. She alnost sniled
when Bucks exclained, "Christ on a horse, if this ain't the sorriest mess |
ever seen | don't know what is!"

DAWSON REEVES waited until just before dawn before he made a nove. He
figured the wonen would be in the deepest phase of sleep by then. During the
day, he had noted how the surrounding forest cut into one corner of the house,
and decided to explore that area first.

Under ordinary circunstances, he would have had his tools and coul d
have conme in through the front door with little trouble; he was experienced at
such entries. Now, though, he had only the clothes on his back and a | ong pine
knot club he had picked up sonewhere along the way. He still had no idea that
he had been displaced in tinme, though the strange aninmals and seem ngly
endl ess forest gave himan eerie sense of disorientation

Dawson crept around the edge of the forest until he got to where it net
t he back of the house. There, he found that Sheila's carpenter work was easy
to slide through; she had built it for larger denizens than a fugitive
convict. He stood up in the dimy lit hallway. The door into the living room
was ajar. A faint light came fromw thin. Cautiously, he peeked around the
door. In the light of the flickering candl e Wanda had | eft burning he saw
somet hing that gl addened his heart. A .45 caliber pistol was lying, lethally
i nnocent, beside the al nost burnt out candle.



Dawson picked up the pistol. H's thirst and hunger di sappeared
monentarily at the feel of the cool metal grip in his hand. This was nuch
better than a club, rmuch better. The only question was whether a round was
chanmbered under the firing pin or not. Wth his broken arm it was inpossible
to test. Well, he would know soon enough. At any rate, it would nmake as good a
club as the pine knot he had di scarded, and he was counting on surprise in any
case. He cocked the pistol, though

The second door he eased open revealed two dimy seen forns snuggl ed
toget her on a bed. This had to be the two wonen. During the whole | ong day
whi | e he wat ched, he had seen no ot her humans. Dawson was running on his | ast
reserves. The horror of his fearfully close call with the lethal injection
still lay heavily on his diseased m nd, and the days of struggling through the
forest had brought himclose to madness. He gripped the pistol tightly and
flicked the Iight switch. The click was surreally loud in the darkened
bedroom but no light cane on. One of the forns sat up in bed. Wthout a
second thought, he pulled the trigger of the gun

Wanda cane abruptly out of her early norning somol ence when Dawson
flicked the Iight switch. Her eyes opened and she sat up in bed. A vague
figure was pointing sonething at her. Before she was really awake, the
fam liar snap of a firing pin clicking on enpty brought her to full awareness.
The snap cane again, acconpanied by a vile curse. She threw herself fromthe
bed as the figure strode forward, brandishing the pistol |ike a club. She
threw up an armto deflect the blow, but it was too | ate; she knew even as the
butt of the pistol crashed agai nst her forehead, knocking her sensel ess.

Dawson was favoring his broken armas he delivered the blow and it
threw hi moff bal ance. He stunbled and fell, banging his armon sonme dinly
seen obstacle. The pain was ferocious. He yelled in anguish, trying to curse
at the sanme tine.

Sheila threw of f the sheets and scranbled fromthe bed just as Dawson
was getting painfully back to his feet. Hs dirty white prison garb caught the
first ray of norning light through the bedroom w ndow. To Sheila, he appeared
as a ghost-like waith. She screaned and retreated from hi mand stunbl ed over
Wanda' s prone body. She went down and her head bounced on the carpeted fl oor
stunning her nomentarily. The ghostly figure began advanci ng. She screaned
again, piercingly, and scranbled toward the other door to the living room She
wrenched it open and scurried through, Dawson right behind her, still cursing
in frustration and pain. Sheila's only thought was to escape fromthe
ni ght mari sh apparition that had invaded the bedroom

Dawson caught up to her just as she managed to unl ock the front door
He pounded at her from behind with the pistol butt, but m ssed her head,
hitting her shoulder. He heard a snap -- Sheila's collarbone? -- although she
appeared not to feel it. The bl ow sl owed her flight, though. She stunbl ed out
onto the porch and Dawson caught up with her again, hamering at her with the
pistol butt. She went down, still screaming in terror. It took several chops
with the pistol to quiet her screams, though he never | anded a solid bl ow as
he had on Wanda, sinply beating down the ineffectual defenses of her upraised
arms until her screans subsided into a | ow noans of pain. One bl ow had smashed
into the side of her jaw, splitting her lip and | oosening teeth. Another
grazed her forehead, opening a gash that poured blood, blindingly in her eye.
Several other blows | anded on her arns and breasts, |eaving great purple
swel | i ngs.

Dawson stood up over Sheila's prostate form breathing heavily,
exul tant that he had managed to beat both of the women into subm ssion. He
ki cked angrily at Sheila's body. "Get up, bitch! Back inside." He pointed the
unar med weapon at the sobbing girl huddled at his feet.

Sheil a stunbl ed upright, shrinking back fromthe pointed weapon. Dawson
assunmed she had no idea that he still couldn't fire it. She rubbed at the
bl ood still pouring down one side of her face, trying to clear her vision
Dawson gestured with the pistol, forcing her back inside, through the |iving
room and back into the bedroom where Wanda still |ay unconsci ous.



Beans of the rising sun cane through the window, illumnating the room
Dawson gl anced around, and then found what he was |ooking for. "Pick her up
and stuff her in there," he said, indicating the open door of a closet.

Sheila's head and shoul der were hurting horribly and she was stil
stunned fromthe blows. Her nmind didn't want to believe what was happeni ng,
but a vicious kick to her hip and a threatening gesture fromthe gun prodded
her into doi ng what Dawson told her to. Painfully, favoring her bruised
col I arbone, she dragged Wanda into the cl oset. She shut the door at the
killer's request, then grunting with effort, she pushed the heavy bed up
against it. She w ped again at the congealing blood on her face and suddenly
became aware that she was nearly naked. Bl ood and perspiration plastered the
thin ni ghtgown to her body. She shrank under Dawson's gaze. H s awareness,
al so, had suddenly taken in her figure. He grinned evilly. "N ce," he said.
"Real nice. W're going to have sone fun, girlie, but first I want sonething
to eat and drink." He gestured with the pistol, conpletely in his el enment now

THE FI RST SCREAM startled M chael Wonsen awake, al nost causing himto
| ose his bal ance where he clung in the crouch of a tree. At first he wasn't
sure that the sound had been human, but the second and third screamleft no
doubt. Sonmewhere near, a woman was in nortal terror

M chael dropped down from his perch and began running toward where he
t hought the screans were coming from He was startled into stopping as he
broke through the forest into the clearing surrounding the farmhouse.

Less than a hundred yards from where he stood, on the porch of a rustic
hone, he saw the figure of a man clad in dirty white garnents flailing at the
figure of a woman or young girl with what appeared to be a pistol. Even as he
wat ched, transfixed, the | ast scream broke off into a bubbling nmoan, and the
femal e went down. He was nuch too far away to intervene, and even as he
wat ched, the white-clad man ki cked and beat the girl back inside the house.

Al Mchael's instincts urged himto run for the house and hel p. He
suppressed the desire with considerable difficulty; there was no cover between
hi m and t he house, where the porch was now dappl ed with spots of blood, and he
was al nost certain that the weapon the man had used to club the girl into
subm ssion had been a pistol

M chael stepped back into the cover of the forest and began a quick
exam nation of his surroundings. Soon, just as Dawson had, he noted that the
circling forest cut into a corner of the farmhouse, and |ike him decided that
was the best way to get close enough to do sone good.

He began creeping along the forest edge, keeping under cover. Even as
he worked his way nearer, and as various scenarios for rescuing the girl
swirled through his nmnd, he couldn't help noting that the cleared area around
t he farmhouse was approxinmately the sane size as the one which had trapped
him and nearly the same size as the others he had passed through. A pattern
began trying to formin his mnd, but he pushed it aside; there were nore
urgent considerations conpeting for his attention

M chael took as nuch time as he dared, determi ned not to be spotted
fromsome furtive glance out a wi ndow, but after awhile, he wi shed he had
hurried. Another screamcanme fromw thin the house then broke off into an
excl amati on of pain. Sobbing gasps followed that. Hi s inagination carried an
all too clear picture of what rmust be happening inside, and he hurried his
pace, stopping only to make certain he had a round chanbered in his pistol

He eased his way fromaround the trunk of the tree growing next to the
sheared of f area of the house. Sheila's barricade provided no nore hindrance
to himthan it had to Dawson. He slithered through, gained his feet and
followed the nuffled sounds to their source.

It was all he could do to restrain hinself fromfiring. Only the
possibility of an errant shot hitting the girl restrained him Dawson had
switched the pistol for a kitchen knife. He was holding it to Sheila's throat,
where several shallow slashes trickled blood onto the carpet. He was on top of
her, hips thrusting, uttering animal grunts of pleasure while he held the
kni fe. Sheila was sobbing brokenly, glassy eyed and hopel essly.



M chael nmade two mighty strides toward the prone figures, then with his
third step swung a sweeping kick to Dawson's head. It connected with a sound
i ke a punpkin being dropped froma hayloft. If Dawson's head had been a

football, it would have been a sixty-yard field goal. M chael's boot connected
with a sickening crunch to the side of Dawson's head, shattering the zygomatic
arch and breaking his nose. He twirled after the kick, still holding his

pistol in one hand, ready to shoot if he had to, but that first blowto the
head had been all that was needed.

Dawson was unconsci ous, bl oody froth bubbling fromhis nose and nout h.
M chael bent and jerked Dawson off the prostate figure of the girl. He was
si ckened at what he saw. The girl's torn ni ghtgown was pushed up around her
neck, the bloody folds circling it like a bizarre red necklace. Her shoul ders
and breasts were splotched with purple bruises and her lips were puffy. She
noaned and shrank fromhim as if he were another attacker

"Easy, take it easy," Mchael said. "You're safe now. Don't be afraid."
H's voice trenbled in reaction to the girl's despair.

Sheila rolled shakily to her knees, pushing the gown down to hide her
nakedness. "The closet. Wanda's in the closet," she rmunbl ed through split
lips. Mchael could barely make out what she was sayi ng.

M chael gl anced up, suddenly aware of a banging sound com ng froma
cl oset door as it thudded against the barricade of the bed. He gl anced down at
the man to make sure he was still out, then laid his gun down and heaved at
t he bed.

Wanda scrunched through the partially opened door. A golf ball sized
welt over her left eyebrow was rapidly purpling, and tears of frustration were
stream ng down her cheeks. She spotted M chael's weapon on the bed and grabbed
it, swnging it around and pointing it at Reeves with nurder in her eyes.

"Don't!" M chael shouted. Sonething about the prone figure of the
unconsci ous man was ringing a bell, and sonething el se was shouting in his
m nd that whoever he was, his presence here was inportant to understandi ng
what had happened to themall. He held his breath as the dark haired woman
hel d the gun steady, supporting it with both hands, pointed unwaveringly at
Dawson Reeves' head.

CECI L MCMASTERS knew he shoul dn't waste amunition, but he did anyway.
The screans of the girls fromthe baseball team had drawn himat a gall opi ng
run, but he was too late to save the one who had been taken by the
saber-toothed tiger. Froma distance, he watched unbelievingly as the four
hundred pound cat sl aughtered the young woman while the others ran for the
safety of the house that had appeared as he cane over a rise. He waited as the
tiger dragged the carcass back in his direction until he was sure of his shot.
He nailed it just behind the shoul der

The tiger roared, swirled and charged. McMasters worked the bolt faster
than he had ever done before, fired, then fired again as the beast staggered
and slowed. It fell, still kicking. MMsters puffed out breath |ike a sagging
blinmp. He noticed his hands were shaking, and grinned wyly at hinmself. Just
like in conbat. The shakes start when it's all over. He began working his way
toward the house, still careful to watch for other dangers. He hadn't lived
this long by being carel ess.

Back at the house, Bucks heard the shots, but he wasn't about to go
out side, not without sonething to defend hinmself with. Wth the whole world
turned upsi de down he wanted to be certain that whoever fired the shots was
friendly before he cormitted hinsel f. He peered out through the broken w ndow
then circled the spacious living room pulling the blinds down at each w ndow.

Doris glanced at himcuriously fromwhere she was still trying to
confort the hysterical girls. The distant firing had regi stered only vaguely
with her, barely heard over the crying, sobbing teenagers. She kept one arm
around Judy, as if even within the protection of the huge house, she needed to
shield her.

"Keep the girls here," Bucks said. "Let nme | ook around. Stay away from
t hat broken wi ndow. Better yet, put sonething in front of it. |I heard shots



from sonewhere. "

"Let it be the police," Doris said.

Bucks shook his head but didn't contradict her. He had heard the roar
of the big cat as well as the rifle fire, then nothing else. If it had been
the law, or arny, or whatever, nore sounds woul d have come, but there was
not hi ng but a deadly silence now fromoutside. He left the girls and Doris
still in a huddl e and began exploring the house.

It was as if the owners had sinply closed up and left to go out to eat,
or possibly went on an overnight trip. Everything was clean and as neat as a
vacant school on the first day of sumrer. There were only two incongruities:
when he opened the refrigerator, the snell of souring mlk and vegetabl es
sifted into the kitchen, and the sink sputtered, but gave no water. The
refrigerator did have a water jug, however, and the ice trays held tepid
water. He called Doris, and left her and the girls drinking thirstily.

A few nminutes later, Bucks was convinced by a quick perusal of the
ground fl oor that, whoever the owners had been, they were not hunters. There
were no deer or havolina trophies visible, no gun racks or gun cases anywhere
on the first floor. He clinbed the stairs with dwi ndling hope and nade a
hurried search of the upstairs.

In the closet of one bedroom he did finally find a weapon, of sorts,
an ol d doubl e-barrel ed twel ve-gauge shotgun, with half a box of noldering
shell's, all nunber six gane shot. He |oaded the old weapon even as he wondered
whet her the shells would still fire, and carried it with himwhile he nade a
circuit of the upstairs w ndows.

There, in what renmai ned of the back yard, he spotted sonething al nost
as precious as a weapon, if not nmore so. Gowing fromthe center of alittle
covered gazebo was a well, or what |ooked Iike a well. He had to hope that it
was. \What water they could sal vage fromthe house wouldn't |ast |ong. Beyond
t he gazebo, and alnost to the |line of displacenent where nown | awn gave way to
tall grass, brush, and occasional trees stood a snall outbuilding, al nost
| arge enough to be called a barn. Satisfied, he hefted the old shotgun, and
descended the stairs. Exploration of that building could wait awhile; he stil
wanted to find out where the shots had come from That action was a nistake,
but perhaps it wouldn't have nade any difference in the |ong run

ROSCCE BI LLI NG, one of Burley's nen, had just entered the circle of
clearing around the two-story house when he heard the screams of the girls as
the cat attacked. If it had only been feral e screanms, he m ght have
i ntervened, but interspersed with them he heard Bucks' gravelly conmmands. He
sprinted fromthe opposite direction to the small, barn-like building and used
his rifle butt to batter in the back door. Fromthere, he ran to one of the
smal |l front wi ndows and took up a stance, peeking cautiously past the al um num
frame. Eventually, he spotted someone peering down froman upstairs w ndow,
but he didn't think he was seen

Thr ough nost of the rest of the norning, Roscoe waited patiently for
somet hing to happen. He listened and wat ched, excited at the prospect of
reporting to Burley that here in this suddenly changed world were wonen, a
goodly nunber of them He wasn't particularly interested hinself. He had been
i ncarcerated so long that even the sight of nubile young fenmal es spotted
occasionally through the wi ndows didn't excite himthat much. Burley would be
i nterested, though. And if he could no | onger have Burley, well, there were
al ways the niggers, helpless now That prospect appealed to him

Later that day, he heard a second nal e voice, an elderly sounding one,
but with a tinge of command in it. Burley and Jason had told himto get back
the sane day, but he didn't think they would mind if he were late, not if he
could bring a captive back, and especially if he brought back news of wonen in
quantity, alnost unprotected. He waited.

CECI L MCMASTERS was the best sight Bucks had seen since the |ast
chicken fried steak sitting alongside a pile of French fries and cool crispy
col esl aw sal ad Jenny had fixed for himthe day before he took his horse out to
check fence lines and got into this godawful fix. MMasters appeared at the



door with a scope-sighted rifle under his arm and Bucks knew i mredi ately that
he had been the one he had heard firing.

Bucks was careful at first, keeping the old double barrel ed shotgun
cradled in his arms, not quite pointing it at him but ready to use it if
necessary. He listened as McMasters told himquickly that he had killed the
cat, but the girl was as dead as ever a person could be.

"Sorry | couldn't get here sooner, but | was way off when it happened,"”
McMast ers sai d.

"I"'msorry, too," Bucks agreed. "What the shit is going on? | was late
coming in fromthe range when all of a sudden there was sone thunder and
lightning and | was out in the mddle of nowhere. The sane sort of aninmal that
got the girl killed ny partner, too."

"I don't know what happened,” MMasters said. "I was out hunting
coyotes when it happened to ne. Were did the girls conme fron?" He nodded his
head at Doris and the teenage girls crowding forward, hopeful that rescue had
cone.

Doris had just finished explaining to Bucks and he repeated the
information. "They were a girl's baseball team heading back to Huntsville.
Their bus overturned. Christ alnmighty, this is crazy!"

McMasters lowered his rifle. He propped the stock on the carpet and
held the barrel in his left hand. He had no nore idea than the cowboy of what
was goi ng on, but he was beginning to get an idea. He glanced at the covey of
girls and decided not to voice his suspicions yet.

"I's every thing OK here, now?"

"For the time being," Bucks said. "W haven't been outside yet, but I
think there is a well outback there, and there's a barn or something, too.
There's food in the kitchen, but the plunbing is starting to stop up."

"Food, you say? Let's eat and then conpare notes. |I'm hungry enough to
eat a bear. And |'ve seen one, by the way. A big sucker, too."

"Just what we need," Bucks said. He led the way to the kitchen. Doris
and the girls trail ed behind.

McMasters turned to face them "Ladies, Wy don't you let nme get a
little food in ny belly, and speak to the gentleman here, then we can decide
what we're going to do."

Bucks and McMasters retired to the kitchen. McMasters opened a can of
pork and beans, the first thing he found in the pantry, and wolfed t hem down
while he told Bucks of his own adventures. He nade the sanme m stake as Bucks,
giving no i medi ate thought to the outbuilding, but there was no way he could
have known. He was still learning to cope with the new world, and the next
| esson woul d conme hard

Doris left the two nen talking in the kitchen, while she tried to
assure the girls that with two arnmed men on hand they woul d be safe; she then
wandered toward the back door. The water fromthe ice trays had only partially
sl ackened her thirst, and |ike Bucks, she had spotted the gazebo with what she
t hought was a well in the center of it. It was still daylight, and she checked
carefully through the partially opened back door and saw not hi ng threatening.
And McMasters had said he had killed the Iong fanged tiger. Surely there could
be only one of the beasts, and it was dead now. Leaving the door open, she
wal ked quickly to the gazebo and peered down into the raised brick circle in

the center. Sure enough, it was a well, and her spirits lifted. She had been
so crazed with thirst the |last couple of days that the well appeared to her
like a gift from heaven. She was still staring down into the opening, where
ten feet down, water glistened darkly. It was an ornamental well, of course

and as she was thinking of just how they should rig a bucket and rope to draw
the water out, she felt the cold nuzzle of a rifle dig into her backbone.
"Freeze," she heard a voice whisper. "Don't make a sound."
*Chapt er Six*
DARLA AND Brent peeked cautiously through the undergrowth at the
apparently deserted rest stop where their own vehicles still stood anong the



big rigs as if sinply waiting for road repairs to be conpl eted before resum ng
their journey. Jezak, followed by Alice, eased up beside them

"See anything?" Jezak asked, speaking in a | ow voi ce.

"No, and | don't hear anything, either,"” Brent said. He glanced back at
the other three menbers of the band, where eveni ng shadows picked out beads of
sweat and dried blood on hands and faces, trophies frombriar scratches and
i nsect bites.

Brent was havi ng second thoughts about trying for the gulf. If the rest
of the journey was anything like the few mles they had attenpted today before
turni ng back, he doubted they would ever nake it. The growth was sinply too
thi ck. He had unconsciously assumed that despite the w | derness surroundi ng
the rest stop, the rest of the countryside would be nuch the same as he
remenbered it; a mix of ranches and farnms and little one horse towns, with
only stretches of thick woods. He hadn't appreciated that they had begun their
journey in the flood plain of the Trinity River and in an era where no
drai nage or |evees existed. He brushed at a haze of nobsquitoes and gnats
hovering around his head, thinking that if this was what the pioneers had had
to put up with, it was a wonder that the country had ever been settl ed.

"It'"ll be getting dark pretty soon," Jezak reni nded him

"I know. WAit here and I'lIl go on in." Brent didn't really want to
assune the point. He was basically a shy, retiring man, but his was the kind
of courage seen in warfare, where often the nost inprobable of heroic deeds
are perfornmed by the nost unlikely of candidates. If | just knew why those
shots were fired, he thought. Well, only one way to find out. He felt sick and
shaky and had to force his feet to nove.

"Be careful,"” Jezak whi spered frombehind himas he left the
conceal nent of the brush and began creeping forward.

Brent advanced cautiously, trying to keep the tail of the rigs to his
front as the best cover available. He passed his own van; display racks of
western wear still hung forlornly on the bar across the back compartnent, then
past Darla's little conpact car

The first rig was enpty and silent, but that told himnothing; it mght
have bel onged to Jezak for all he knew. He crept along the side of the second,
gripping his pistol with fingers that were slick with sweat. He was j ust
getting ready to risk a peek in the cab, when from behind himcame the sound
of three shots in rapid succession, a short scream then the rapid flat
sl appi ng of shoes hitting tarmac. He whirl ed, weapon ready.

Alice and Darla canme running as if the devil hinmself was after them and
bounced agai nst the side of the rig before they could halt their terrified
flight. Jezak came slower, halting every few steps to glance fearfully over
hi s shoul der.

"Wl ves!" Darla gasped. "Ch Goddamm, the biggest wolves in the world."
She held her own little pistol in a death grip, pointing back toward the
woods. It shook in her grasp like a hand vibrator going at top speed.

Wthout noticing, Brent put his arm around her, then suddenly becane
aware of how small and slight she was. It was the first tine he had touched
her, other than a casual neeting of hands.

"Where are they? Is anyone hurt?"

"W're OK, " Jezak said, backing up to join them "I heard a noise and
| ooked behind us in time. | got one of themand the rest ran when they heard
the shot. Biggest damm wolf | ever saw. O heard of," he added. Brent noticed
that Jezac didn't seemto be overly excited, but nore curious than anything.
He hoped his own countenance appeared the sanme but doubted that it did.

"We'd better get inside sonewhere -- " Brent began. He was interrupted
by a faint moban com ng fromthe cab of the rig. He clinbed onto the steps
until he could see inside.

The woman mi ght have had a pretty face once, but it was hard to tell.
Bot h eyes were bl acked, streaks of coagul ated bl ood ran fromboth nostrils
down to puffed and split lips, and there were several gouges |ike a heavy ring
m ght have made behind a balled fist. The door of the cab was | ocked fromthe



i nsi de.
"Bob, there's a wonman in here," Brent called down to Jezak. "Looks like

she's been beat up. Gve ne that tire iron fromnmnmy bag. |'mgoing to have to
break the wi ndow. "
Jezak handed it up. "I'Il check the other rigs. You girls stay close."

Brent nodded. He had forgotten his original caution at the sight of the
battered woman.

It took several strokes fromthe tire iron to break the w ndow and poke
a hole large enough for himto reach inside and unl ock the door. He handed the
tool back down to Darla, then quickly checked the wonman for broken bones.
There didn't seemto be any. He tugged at her lower |inbs, surprised at how
heavy an inert body coul d be.

"Alice, I'll need a hand here. Catch her |legs when | bring her out.
Darl a, go see where Bob is. Be careful."

Darla averted her face fromthe injured woman. A friend of hers had
once been beaten by her boyfriend, but nothing like this. She noved away,
trying to renenber in which direction Jezak had gone. She had taken only two
steps when he called out to them

"It's OK. Bring her over here." Jezak waved fromthe entrance to the
pavilion and then apparently decided he could better serve by hel ping. He ran
forward, but by that time, Brent had already gotten the woman over his
shoul der. She npaned again, but didn't resist. Staggering under the weight,
Brent foll owed Jezak into the al cove where the other man hel ped to ease her to
the floor.

"We can relax," Jezak said. "She caught the bastard who beat her up on
the other side with his pants down around his shoes and put a bullet in his
brai n. Good riddance. Anyone who would do that don't deserve to live." He
| ooked again at the woman's battered face and shook his head.

"Did you see any of the others?" Brent asked. He peered out into the
dusk. It was steadily growi ng darker. The towering trees admitted little of
what |ight remained of the day. It was going to be gone soon. Wl ves and
dar kness and bl ood from one dead body and still oozing blood fromthe facial
cuts of the unconsci ous woman worried himas much as the m ssing truckers they
had left earlier.

"No. | think they've gone on," Jezak said.

"CGood riddance," Brent said. "OK, let's get organized. Darla, you and
Alice see what you can do for her. Bob, we need to get that body away from
here before your wolves cone back. They're probably snelling the bl ood and
that's what brought them"

"You're right about that. But where have the others gone? Any ideas?"

"I don't know, but they must have |left the area, otherw se we would
have seen them by now. Like | said, good riddance" He returned his attention
to the dead body in the restroom thinking rapidly. Burial would be best, but
there just wasn't tinme before dark. "Let's put himin one of the rigs for
toni ght. W can bury himtonmorrow, deep enough to conceal the snell. Cone on
let's hurry."

The next norning, Brent discovered that burial was a rather hard task
to performwi thout shovels. He finally decided on taking the dead man into the
woods and letting scavengers have it. That brought a little consol ation, but
where they intended to | eave the body, they found a small, clear stream only
i nches wide, but free flowi ng and sparkling clear. That neant drinking and
bat hi ng water in case they decided to stay while the injured woman recovered,
and it was al nmost certain they would have to. Even though it neant |ugging the
dead man two hundred yards in the opposite direction to get the body away from
the spring, Brent insisted on it. The woman was consci ous, but weak and dizzy.
There was no way she could travel for at |east several days, and a source of
water was priceless. Even if he had still intended on making for the gulf, it
woul d have to wait.

"HE DOESN T deserve to live!" WAnda argued savagely. Only the barest
| ack of pressure fromher finger curled around the trigger of the pistol stil



kept Dawson Reeves anong the living. She stared at Mchael with a savage fury,
wonderi ng how far she could trust him

"So he doesn't," M chael agreed, nmeeting Wanda's piercing scrutiny with
his own steady gaze. "However, we need information. | think I know who this
bastard is, too, if you're interested." He kicked the prone figure in the
ribs, not being gentle. Oten, he had seen white-clad trustees on grounds
mai nt enance at the ancillary facility in Huntsville as he drove through, and
he had finally recognized both the garb and the nan he had recently kicked
i nto unconsci ousness.

"You do?" Wanda's eyes narrowed suspiciously.

"Don't you? This -- " he nudged the body with his boot tip, " -- is
Dawson Reeves, the serial killer. They scheduled himto be executed -- |
bel i eve that was the night of the change. How did he escape? How did he get
here? W need to know. "

Wanda rel axed her grip on her weapon the nerest fraction, and then
tightened it again. "Wo cares how he escaped? O got here, for that matter?
Al'l you' ve done is convince me that, regardless of what he did to Sheila, he's
still got it com ng."

M chael waved a hand. "I'mnot arguing that point, but | am begi nning
to get an idea of what has happened, at least partially. Some information from
this scunmbag might help," He said it carefully, |ocking eyes with the angry
worman. On the bed, Sheila suddenly noved, trying to sit up, then fell back
again, crying pitifully.

Wanda | owered her weapon. "Take himinto the other room then, out of
my sight. I'lIl see what | can do here."

"Good enough. |I'm M chael Wonsen, by the way."

"I'"'mWanda Smith, and this is Sheila. | just found her yesterday. W
can talk later. Just go away for now, and get that scumout of here." Wanda
didn't know just where their savior had cone from nor exactly what he was
getting at by wanting to question the killer, but she was willing to go al ong
with him for the nmoment anyway. Besides, Sheila needed confort now nore than
she needed revenge. She would deal with the nan later, and God help himif he
wasn't telling the truth.

M chael dragged Reeves into another room He propped himupright in a
chair and tied himsecurely, then began slapping his face, not being gentle
about it nor caring what damage it did. The savagery of his blows surprised
him He had never thought of himself as a violent man, but the nmenory of what
he had read about Dawson's exploits, together with the recent sight of the man
in action, left himwith no pity at all

Dawson gradually canme to his senses under Mchael's blows. He w shed he
hadn't. His skull pounded as if it had been splintered, and the young girl's
struggl es had aggravated the pain fromhis broken arm It ached with a dull
fierce hurt that throbbed fromhis fingers to his shoulder, |ike a toothache
that had decided to nmigrate to wider fields. He wanted to cradl e the broken
arm but found that he was roped onto a straight-backed chair, so tightly that
he coul d nove only his head, and that hurt so badly that he soon gave up
trying to nove at all.

The man before him stepped back. H s face was as griml ooking as any
cop, but Dawson didn't think he was the I aw. He | ooked nore |ike a professor
or a gentleman farnmer maybe. Hope rose suddenly in his breast. If this man
wasn't the | aw, nmaybe he woul d be freed, eventually, or maybe nanage anot her
m racul ous escape. Sooner or |ater he would have to be untied to eat, or
relieve hinself. Al he had to do was wait, and not give away anyt hing.

"How did you escape, and when?" M chael asked.

"Escape from where?" Dawson said. It hurt to talk.

M chael said nothing for a | ong nonent, sinply staring at the killer he
had bound to the chair. There were ways of getting information out of the man.
He could be as brutal as he wi shed. Certainly, Wanda Smith or the girl
Sheila, would not restrain him but he didn't know if he could go that far
t he nonentary savagery of bringing Dawson to his senses notw thstandi ng. An



i dea popped into his mnd, already full blown. He grinned mirthlessly to
hi nmsel f.
"Your name is Dawson Reeves. Three days ago, or maybe four, you were

supposed to have been executed at Huntsville. You are a serial killer. | have
no synpat hy for you whatsoever. Now. | amgoing to ask you sone questions, and
you are going to answer them Can you inmagine what will happen if you don't?"

Reeves blinked and tried to twist in the chair. Mchael reached and
gri pped a handful of hair, jerking Dawson's head fromside to side. To Dawson,
it felt like a hot coal being rattled in his skull

"Answer me. Do you know what will happen if I'mnot satisfied with what
you say?"

"No," Dawson muttered. He still couldn't think of anything worse than
that awful lethal syringe, and he still was determined to give as little

i nformati on as possible. At the very least, it would prolong his life, painful
as it had suddenly becone.

M chael shook his head again, and then rel eased his hold on Dawson's
hair. "It's very sinmple, M. Reeves. The first time -- the very first tine --
that | catch you in a lie or think you' re not being truthful with me, I'm
going to | eave."

"Leave?" Dawson couldn't believe that. It didn't nake sense.

"That's right. Leave. Then, I'Il tell those two wonen in there that you
don't feel like talking. | may cone back later to see how you're doi ng, but
probably not. You | ook bad enough now. | don't think I could stand the sight
of you after they finish."

M chael was no psychol ogi st, but his instincts were sure and certain.
The worst fate Dawson coul d ever imagi ne was being tied, helpless, while one
of his victinse was free to do with himas she pleased. He broke, conmpletely
and utterly.

An hour later, Mchael left the man alone in the room conpletely wung
out. To the man's bl ubbering request to use the bathroom he gave a curt
reply: "Piss in your pants, you son of a bitch."

Wanda put a finger to her lips as he closed the door behind him
"Sheila is sleeping. I had some Valiumin ny purse,” she whi spered. M chael
foll owed her out onto the porch. They sat down on a couple of wought iron
chairs.

"What did you find out?" Wanda asked in a tight nmonotone. She sat with
her hand near her pistol. The |last few experiences with nen gave her little
enough reason to trust the mal e species. Just the sight of Mchael's bearded
face caused her to shrink inside, |ike a porcupine coiling up and di spl ayi ng
its barbs.

M chael noticed her reaction. He rubbed his whiskers as if to brush
t hem away. He spoke pleasantly. "Quite a bit. Is there a map around here?"

"I saw an atlas earlier. Wait here, I'Il get it."

M chael turned the pages until he found the map of Texas. He circled
the spot on the map where he had been stranded, then added the several areas
of displacenment he thought he had travel ed through. Then, he made a circle on
the map representing the city of Huntsville. "Now, do you know for certain
where we're | ocated?"

Si nce Wanda had already gotten that information from Sheila earlier
she showed him watching as he drew another small circle. "Good. Now let's
mar k where you were stranded." Wanda told himand he narked it on the map,
wi shing as he did that he had a service station road map rather than the
smal | er page fromthe atl as.

"I think | see. You're suggesting a pattern to the areas of
di spl acenent ," Wanda sai d.

"Right. Now, did you pass through any other areas that you think were
di spl aced?"

Wanda t hought, and then tentatively pointed out two nore points on the
map. "That's all I'mcertain of. There may have been nore."” She was inpressed.
This matter-of-fact man who had rescued her and Sheila was nobody's fool. She



admtted to herself that until now, she had not even thought to | ook for a
pattern to the sudden di sappearance of civilization. She was glad that she
hadn't shot their prisoner when all her instincts told her she should have.
Mor eover, maybe M chael Wonsen wasn't so bad, even if he was a man.

"OK, that will do for now," Mchael said, "although it's sort of hard
to make sense of things on the scale of this map. There's too much clutter on
the page. |Is there any paper around?"

"Il find some." Wanda searched through drawers until she found a
yel low | egal tablet and brought it back out to their table. "WIIl this do?"

"Good enough." M chael smiled at her, noticing as Wanda al | owed t he
frown she had been wearing to | eave her face. Maybe she was willing to work
wi th himnow, he thought, especially if he could nake some sense of the sudden
changes that had occurred.

M chael neasured the proportions of the map, and then carefully drew
the circles they had agreed upon on a bl ank tabl et page, expanding the scale.
When he had finished, he had a picture confirm ng his suspicions. Wanda st ood
besi de him | ooking down at it. "You see?" M chael asked, |ooking up at her

"Not conpletely.”

"It's sinmple, or at least | think it is. See how the top areas of
di spl acement forman arc? Then look -- if you extend the areas beneath, they
also forman arc. Then, there is the displacenent at Huntsville, where Reeves
got loose. If we extrapolate like this -- " He drew nore circles. " -- then
t he di spl acenent areas form concentric arcs, with Huntsville at the center."

Wanda peered closely at the drawing. "It |ooks like there's sone
m ssing areas. There should be a ring of displacenments just outside the center
at Huntsville, and others circling to the north if you continue the pattern.”

"Right. | think there is, but we just don't have any information from
those | ocations. The pattern suggests it, though. Al we have to do is look."

Wanda turned her gaze from M chael's drawing to his face. He wasn't
smling at all. What am | missing? Damm, |I'man Arny officer so | ought to be
able to read a map better than a civilian! "Is there anything el se? QG her than
that you seemto be suggesting that we should go | ook for other people west
and north of here.”

M chael hesitated before answering. "There may be ot her areas outside
what |'ve shown you, but |ook: even if there are, and if they conformto the
pattern we're seeing, they would be progressively further apart." He waved his
hand toward the surrounding jungle. "W could search forever and not find
them On the other hand -- "

"The closer to Huntsville, the closer together they would be. And it's
too far to try to explore north of there. Yes | see it. Sheila should be able
to travel in a couple of days, and we can go | ook around closer to

Huntsville." Wanda appeared to brighten, "W may find other survivors -- other
wonmren?" She | ooked into Mchael's face and noticed that he didn't seemto
share her enthusiasm He still seemed to be hol di ng sonet hi ng back

"What's wrong?"

"Reeves told nme that he thought he wasn't the only prisoner who escaped
when the change cane. There mght be many of them and they are probably
armed. "

Wanda drew in a breath. "Shit. Nothing's ever sinple." They were stil
contenpl ating the idea when they were startled by a rifle shot fromw thin the
house.

They both junped up and ran back inside. Two nmore shots echoed through
t he house as they ran, but M chael already suspected what had happened, and he
was right. Sheila stood besi de Dawson Reeve's body, the little .22 rifle
al ready drooping. As they cane into the room it dropped to the floor, and she
stood beside the body of her tormentor, body shaking as if it were fevered.
Bl ood dribbled fromthree neat holes in Reeves' head. Hi s |ast victimhad
becone his executioner.

M chael watched as Wanda wapped Sheila in her arms and turned her away
fromthe body. She glared at himover the girl's shoulder. He took the hint



and | eft them al one, wondering how this situation would play out. Fromthe
ook in the older woman's eyes, it didn't seemall that prom sing.

MCMASTERS HAD clinbed to the top floor of the two-story hone where he
and Bucks and the girls had taken refuge. It was pure inpulse, or perhaps a
relic of his arny days; he wanted to get a good view of the countryside. Wat
he saw made him curse out | oud.

In the distance, a white clad nman was prodding Doris along with the
barrel of a rifle, away fromthe house. Already, they were al nbst a hundred
yards away, and McMasters had left his rifle downstairs. Had he brought it
wi th himhe would have had a clear shot, but by the tine he got downstairs and
out onto the porch, Doris and her captor were out of sight.

"What's wrong," Bucks asked, holding the old shotgun nervously when he
saw t he grim expression on McMaster's face.

"Someone has grabbed Doris. You stay here with the girls. I'm going
after them" He heard a gasp frominside the house, and figured that nust have
been Judy, Doris' daughter. Well, no time to console her now. He ran down the
steps, boot heel s clicking.

McMasters tried to hurry at first, but then slowed. It would do no good
to get Doris' abductor in sight, then be too wi nded and shaky to hold his
rifle steady. Alifetime of cigarettes and strong drink had sl owed hi m down
and he knew it, even if he was still only in his fifties. Guess I'll quit
snoki ng and drinking now, the incongruous thought cane as he made hinself slow
down. Cigarettes and liquor were apt to be in short supply for the rest of his
life.

In the distance, Roscoe Billings taunted Doris as he hustled her al ong.
"You got a good time coming, girl, and the rest of ya'll, too, soon as we get
back. We got dozens of cons ain't had a woman in years."

Dori s stopped. Cons? Convicts? Roscoe | ashed her with the rifle barrel
"Cet a nove on wonman. W got a long way to go. Say, | bet even Jason will want
aturn with you, or one of those other little Honeys." He | aughed cruelly,
anticipating the hurrah that woul d greet hi mwhen he got back to Huntsville.

Behi nd them MMasters was puffing. He slowed, wal ked for a few ninutes
and then increased his pace to a dogtrot. Were in hell were they? He suddenly
t hought of the saber-tooth that had taken the girl and renenbered to | ook over
his shoulder and to the sides occasionally. Finally, he caught a novenent in
front of him a blur of white that disappeared as he watched. He tried to
i ncrease his pace, but soon slowed again. Never nind, he would catch up, soon
NOW.

It appeared that Roscoe wasn't as perceptive as McMasters. Entranced by
t he t hought of how his status would increase by bringing back news of wonmen to
the cons, he failed to check his surroundings often enough. H's first warning
was a shot from sonewhere behind him

McMasters saw three huge wol ves rushing toward the couple just as they
cane into plain sight. They had been drawn to the area by the scent of bl ood
fromthe tiger's kill, but had found slimpickings there. Now, though, other
prey was in sight. McMasters had no time to even shout a warning. Gasping, he
raised his rifle, picked up the | ead beast in the scope and fired with the
cal murgency he had once displayed in conbat. The wol f went down, but the
wound was not fatal. It was on its feet again in seconds.

Roscoe whirled, saw the chargi ng beasts and forgot all about Doris. He
fired quickly, mssed, then nmissed again. H s next shot took the second wolf
in the chest in nmd leap just before it crashed into him al nost three hundred
pounds of black furred nmuscle. He went down, his rifle jarred from his hands.
From sonmewher e behind hi m he heard anot her shot.

Doris screaned and ran back the way they had cone.

McMasters worked the bolt of his rifle frantically, zeroing in on the
third wol f as it veered toward Doris. He m ssed, worked the bolt again and
dropped it just as it was preparing to | eap. Wile he was busy, Roscoe
scranbl ed from beneath the dead wei ght of the wolf he had shot and scuttled
away. The first wounded wolf was linping in his direction. He turned tail and



ran, forgetting all about his rifle.

McMasters didn't waste any nore ammunition. For all he cared, the
wounded wol f coul d have whoever had captured Doris. He ran to neet her
shaki ng now that the crisis was over. Doris flung herself into his arms. He
patted her shoul der, even as his eyes roaned the tree-studded grassy vel dt,
searching for any further danger.

"Hurry! Let's get out of here!" Doris urged. She was on the verge of
hysteri a.

"We're safe for now Wit here,” MMsters said. But Doris refused
foll ow ng al nost cl ose enough behind to trip him

McMasters eyed the two dead wol ves warily, amazed at their size, but
that wasn't what he had come back for. Fromthe corner of his eye, he had seen
arifle go flying, and that was what he was after. Carnivores here, wherever
here was, seened to have little fear of man and the better arned they were,
the better he would Iike it. He spotted the abandoned rifle and picked it up
He checked that it was still |oaded and handed it to Doris. "Here, carry this
but, be careful, it's ready to fire." He thought briefly of trailing the man
who had abducted Doris, then decided it would serve no useful purpose. He was
probably too wi nded to catch hi manyway, and there was al ways the possibility
he carried another weapon, or that there were other of the huge wol ves around.

"Come on, let's get back." Doris was only too glad to go with him A
little later, after she had cal med down, she repeated Roscoe's commrents.
McMasters had no trouble believing her. A gang of convicts loose in a world of
saber tooth tigers and gi ant wol ves nade as nuch sense as anything el se. He
wondered again if he should have trailed the convict and tried to catch him
but finally decided he had done what was best under the circunstances. As the
house cane back into view and Doris hurried on ahead, a scenario began to run
through his mind. It's going to be like conmbat again, he thought. If that
sucker gets back to Huntsville, he and his buddies will be back, and it won't
be so easy next tine. Not with only two rifles and an old shotgun and not nuch
ammuni ti on. And two-dozen or nore wonen to protect. MMasters began to
consi der noving his charges, but as yet, he had no idea where they m ght go.

MELANI E CARRI ED Peggy' s nursing bag over one shoul der and held onto
Peggy' s hand as often as she was able to as they trudged beneath huge oak and
pi ne and sweet gumtrees. Oten, tangles of blackberry vines growi ng where a
forest giant had fallen and provided an area of sunlight hindered their
progress. Peggy tried to work her way around those obstacles, but often
avoi ded themonly to blunder into mazes of nuscadi ne and rmustang grape vines
growing fromthe noist earth before attaching to the trees. Several times an
hour, she assured Melanie that yes, they were 'trying to find nmonma,' but she
had about given up hope. Once, they saw an animal that could have made four of
them Although it vani shed from sight before Peggy could tell exactly what it
was, she was certain that no denizen such as that bel onged in Texas. She
wasn't sure she wanted to know what it was anyway. She held tight to the grip
on her little pistol after that, trying to suspend belief in the animal.
Sonething like that just can't be, she thought, it just can't.

Peggy kept them headed in the direction of where she thought the town
she renenmbered m ght be located, trying to keep her hopes up, but it was hard
to be optimstic. Had it not been for Melanie's cheerful acceptance of the
i ncongruous surroundi ngs now t hat she had conpany, she m ght have despaired
but the little girl's presence steadied her. She prayed silently for relief
whi | e she thought of her own child and husband. Late that evening it seened
that her prayers had been answered again.

DUSTIN WAS tal king to the two teenage boys, CGerald Bl ackson and Randy
Shel ton. Randy was tall and brown, Gerald equally tall, but thinner, and much
darker. He wore his hair in an abbreviated Afro. The deputy had drawn the boys
back into the confines of the feed store, away fromthe others, where he
wanted to make certain they understood his instructions.

"Make sure your girlfriends and everyone el se understands, hear? Watch
themtwo ol d biddies especially. W need to eat up the food that will spoi



first. After that we can work on the cans and dried stuff. If |I'm not handy,

tell those other folks | said so. Now hold up your right hands. I'mgoing to
swear you in as deputies so you got sone authority if you have to crack down
on anybody. "

The two teenage boys grinned, then becanme sol entm when Breedl ove frowned
at their nerriment. "This ain't no joke, boys. God only knows when we'll ever
find out what's happened here. In the neantine, you re young and strong. |'m

going to be counting on you to help maintain order until we get sonme relief.”

Breedl ove's stern words got their attention. For the first time in
their young lives, they were being treated entirely as adults, even to being
given authority over the old |l adies and the dispirited m ddl e aged coupl es who
were still thinking that the disaster was sonething natural and that
nmonentarily, governnment help would arrive. Breedl ove had about given up on
that idea but he wasn't yet ready to spread it around. The boys listened with
growi ng respect. The death of their friend, and even nore, the fact that Carla
had taken up with the policeman, inpressed themw th the fact that they were
i nvol ved with sonething nore than just an adventure.

"What about the night watch you want to keep?" Randy asked. "Do the
girls stand watch, too?"

"They'l|l have to, soon, but I want to spend tonmorrow with themfirst,
to get them checked out with their guns. Until then, they would probably be
nore dangerous to us than anything else."” Neither of the boys asked how | ong
t he wat ches ni ght continue, and Dustin was grateful for their |ack of
curiosity. He had no idea hinself howlong it would be before relief cane, if
it ever did. He was getting very worried, but he wasn't about to let it show,
not while everyone was |ooking to himfor |eadership. The only bright point he
could think of was that the feedstore owner had al so been a gun deal er and now
he had everyone wel | arned.

"Deputy! Come quick!"

_Ohmigod! _ Breedl ove thought. _Please don't let it be one of the
girls._ Damm it, he had told themto stay inside one of the other buildings
whil e he was talking to the young nen.

Carla burst into the roomof the feed store her chest heaved with
excitement. "Dusty, someone's coming! A wnan and a little girl!™

Thank the Lord! Breedl ove ran out of the feed store with Carl a,
foll owed by the boys. Already, the two strangers were draw ng cl ose, a wonan
who | ooked to be in her thirties, acconpanied by a small blonde girl, clinging
to the ol der woman's hand. They appeared to be just about at the limt of
t heir endurance. The woman in particular | ooked to be so exhausted that he
doubted if she could have nmade it much farther

"Thank God! Thank God!" Peggy cried, tears stream ng down her face. The
sight of famliar buildings and other human beings lifted the despair hovering
over her like the sudden appearance of blips on a flat |ine EKG

“"Ma'am would you mind pointing that little pistol in another
direction?" Breedl ove asked. The worman was wild eyed, dirty and bug bitten and
so scratched frombriars that her body | ooked as if she had tangled with a
gang of unruly cats. The sudden hope of rescue drained out of himas if
someone had told himhis |ifeboat was | eaking.

Peggy blinked stupidly, and then shoved her pistol into a pocket.

"We' ve been wandering for days. | thought everyone was gone. | thought we had
gone back in tine or sonething. Oh, I'"'mso glad to see you! Please, | need to
call ny husband."

"The phones aren't working. Ma'am |'msorry, but we're stranded, too.

There hasn't been anyone but us here for days." Dustin stood hel pl ess while he
wat ched the wonman's hopeful expression sag.

"You, too? Ch ny God. | thought it was just us. Wat -- where -- ?"
Peggy could not go on. Her shoulders slunped in total defeat. Her husband. Her
daughter. \Were were they? Wiere was she, for that matter?"

"Let's get y'all inside ma'am then we can conpare stories," Breedlove
said gently. Leading her into the confines of the feed store, he was thinking



that if these two were here, then there m ght be others. Maybe things weren't
quite as bad as he thought. _1'll have to find out,_he thought. _It don't
| ook good, though, it surely don't._

Peggy followed the uniformed nman into the bowels of the feed store. The
sign in front was fanmliar, at |east. She had passed it many tinmes while
maki ng her rounds, but dear God, where was the rest of the town? The
surroundi ng forest |ooned darkly, |ike death hovering over a termi nal cancer
patient.

*Chapt er Seven*

JASON WATCHED as Burley Sinmpson tilted the remai nder of a half pint of
ad Crow whiskey to his lips, drained the bottle, and tossed it away. It
sail ed through the open door and crashed into the hallway, where broken gl ass
al ready made progress painful. Jason said nothing. So far as he was concerned,
t he sooner the liquor was gone, the better. At the rate Burley and his nen
were drinking, that couldn't be too far off. Already, Burley was rationing the
liquor, even anong his own circle of cronies, but he put no limt at all on
his own consunption, as if trying to nake up in a few days for all the years
he had gone without. Jason could see that Burley was getting so unpredictable
and arbitrary in his drunkenness that occasionally he thought of sinply
stealing away in the night and forgetting about the whole system Only the
know edge of the probable fate Burley had in mnd for the chained up bl ack
prisoners and his responsibility to his owmn few followers held himin check
That, plus the fact that he knew of nowhere to go. He waited; soon, he hoped,
Burl ey woul d provide an opportunity for some sort of positive action. The man
was too stupidly crazed with power and rancid hatred for the present situation
to last long, but Jason wasn't | ooking forward to a confrontation. O the free
cons, he could count on support of less than a third of those whose skins were
[ ight enough to keep them out of chains. Burley had al ready executed the npst
mlitant blacks, but even if he nmanaged sonehow to free the rest, he wondered
how many woul d accept his | eadership. He knew it would be hard to stay
retribution fromthe blacks if they were freed; and actually, he wasn't even
opposed to the idea, so long as it didn't go too far

Jason was al so, at tinmes, wondering why he should even bother. As it
stood, whatever remnmi ned of the human race woul d perish eventually anyway. The
two nurses, and the several other wonen who had been captured, were nostly
past the chil dbearing age, and the way Burley and his gang were abusing t hem
they wouldn't last long anyway. It hurt himto see the wonen being used so
brutally, just as it hurt to see the blacks in chains, but there was
absol utely nothing he could do about it right now Trying would just force a
fight between his friends and Burley's cutthroats -- a fight that he couldn't
W n.

Wil e Jason waited and hoped for a chance to break Burley's grip on the
convict society, he occupied hinself with exploring that area of Huntsville
whi ch hadn't been taken in the change, checking back now and then with the few
men he was certain were loyal to him He even had a few doubts about them So
far as he knew for certain, he was the only innocent man fromthe prison who
had survived the change, and he wasn't even sure of his own notives.

Over the years, he had gradually adjusted hinself to the hard life of
i mprisonnent. Hi s sudden freedom albeit a npbst curious one, was now gi Vi ng
himtrouble adjusting. He finally decided to trust those men he knew wel|l and
let the chips fall where they may. After all, there wasn't nuch other choice,
other than sinply disappearing into the forest, and he wasn't ready to do that
just yet.

Jason returned fromone of his surveys and found Burley still working
t hrough the remaining |liquor, giving no thought to saving any for the future.

Burley wiped his nmouth and started to speak. He still held his shotgun
in an iron grip. Jason thought he m ght even sleep with it. Just as he opened
his mouth to bellow, a sudden cacophony of shouts and cheers caused himto
whirl, weapon ready.



I nside The Walls, Roscoe was known as ' Goober', partly for the size of
his organ, but just as well for the snmallness of his personality. Now, though
he was returning as exuberant as if he had had a quick enl argement perfornmed
during his absence. Jason noticed that his rifle was nissing, however, and
that he wasn't quite as happy as he should have been at the news he was
returning wth.

"Wirren! " Roscoe shouted as soon as he saw Burley. "I found sonme wonen!
Goddamm, there's two dozen of them at |east!”

Jason watched as Burley shook off the effects of the whiskey he had
been drinking. An evil snmirk spread over his face, naking himlook as
mal evol ent as a berserk clown. He notioned Roscoe inside to where he could
guestion him Jason foll owed.

"Two dozen, at |east,

"\Wher e?" Burl ey asked.

"Not fifteen miles fromhere. | had one of themfor a little while, but
she got away. That don't nmatter, though. There ain't but two men with them
and one of thems an old sucker with white hair. W can off them easy!"

Bef ore Burley could comrent, Jason junped in. "Were's your rifle,
Goober ? And why didn't you bring the wonen back here if that old man i s such
an easy mark?"

Jason was astoni shed and el ated at the news. He had hoped that the
convict-controlled area of Huntsville wasn't the only place on earth where the
ast oni shi ng change had occurred, but until now he hadn't dared act on that

Roscoe reiterated, beaming with pride

desire, not while he still didn't know what to do about Burley's despotic
reign.

Roscoe's face fell like a collapsing cliff. Hi s glance shifted from
Burley to Jason then fixed on Burley. "Aw shit, there was some wolves, big
not herfuckers. While | was killing them the woman got away. They're back
there, though. | can | ead anyone to them believe ne."

Burl ey put his arm around Roscoe's shoulders. "Don't worry, Goober. W
got enough firepower to kill any notherfuckin' wolves. Come on, let's get a

gang ready. Young, you said? You sure you can find them agai n?"

"Damm right. They're holed up in a big old house and there ain't
not hi ng between here and there but grass and trees.”

Burl ey began | eadi ng Roscoe outside where nost of the other cons were
gat heri ng. Roscoe had been unable to conceal his discovery as he canme in and
the convicts were al nbst going crazy at the thought of wonen.

Jason foll owed behind them He eyed the congregation, |ooking at the
exuberant faces and an awful dichotony becane apparent, turning his thoughts
mushy. Winmen! How | ong since he had had a woman? Years. An image of his
ex-wife formed in his mind, as he had known her just after their marriage.

He hated it and yet was fascinated with the menory. The sl ow, sensuous
way she undressed, teasing and luring. The stark feel of her body pressed
agai nst his. The nenory of her nails digging into his back as he thrust into
her. The sexual inmage was al nost overpowering. Even after all the years in
prison, he still retained a picture of other encounters, earlier ones, where
he had net wonen free of the mind games his fornmer wife had played with him

There was a picture in his mnd, an ideal; one where he nmet and | oved
and was happy in the loving. He wondered if any of the other cons held such an
i mge. Surely, sonme of them nust, regardl ess of how they were now gat hered
around Roscoe, needling himfor details. Sonmehow, he thought, | have to make
them see this. And God help ne, | have to keep my own feelings in check in the
nmeant i me.

Jason gripped Burley's arm feeling the hard, weight lifting nuscles
tense at his touch. Burley shook free of his grip.

"What the fuck you want, Jason? A piece of the action?"

"I"'mgoing to have a piece of it, but not |ike you think. If Goober's
not handing us a line of shit, we need to contact those girls, but -- "

"But what, Jase? W can't fuck them that's what you're sayi ng?"

"I didn't say that." _Lord, how !l would | ove to have a woman agai n! _



"Then what are you saying? Don't fuck with me, Jase, | ain't in the
nood for it."

Jason held his tenper. Wat he wanted to do was |ash out at Burl ey,
push his stupid face into his skull, but he knew that woul dn't work, not now,
when the rest of the cons were inflamed with the idea of wonen for the taking.

Jason tried to explain. "Look, Burley. Sonething weird has happened to
the worl d. None of us knows what, and we never may. These may be the only
worren we'll ever find, and if Goober is right, they're not nuch nore than
kids. Wuldn't it be better to see if maybe they joined us on their own
instead of treating themlike the ones you have now?"

"Sure, Jase. They'll join up with a bunch of cons. All we have to do is
tell them we're pansy-ass nice guys and they'll spread their |egs as soon as
they can yank their panties off. Don't be stupid."” Burley began raising the
barrel of his shotgun. Jason stepped in, deflecting the barrel, and dropped
his hand to the revol ver strapped to his waist. He pushed right into Burley's
space, hol ding the shotgun barrel down.

"Goddami t, Burley, don't you understand? |If Goober found these wonen,
don't you think there mght not be others around? O other men, for that
matter? Maybe even the |law. Use your fucking head for a change. Don't go off
hal f cocked until we know nore about what's happening."

Burl ey tensed his hand, trying to raise his shotgun. He suddenly becane
aware of Jason's size and strength, rivaling his own. He shifted his gl ance
around. The other cons were waiting tensely. Sone, he knew, would back his
pl ay, but Jason was respected as well. Suddenly, he |eaned forward, ready for
a confrontation. "You sonofabitch. W're going after them"

Jason lifted his hand fromBurley's armand waved away whi skey funes.

"I know that. W have to. All I'msaying is that we're not going to rape them
to death when we find them _If_we find them Goober isn't the nost reliable
lag | know. "

Burl ey backed away, just slightly. "Maybe we'll rape them and maybe we
won't." He grinned suddenly. "Maybe 1'I1 fall in love with one of the bitches.

What the hell, Goober's teeth bother nme anyway. Just renenber, though, | ain't
responsi bl e for what happens before they get back here."

"Il attend to that," Jason said, glad the confrontati on was ended,
for now at |east.

He began picking out some of the men he intended to go with the
expedi tion, but he had to be careful. Send too nany of his own nen and Burl ey
woul d over power himwhile they were gone. Send too few, and he shuddered to
t hi nk of what woul d happen to the girls before they returned.

And there remained the question of the blacks that Burley had ensl aved.
He still didn't know how to resolve that situation. He had found sonething
that m ght help, though, in his explorations. In the drawer of a small service
station, neglected by everyone el se, he had cone upon a cache of drugs: coke,
pot and Quaal udes. He had secreted it immediately in a better hiding place.
Now he was trying to decide the best way to use it.

IN THE CITY of Livingston, forty miles east of Huntsville, there was a
much | arger group, conglonerated fromthe night shift at McDonald' s and their
few custoners, the enpl oyees of two service stations, the inhabitants of a
nunber of vehicles which had been stopped at a red Iight and the custoners,
cl erks and workers busy restocking a huge Wal - Mart super store and the
Wl - Mart cust oners.

Those peopl e caught in the displacenment of that portion of Livingston
were alnost all wonen, with only a scattering of nmen here and there, nostly
those working at the service stations or shopping with their w ves at
Wal -Mart. There were a few children, but nost of the displaced persons were
conposed of the night shift at Wal-Mart and their custoners, nostly womnen.

This group stayed where they were after the change. There was plenty to
eat and drink, and no inperative reason to go anywhere el se, even had they
known where to go. There was also plenty of arms and amrunition in the
Wal - Mart store, although it took two days and a number of hysterical outbursts



before the restraints of civilization fell away enough to inpel the refugees
to begin arm ng thensel ves. The sight of bison eight feet high at the

shoul ders crossing the tarmac of the parking | ot hel ped wonderfully in the
matter.

"THE CONS WLL cone | ooking," MMsters said. "We'll have to | eave." He
stood by the fireplace in the spacious living room where Doris and all the
girls were gathered. He caressed the barrel of his rifle cradled over his arm
wonder i ng whet her he was suggesting the right course of action

"Maybe the wol ves got that guy,"” Doris said, trying to convince herself
that it was true. "Maybe he never got back to Huntsville."

McMast ers thought of how convicts | oose from The Walls woul d behave
wi th two-dozen nubile young wonen. He shuddered inwardly. "Do you want to take
the chance? | don't. Besides, there's very little food left here.”

"We could hunt," Bucks suggested. "There's plenty of gane."

"And very little ammunition. Besides -- "

"I can't face those nonsters out there!" One girl shouted. "They'l
kill us all!"

McMasters gestured with his rifle. "Not if we're careful. There's
anot her point, too. Qur group represents three separate areas where a
di spl acement occurred. The convicts are another. Doesn't that suggest anything
to you?"

"Right," Bucks said. "There may be nore people around, not just those f
-- those cons. But where do we | ook?"

A young girl began crying. "I want to go hone. | don't like it here.”
She huddl ed into herself. A friend hugged her until the sobbing tailed off.

Doris couldn't think. Too nmuch had happened, and there was no pattern
to the events she could attach a famliar tag to. Hone? God, they night never
get home! "Bucks is right, Cecil. \Were on earth do we go from here?"

McMasters stepped forward a little. The early nmorning sun slanting in
t hrough a wi ndow glinted on his white hair and cast shadows into the creases
of his weathered brown face. "Wll, we certainly don't want to go east, toward
Huntsville. That was a convict that captured you, Doris. There are nore of
them there. And Bucks has already cone fromthe west; there's nothing in that
direction. | suggest we head northeast, circle around Huntsville, and then
head toward Livingston. Maybe sonething survived of that town."

Gradual |y, over a period of an hour or so, he convinced the rest of the
group of what he already knew. staying where they were really wasn't a viable
option, not with the threat of the convicts on the | oose so close. He and
Bucks spent the rest of that day | ooting the house of everything of value they
could carry. He arned the girls with such tools as he found in the little
out bui I ding and with kitchen knives. He had Doris make up packs from cl ot hing
and bl ankets they found in closets, and filled canning jars with water from

the well. The nost val uable thing he found as he was rumragi ng around was a
hal f box of magnum buckshot; apparently they had set on a shelf in a cl oset
for years and had been forgotten. He hoped they still worked.

Carrying all the remaining food presented no problem More than
t wo- dozen people eating fromthe stores had already depl eted them severely. By
early the next norning, MMsters had everyone ready, standing on the porch
The girls glanced nervously out over the grassy, tree studded terrain |like new
kittens suddenly taken fromtheir nother

"Let's nove out, folks," MMsters said. "Bucks, you lead off. Doris,
you and the girls stay bunched up behind him but not too close; |eave him
roomto fire if he needs to. I'lIl trail along behind and watch our rear." The
group nmoved out. MMasters, eyeing the nakeshift packs, felt sonewhat akin to
a scoutnmaster with a troop bereft of the noney for adequate supplies, but as
t he house passed out of sight behind a knoll, a sense of relief came over him
What ever | ay ahead, he didn't think it could be much worse than what
threatened fromthe rear. Convicts were bad news even when | ocked up, |et
al one free and arned.

BURLEY AND JASON agreed on a half dozen nen to send after the reported



worren, and at Jason's insistence, another group was to be sent to the east to
see what lay in that direction. He urged the men to be careful; the scout
previously sent that way had never returned. That |eft Jason with very few nen
he thought he could depend on. He took the ganble, thinking that information
on whatever this new world held was worth the risk. Nevertheless, he felt Iike
a juggler with too many balls in the air. Mshandl e one, and the rest were apt
to tunble out of control

M CHAEL WAS worried about Sheila. Since shooting her attacker two days
ago, she had hardly spoken. She stayed very close to Wanda, follow ng her
around like a newmy hatched chick trying to find shelter under its nother's
wi ng. She eyed hi m suspiciously, and he was careful to speak softly to her,

i magi ni ng how she nust feel about nen right now Wile she was recovering from
t he beating Reeves had given her, Mchael conversed with Wanda, usually while
Sheila was resting. She was an enigma; at tines she was abrupt and di sdai nf ul
as though he was an unnecessary piece of furniture in a new hone; at other
times she was quieter and softer spoken, eyeing himqueerly, like a
ranbuncti ous puppy suddenly grown to dignified adulthood. He couldn't figure
out what her problemwas and it worried himal nost as much as his concern over
Sheila. He thought it time to begin their search for other survivors and
wanted themall to start off as friends and conpani ons.

"There's no point in staying here any longer," he said to Wanda on
their third nmorning. "We need to start | ooking for other people."

Sheil a focused her gaze on Wanda. In this sudden new world, a man was
the [ ast person she wanted to trust, not after her |ast experience. Wanda
under st ood her viewpoint, but she was beginning to | ose her doubts about
M chael. He was invariable polite, hel pful and know edgeabl e, and nore
i nportant, so far he had shown no proclivities toward thrusting sex into their
three way equation. In a way, that was irritating to her. She found herself
liking himmnore and nore as time went on. He was unassum ng, yet conmanding in
a quiet way that she |liked. Wanda began to think that if she had known a man
like hima week or two ago, she nmight still be in the Arny and never have been
caught up in the change which had thrown themtogether is such a strange
conjunction. She had not reveal ed the circunstances to M chael of why she had
been headi ng to Houston on the night of the change, sinply telling himthat
she had been an army officer on | eave. She knew M chael noticed the reticence
but he had said nothing. Apparently, he wasn't the type to pry, and anyway,
there were nore urgent considerations right now than the fact that she
occasionally |Iiked wonen as sexual partners.

"Can you travel all right, do you think?" Wanda asked Sheila, exam ning
her bruised face.

"I'f you say so. | feel all right and ny shoulder isn't hurting any
nore. WIIl we ever cone back? My parents -- " She cl osed her eyes,
renmenbering, and trying not to cry again.

"W can al ways come back here, once we find out what's going on
el sewhere,"” M chael said gently.

"That's true, Sheila. Really, | think we ought to go. Mke is certain
we weren't the only places or people displaced. W need to find others; we
can't live by ourselves out here.™

"A'l right," Sheila said disconsolately. The picture of Dawson Reeves
on top of her, the knife to her throat, intruded into her thoughts. She
shuddered, and suddenly was in a hurry to | eave. Maybe then she coul d forget
hi m

Wanda, using her arny experience, nmade up packs of necessities for
them She and M chael carried rifles appropriated fromthe house and | eft
Sheila with the .22 automatic, after M chael pointed out that not only would
it be a better piece for small game hunting, but that there was nost of a case
of shells for it, alnobst nine boxes, and it would be easy to carry.

There was one ol d sl eeping bag in the house, and they gave that to
Sheila. M chael and Wanda found a |ightweight plastic tarp folded away in a
closet. She carried it, while Mchael took a couple of blankets. Wiile Sheila



was still packing in her room M chael took instruction from Wanda on the
handling of the thirty-thirty rifle. He was no hunter, and had never been in
the service. Wanda was pl eased that he listened attentively and took her
instructions with no hint of a macho attitude, the last thing she wanted to
see in a nman now.

"WIl this thing stop a bear or a saber tooth, do you think?" he asked.

"A saber tooth? Have you seen one of those?"

"No, but judging by what | have seen, | think we can expect them Don't
you?"

Wanda was a long tine answering. "The Pl eistocene? That's where you
thi nk we are?" She had had the sane thoughts; M chael had just brought them
into the open.

"I'f ny nenory serves, that's what | think. W' ve seen ground sl ot hs,
Bi son, what appears to be dire wolves, as well as those giant bears and
armadil los. If we haven't been thrown back to the Pleistocene, this is a dam
good imtation of it." He grinned wyly at her, and then added, "And if the
di spl acements equal i zed, then think of what nust be happening up in our tine
when sonme of those critters suddenly appear. The scientists will be going
crazy!"

"I had thought the sanme thing nyself, but | guess | just didn't want to
admt it. Christ, do you think there night be |Indians around?"

M chael shrugged. "Wo knows? It depends on how far back we were
t hrown. Besides, this m ght not be our Pleistocene. It nmight be a conpletely
different universe. All we can do is | ook and see.”

Wanda handed hi m back his rifle. "I guess so. Wll, back to your
original question; yes, a thirty-thirty should stop a tiger, but maybe not

with a single shot unless you hit it right." She grinned at him "It sure as
hel | shoul d annoy one, though."

M chael grinned back. "I saw a skel eton of one at the Sm thsonian once.
I'd just as soon not annoy one of those critters, if you don't mind."

"Me, neither, for that matter. Well, let ne check on Sheila, and
guess we can be on our way."

M chael touched her el bow as she was turning away. "lIs she going to be
all right?"

Wanda started to give a sharp answer then bit back the words. Wy
puni sh M chael verbally for some sick maniac's act? It wasn't his fault, and
if it hadn't been for him both her and Sheila would probably be dead. Tinme to
start remenbering that. "She's had a horrible experience, but other wonen have
survived the same thing. Just be gentle with her. Better yet, set a good
exanpl e. Right now, she's afraid of nen."

"I will. Poor kid, | feel sorry for her. | just wish | had gotten here
sooner."

"You did fine." Wanda | eaned forward and gave hima brief kiss, then
turned and wal ked to the bed room where Sheila was still packing. Now why did
| do that? She thought. M chael wondered the same thing, and for the first
ti me consciously thought of how refreshingly pretty she was. Wth no make-up
and dressed in functional hiking clothes, she rem nded himof the sinple
beauty of a Christmas tree with the bangl es renoved.

Sheil a | ooked up from where she was conpl eti ng her pack as Wanda
entered the room Already, she knew the trust Sheila had once placed in her
parents was being transferred to her, a wonman who had appeared suddenly in her
life like a life preserver tossed to a swmer in trouble. Wanda started at a
sudden thought that cane unbidden into her mind. |I could seduce her. It would
be no trouble at all. She clanped down on the thought. No, that would be
wrong. She is too vulnerable, too hurt and troubled right now. Wat she needs
nore than anything isn't a wonan, but to regain her trust in nen. An imge of
M chael ' s pl easant concerned face under it's shock of short brown hair popped
into her mind like a new piece of toast. She snmled to herself. Maybe an
exanpl e woul d hel p.

"Are we ready?" Sheila asked.



"Yes. Have you got all your stuff together? Don't forget anything. It
m ght be awhile before we get back here."

Sheila hefted the pack fromthe bed and began trying to pull the straps
over her shoul ders.

"Here, let me," Wanda sai d. She hel ped her on with the pack and
adjusted the front of the straps. She was suddenly unconfortably aware of
Sheila's firmyoung breasts and coils of |oose springy hair hanging to her
shoul ders.

"Thanks." Sheila grinned brightly at her, her first snmle since the
attack. "I don't know what | would do if you hadn't come here.™

Wanda renenbered her adnmonition. "You should be thanking Mke. He's the
one that saved us."

"He did, didn't he? |I've been so scared, | haven't even talked to him
much, or even thanked him |s he a nice man?"

"Yes, he's very nice. Don't be afraid of him™"

"I won't be if you aren't.”

"Good. Let's go now. "

The rest of the day was uneventful. They canped that night in the
protection of the bole of a huge fallen tree and built a fire in front of
them The flickering flames gave light to an overcast night, unlike the
previous ones. In the far distance, lightning played fitfully.

"It looks Iike we nmay get sone rain by tonorrow," M chael commented

"I't's warm enough. It shouldn't bother us," Wanda said. "The clinmate
doesn't appear to be nmuch different fromwhat we were used to."

"Nor the bugs, either," Mchael answered, slapping at a nosquito. He
took the last bite of his sandwi ch. The bread was stale, but that wouldn't be
a worry any |onger. The sandw ches they had packed represented the last of it,
anyway. Wthin a few days they would have to start hunting. He hoped Wanda had
nore experience at it than he did. Wat a strange world they had been thrown
i nto.

Before they left Sheila's home, he took the nost accurate measurenent
he coul d of the dianmeter of the displacenent around Sheila's honme. He had a
vague notion that as he had wandered southeast, the displacements had grown
smal l er than the couple he had passed through on his journey. If the inner
circle of displacenents to their northwest were indeed | arger, he thought that
he had picked the right direction. South of them they mght peter out to
not hing, and even if they didn't, the chances of finding humans in that
direction woul d beconme increasingly |ess.

"Who wants the first watch?"

"Il take it; I"'mnot sleepy yet." Wanda sai d.
M chael's snile was unseen in the bare light of flickering enbers.
"Good. I'"'man early riser. Wake nme if you need to."

There was no need. Sheila relieved Wanda, and then woke M chael in the
early norning hours, touching himso tentatively that she had troubl e arousing
him Before dawn, he saw that the |ightning had cone cl oser, and now t here was
a very faint runble of thunder in the distance.

At m d-norning, they broke into another displacenment area, just about
where M chael had calculated it would be. He nodded to hinself in
sati sfaction, |ooking around. A snall stretch of pavenment occupi ed one corner
of the circle, acconpanied by two picnic benches and a portion of a third,
apparently the remains of a small park along the route of where hi ghway 59
used to run. The rest of the area was nothing nore than typical east Texas
woods, a second growth of tinmber springing up to cover what had been | ogged a
few years before

A large, fat raindrop spattered on Mchael's hand and another on his
forehead. He | ooked up into the sky. Dark, rain-laden thunderclouds were
rapi dly approaching. "We'd better get under cover," Mchael said. He led the
way toward the benches. "Hurry!"

They made it just in tinme. "Use your sleeping bag, Sheila," Wanda said
over the runble of thunder. "It's waterproof, | think. Take your pack inside



with you so it doesn't get soaked." She struggled to get the tarp she carried
unti ed.

Sheila buried herself in the bag under one bench whil e Wanda shook out
the tarp and hurried under the shelter of the other. M chael ducked his head
and crawled in after her. The space was small enough that they had to huddle
together while torrents of water poured over the tabletop. It was | ow enough
that their necks quickly began to hurt under the strain. Wanda noved first.
"Stretch out, we'll be nore confortable."

Wthout waiting for an answer, and wi thout really thinking of what she
was doi ng, she pulled M chael down beside her beneath the tarp. The protecting
top of the table was so narrow that they had to lie close together to avoid
the runoff.

M chael slipped an arm beneath WAnda's neck to give her a resting place
and put his other armloosely around her waist. Rain drumred overhead like a
clutch of tomtoms. A bolt of lightning flashed and sparkl ed and thunder
crashed i mediately on top of it, seenming to split the heavens with its roar
The rain changed suddenly to hail, splattering onto the tabletop and pavenent
with crashes like splintering wood. Wanda cl asped M chael's body as if it was
an anchor in the wind, pulling himhard agai nst her

"Ch God, | hate this," she whinpered, ashaned of herself but unable to
help it. Thunderstorms had al ways scared her, and she had never imagi ned being
caught out in one with so little protection. She buried her face agai nst
M chael ' s neck.

"Me, too," Mchael murmrmured against her ear. He stroked her back
trying to soothe her. Wanda tried to get closer to him as if his body were a
talisman that, if held tightly enough, would ward off the storm Sonehow, she
found her 1ips pressing against his cheek. Mchael nmoved slightly and that was
all it took to bring his mouth into contact with hers. He kissed her
tentatively at first, but another crash of thunder and flash of |ightning
thrust them even nore firmy together

To Wanda, the storm sounds seened to fade in proportion to the pressure
of Mchael's lips on hers, like a bad dream bei ng pushed away by comni ng awake
in a snugly secure bed. Wanda held himtightly, and then gradually eased away
as she felt the nmovenent of his hand at her waist, giving himroomto slide it
up to her breast. The pressure of his touch nmade her feel safe and not nearly
so scared, as though she were being protected by the tender touch of a kind
magi ci an. She | ost herself in the dreamy experience, holding himclose while
the storm gradual |y died.

They were still entw ned, touching each other with the slow, pleasant
sweet ness of newy discovered attracti on when a voice interrupted them

"Hey, you two! The stormis over. You can come out, now " \WAnda saw
Sheila's grinning face through the slats of the picnic table seats. She
flushed and di sentangl ed herself, feeling wet spots on her body where the tarp
had not conpletely protected them

M chael eased hinself out fromunder the tarp and rolled into the open
He stood up. Sheila grinned sone nore at him He flushed, like a kid caught
with his hand in the cookie jar, but quickly saw that the young girl wasn't
upset. He breathed a sigh of relief and reached a hand to hel p Wanda to her
feet. Wanda's cheeks were spotted with bright pink blotches where his beard
had scraped and the top buttons of her blouse were still undone. She
refastened them thinking that if Sheila needed an exanple of how attractive a
man coul d be, she had just been exposed to one, even if it had been
uni nt ended.

Later, as M chael ranged ahead, beating a path through the rain soaked
forest, Sheila cane up close to Wanda and whi spered, "You really like him
don't you?"

"I guess | do. He sure nmade nme forget about the storm anyway."

"Do you think he likes ne?"

"Of course he does. Why woul d you even ask?"

"I was just wondering. How old is Mchael, do you know?"



"Ch, in his thirties, | suppose. | haven't asked."

"That's not so old. Was he married?"

"He hasn't said. He's not wearing a ring, though. | doubt if it would
matter much, anyway, considering our present situation."

Wanda answered nore of Sheila's questions nonchal antly, glad that the

young girl was talking nore now. It wasn't until later that she began
wondering at Sheila's sudden interest in Mchael. Then it dawned on her that
he was the only man around. No wonder. Still ... am| suddenly beconi ng

possessi ve? What's going to happen to relationships with no |laws to define
then? And no birth control. How will that change things when wonen begin
havi ng babies all the tinme? My God, | haven't even considered those things
yet. | wonder if M ke has?
*Chapt er Ei ght*

BY THE END of the first week after the displacement, the scattering of
survivors took on the aspects of an el aborate chess ganme, where people were
t he players and random chance the strategi sts. McMasters with his group of
dependents was noving north and east, with one of Burley's gang of convicts
trailing them Another gang expl ored eastward to the other side of Huntsville,
with instructions to seek out and cross the Trinity River, if it was stil
there. M chael, Wanda and Sheil a noved north, while Brent and his group
prepared to head south again. Dustin Breedl ove, the deputy, held his people in
t he remai ns of Goodpasture, while the large group of survivors in Livingston
pl undered the wealth of the huge Wal-Mart store, |eaderless as yet. O her

smal | bands and individual s wandered erratically, while still others stayed
where they were, hoping for rescue. The board was laid out. Sone pieces were
nmovi ng, others were standing still, protecting their domain and yet others

were gathering for assaults. Eventually, npbst of them would cone together |ike
opposing arm es blundering into a battlefield not of their general's choosing.

MCMASTERS CURSED savagely as he fell to the ground, the shot stil
ringing in his ears. He rolled, feeling pain shoot through his leg |ike a hot
branding iron as he tried to seek cover. The ground plunged out from under him
and he fell head first down the steep slope of a brush-covered gully. Only his
mlitary training enabled himto keep a grasp on his rifle as he plunged
downward. Branches and briars raked his face and arns as he fell. He tunbled a
final time and again felt solid earth turn to air as he sailed over the
enbankment of a creek and | anded solidly on the nmuddy bank. The breath was
knocked conpletely out of himand for a | ong nonment he |lay there gasping,
trying to get air back into his lungs. He was laying at a slant, |ooking down
at his legs. He saw a thread of blood | eaking fromhis calf, turning the nud
where he lay into a soupy pink slush. Shouts canme from above. He gasped and
crawl ed upstream seeking cover. An under cut tree, |eaning precariously over
the stream cane into view Hurriedly, he crawed in under it, still clutching
his rifle. Conceal ed there, he brushed dirt fromthe action and checked to see
that the barrel was free of dirt, gritting his teeth against the pain in his
| eg.

"I got him" He heard a voice call, just as the boom of a shotgun
resounded. He heard a curse, then a rattle of pistol and rifle fire. The
gunfire di ed away, |eaving only voices behind. MMasters huddl ed under the
roots of the tree, in water up to his waist and waited for soneone to cone. He
had no doubt that the convicts had trailed and found them The shouts and
yel I s of coarse voices |left no doubt of that. He wondered briefly if Bucks had
got away, and then decided that he probably hadn't. Even if he had, he had no
doubt that nost of the girls had been captured. The sounds he could hear |eft
little doubt of that. Damm, how had they gotten so close w thout himsensing
then? He could only think that they had been intercepted fromthe side, while
he and Bucks were watching behind and in front. My fault! Dam me for an old
man, | shoul d have put sonme of the girls out as flankers. Too | ate now,

t hough. The danage was done. Any noment MMasters expected a patrol to cone
down the creek bank and finish himoff. He tightened his grip on his rifle and



vowed not to be taken easily.

Surprisingly, no one cane to | ook for him He supposed that they were
too busy with Doris and the girls; either that or they thought himdead. He
waited, feeling the water soak into his wound. He debated with hinself about
trying to craw back up the gully and attenpt a rescue of the wonen, but his
conbat experience warned himoff. He would just get hinmself killed if he did
that. Better to wait and hope for a nore opportune noment.

McMast ers remrai ned hidden for a good half hour after the nutter of
voi ces had di ed away, then dragged hinmself out of the water and up onto the
bank of the little creek. One of the girls had been carrying the first aid
supplies found in the house. He tore strips off a spare shirt and used themto
bandage his | eg. The bl eedi ng had al nost stopped, and the water had soaked
away nmost of the pain. Using his rifle as a crutch, he clinbed back out of the
gully, going slow and testing his | eg. He thought he was fortunate that no
bone had been broken, although he figured that by the next day, the |leg would
stiffen up enough to nmake travel difficult. Yet he had to travel. If there was
any hope for the girls, he knew he would have to provide it.

He wandered painfully around the area of the ambush, knowi ng what he
was | ooking for and hoping that he wouldn't find it. He did, though. Bucks |ay
al nost beside the convict he had killed. His eyes were open and staring up at
t he sky he had worked beneath, but there was no life left in them MMasters
reached down and gently pulled his lids closed. He eased the pack from beneath
him took it and resuned his hobbling search. A few feet away, he found Bucks
shotgun. Both barrels had been di scharged. He wondered if he had hit another
of the cons, but found no signs that he had. He nused, thinking that Bucks
deserved burial, but he just didn't see any way to arrange it. It was going to
be difficult enough as it was to trail the convicts and the girls, and he
needed to get started. He picked up the shotgun and began hobbling off when a
famliar noise startled him

The snicker was like a chil dhood nenory cone to |life. He turned. Not
fifty feet away the horse snickered again, just as glad as he was to encounter
a partner fromtines past. MMasters prayed briefly that the animal would cone
to him

"Here, boy. Conme here," he called softly. The horse shook its head in
reply. It was saddled and still trailing reins. He wondered who had been
riding at night, and how they had conme to | ose the horse. Wll, it really
didn't matter, but as he linped up to the horse and began stroking its neck
he thought that his phil osophy was confirmed. Things usually evened out. Now
he could travel as well or better than the convicts. He put a foot into the
stirrup and swung aboard. Sone sons of bitches were going to be sorry!

Just as he was ready to kick the horse into action, a cry stopped him

"M. MMsters! Wait for me!" He turned toward the sound, squinting
into the sun. Judy, Doris' daughter, emerged fromthe underbrush. She ran
toward him hair stream ng behind her. The running girl startled the horse and
he had to pull on the reins to control it.

"Judy! How did you nmanage to get away?"

Judy clutched at his leg and | ooked up at him as if he mght ride away
wi t hout her. Her pretty young face was tear-streaked. "Wen nother heard the
first shot, she told me to run. She was follow ng, but she tripped. |I hid and
waited until everyone was gone."

"Di d anyone el se get away?"

"I don't think so. M. MMasters, you won't leave ne will you?" She
held his leg in a death grip.

McMast ers reached down and stroked her shoulder. "Call me Cecil, Judy.
No, of course | won't |eave you. Can you pull yourself up behind ne? Careful
of my leg. 1've been hit."

"Ch. I'msorry. Does it hurt?"

“I"1l manage. Come on, now. Get up here and let's go. Al this blood
will be attracting varmnts."

Judy clinbed up behind himand put both arms around his waist. She



averted her eyes from Bucks' body, but nanaged to ask, "Aren't we going to
bury hi n®"

"I don't think we can wait," MMsters told her gently. "W need to go
after your friends and your nother. Here, can you carry this shotgun?"

"l guess so. Is it |oaded?"

McMasters snmiled wyly to hinmself. Advice froma child, which he should
have t hought of. "No, thanks for rem nding nme. Look over ny shoul der and see
how | do it." He inserted a shell into each chanber then handed her the
weapon. "See the safety here? All you have to do is nmove it, and it's ready to
fire. If you have to use it, just pull one trigger at a tinme, and be sure and
hold it back agai nst your shoul der when you shoot. It has quite a kick."

“I"1l remenber. Do you ... do you think we can rescue Mdther? And the
other girls?" Judy's voice trenbled |like the fluttering wings of a small sick
bi rd.

"I don't know, but we're certainly going to try. And -- Judy, |'mhurt.
If we get any chance at all, you mght have to help. Do you think you can
shoot a man if you have to?"

"I don't know. I'IIl try, though, if you say | have to. What do you
t hi nk those nmen are going to do with nother and the other girls?"

McMasters hesitated, then decided to be honest. "I imagine there wll
be rape at the very |least. Maybe worse. The convicts at Huntsville were al
hard-core crimnals. They don't have nuch respect for wonen, the |aw or
anything else for that matter. If we can't get themloose, it could be very
bad. You understand?"

"l guess so. | wish we were back hone."

"I do, too, hon, but wishes won't help. Are you ready?"

"I"'mready," Judy said. She put one arm around his wai st and held the
shotgun with the other. The trenbling was gone from her voice. MMasters
t hought she sounded nuch better now that he had expl ai ned, even though he knew
she nmust be sick with fear. She did sound deterni ned, though, and with the
horse and new y arned, he thought there night be a bare chance of rescue. He
ki cked the horse with his good | eg, and they noved out, headi ng sout heast now,
back in the direction of Huntsville. After a time he became aware of Judy's
breasts pressing into his back, nipples erect fromrubbing agai nst himas the
horse cantered along. He tried to avoid thinking about it, but after a time he
rel axed and sinply enjoyed the sensation. It had been a long time since he had
been so close to a wonan and besides, it helped take his mnd off his wounded
| eg.

"THAT MUST BE the Trinity river," Mchael said. He | ooked out over the
current, wondering how they could cross. He wasn't really famliar with the
river, but it didn't seemto be that nuch of an obstacle, and it wasn't. Using
rope he had brought al ong, he and Wanda nanaged to secure two downed trees
toget her to make a makeshift raft. Sitting on the trunks with their |egs
trailing in the water, He and Wanda used saplings to pole their way to
m dstream and then turned theminto paddl es when the depth dropped off. They
drifted a hundred yards or so downstream before the bottom could agai n be
reached, then poled the makeshift raft to the opposite shore. There, it took a
hal f hour struggle through nuddy, bottom brushed terrain to regain higher
ground. They were startled once, just after reaching shore, by a huge
alligator off to the side plopping into the shall ows.

Wanda shivered and hugged herself. "I'mglad we didn't see one of those
thi ngs before we started; otherwise, | don't think you could have gotten ne
into the river."

"Me, either. | should have thought of it," Mchael admtted. "W al

need to renenber fromnow on. This is not the East Texas we knew a week ago."
A few niles farther south, and an hour or so before dusk, M chael

called a halt. "We'd better start thinking about camping for the night. | was
hopi ng we could nmake it to where Livingston is -- or used to be -- today, but
we can't. It will be dark soon."

Wanda agreed, followi ng his | ead. She was surprised at herself for



letting Mchael make the decision, but sonmehow, it seemed right. She
renenbered a di saster novel she had read once, about a comet hitting the
earth, and an observation the author had made: _"MIliseconds after inpact,
worren's |ib, as a working philosophy, was as dead as the Ronman enpire."_ She
wasn't quite ready to bury it that deep yet, but she knew with certainty that
unl ess the world returned to normal, wonen woul d never again in her lifetine
enjoy the freedomthat a technological civilization had given them She
t hought of the birth control inplant she carried. It was due to be repl aced
and m ght already be ineffective. So, she thought, it's a matter of either
bei ng careful or having a baby. O sticking to wonmen, but sonmehow she didn't
think of that as a viable alternative right now She wanted to find out nore
of what M chael was made of and there was one good way to acconplish that.
Sheila was an observant girl. She had seen how M chael had gradually
becorme the dom nant person of their trio, especially after the storm At first
she had been scared of him fearing retribution for killing Dawson, but he had
hardly nentioned it, and then only in reference to other matters, and
gradual | y she began accepting his | eadership as easily as Wanda's. She found
hersel f wonderi ng where Derek was now and whether he m ssed her. Probably not
that rmuch, she thought. He was as self centered as nost other high schoo
boys. Probably he had al ready found another girl friend. Surprisingly, she
di scovered that she felt no sadness at the thought, but rather a sense of
rel ease, as if she were giving up her girlhood and fully entering the adult
worl d. While the canp was bei ng prepared, she observed M chael when she
t hought he wasn't | ooking. She liked his quiet conpetence, free of the
braggadoci o she was used to fromyoung males -- Derek in particular. And he
was ni ce | ooking, even with his stubbly beard. Wuld he think she was too
young? O did he think of her in that way at all? Probably not, so |long as

Wanda was around. Well, maybe they would find other people soon. Even if they
di d, though, she doubted if there would be another man as attractive and
conpetent as Mchael. Ch, golly, | wish |l were older. I wish he would | ook at

me the way he does Wanda. The | ast thought caused her to blush. She was gl ad
it was getting too dark for the others to notice. She woul dn't know how to
explain. It never entered her mnd that Wanda had been observing her fromtine
to time in much the sane way she had been | ooking at M chael

They built a roaring bonfire that night. It was snoky because of the
wet wood, but that did cut down on the nosquitoes. They ate a neager neal, and
then stretched the tarp out with the blankets on top. Sheila volunteered for a
wat ch, and sat two hours, her little rifle clutched fiercely in her hands. She
woke M chael sonetine after mdnight and snuggled in beside Wanda, taking
warnth from her presence, but nmaking the other woman distinctly aware of her
young body.

THE GANG CF a dozen or so convicts who had headed east from Huntsville
al so crossed the Trinity, using several rafts to acconplish it. On the other
side, they worked their way eastward again. Late in the evening, they
surrounded a forlorn famly consisting of a man and his wife and two young
children and took them prisoners. The fam |y had been caught traveling at
night in their car, and had waited forlornly for rescue, never inmagining the
method it would take when it finally came. The man and the woman were tied
toget her; they shuddered wakefully throughout the night, listening in horror
to the rude laughter and quarrels of the convicts. Fortunately, the nman held
his peace as they were inspected and questioned. Neither he nor his wife were
harmed at first, other than being frightened al nost out of their wits by off
hand references to slaves being held in Huntsville. The famly was bl ack

It was a different story in the norning after the quarrel sone convicts
had settled their differences, or at least after one faction becane dom nant.
The wonman was untied and separated from her husband, then led a little way off
into the woods. The ensuing cries and sounds of his w fe being beaten into
subm ssi on al nost drove the man mad, but there was nothing at all he could do.
He didn't even notice that some of the men held back from participation in the
rape, |ooking guiltily around at everything except each other and their



captive.

The next day, the outskirts of the displaced area of Livingston
suddenly cane into view The convicts drew back into conceal nent and began
argui ng. One contingent wanted to attack; they could see groups of people
wanderi ng about and noving in and out of the stores, and they were nostly
femal e and unarnmed. The four men | oyal to Jason wanted to sinply return and
report -- there were armed nen about, though very few of them but that wasn't
the problem They sinply had no real desire for a battle with refugees no
better off than they were. Burley's nmen won the debate, and that afternoon
t hey began their nove.

The battle was quick, fierce and decisive. Four convicts died, but
surprise carried the day for them Mst of the visible men of the town died in
the first volley of shots; Those remai ning were quickly routed. Sone few
escaped into the woods or went into hiding wherever they could find
conceal nent when it became plain that the attacking force was gunni ng down
every man in sight with no hint of mercy or conpassion. A few stood their
ground and died trying to protect the wonmen, who were al nost all unarned.

The convicts roped their prisoners together in a string that resenbled
not hi ng so much as a coffle of slaves fromthe previous century. Then they
began exploring their conquered donmain. The convicts were delighted. In the
huge Wal - Mart superstore was wealth for the taking, far beyond the limted
goods available in Huntsville. They ate and drank nerrily all day, then at
ni ght separated out the wonen fromthe roped together prisoners and forced
theminto various al coves of the nassive store. There was little sl eeping done
bef ore daybreak, unless al coholic stupor could be counted as sl unber.

The convicts noved out the next norning, anxious to bring the good news
back to Burley. As far as they were concerned, their m ssion was acconplished,
and had been successful beyond their w | dest dreans.

THE PREVI QUS eveni ng, M chael, Wanda and Sheila had cone upon the
remains of the little town of CGoodpasture, where Deputy Breedl ove was still
holding forth. At first, it was like a re-union of graduates returning to
their ol d honetown. Breedl ove was so happy to see new faces that he al nost
entirely forgot that, after all, it was only three new faces in a world al npbst
bereft of humans. He bubbl ed over with enthusiasm asking where M chael and
Wanda were from what they had been doing and what they had seen

Sheila shyly joined the teen-agers and began talking with them but she
kept Wanda and M chael, especially Mchael, in sight while she described her
adventures, omtting only that one horrible norning fromher tale. She wasn't
ready to talk to anyone about that yet, and rmaybe she never would. It had been
a nightmare, not an adventure, but the remenbrance of it seemed to subtly
separate her fromthe other youngsters the way surviving a tornado right next
to where the neighbors had been w ped out woul d be.

M chael caught Wanda's eye and nodded. She returned the gl ance, com ng
back from where she had been tal king to Peggy, the hone health nurse. M chael
drew her and the deputy aside. Breedlove's enthusiastic grin turned into a
frown of concentration as soon as he heard about the possibility of convicts
| oose in the wilds. "Goddamm, nothing but conplications,” he said. "Excuse,
ma'am but this situation just gets crazier and crazier."

"There's a pattern to it, though," Wanda pronpt ed.

"There is?"

"I think | have it figured out," Mchael said. "W found your group on
the basis of ny calculations. | think there nmay be another area of
di spl acement sonewhere around Livingston. | want to head for there in the

nmor ni ng. However..." He scanned the remains of the little towm and |iked what
he saw. The remai ning buildings were old, but they had been well built, nostly
of brick and cenent. "This seens to be a good area to keep as a base. There's
shelter here, and a good surrounding area that's clear. | don't think we
should all go. Sheila..." He | ooked back and saw her in conversation with the
ot her teenagers. She caught the sound of her nane and | ooked up. "W can | eave
Sheila here, and one or two nen, while the rest of us try for Livingston. Does



t hat make good sense to you?"

Sheil a separated herself fromthe teenagers as soon as she overheard
the remark about |eaving her behind. She approached M chael and Wanda |i ke a
young doe seeking safety on the first day of hunting season. "Don't make ne
stay here. Please, | want to go with you." Her eyes pleaded as poignantly as a
puppy in a pet store w ndow.

M chael |ooked to Wanda for gui dance, then back to Sheila, noticing for
the first time how pretty she was, even with a dirt snudged face and strands
of red hair escaping fromthe band she had secured it wth.

Wanda put her arm around the young worman, hol ding her in a | oose
enbrace. She really didn't want to be separated from her, but neither did she
want to expose her to further danger. "Honey, it's not |like we're |eaving you
permanently. We're real close to where Livingston is, or was. We'll be back in
a few days. I'lIl feel a whole |ot better knowi ng you're safe back here.

Besi des, there's sonething | want you to do here. See that woman over there?"
She pointed to Peggy, who was just now grasping the fact that Goodpasture was
only a forlorn remant of the previous world and that it was unlikely she
woul d ever see her husband and daughter again.

"Yes. Wy is she crying?"

"For the sanme reason you did, sweetheart. She's lost her famly, her
husband and daughter. She's about to go wild thinking about it and we can't
afford that. She's a nurse. W nay be needing a nurse before this is over, if
it ever is. | want you to stay with her and try to start thinking of the
present, not the past. There's that little girl she brought in, too. That's
the first child we've seen. Think how she's feeling now "

"There's another thing," Mchael put in. "Sheila, | don't like to say
it, but it's not likely we'll ever get back to normal. W need to start
t hi nki ng about hol ding on to such know edge as we have, |ike nedicine, for

i nstance. Way don't you start talking to Peggy about nursing and see if you're
i nterested?"

Sheil a | ooked up at Mchael, longing still witten over her face and
suddenl y Wanda t hought she m ght know what it was. It wasn't sonething to
worry about right at the present, though, even if she were right.

Wanda put an arm around the girl and pulled her close. "I think M chael
is right, Sheila. WIIl you do that? Talk to Peggy about nursing and hel p her
get her mnd off her famly?"

"If you say so, but, please, cone back to ne."

"W will," Wanda said. "Count on it." She kissed her on the cheek then
turned her | oose.

"Al'l right, then." Sheila stepped forward and hugged M chael before
t hi nki ng, then blushed and hurried away to where Peggy was still staring
bl ankly around at all that was left of the little town.

Br eedl ove, who had stepped back a few paces while the conversation was
goi ng on, now came forward again. He was inpressed with the confident young
physicist. If he had figured out where ot her people mght be |ocated, and had
proved his theories by finding them he was ready to follow his | ead on
anyt hi ng el se he m ght suggest.

"It sounds like a good plan to ne," He said. "By the way, we've npst of
us been sleeping in the feed store. Something got one of the boys the first
day, right inside the tree line, and we haven't tried to go anywhere since.

Y all got here, though, so maybe it isn't as dangerous out there as |
t hought." He nmade the | ast sentence sound |ike a question

"Don't count on that," M chael warned. "Keep alert. However, you | ook
like you're armed well enough. If you're careful, it should be OK At |east,
we' ve had no trouble so far."

Br eedl ove wal ked away to sound out the others on M chael's proposed
expedi tion, anticipating that they would follow, but \Wanda hung back a nonent.
"You're not planning to | eave nme behind too, are you?"

"No," M chael said, making an imredi ate decision. Not only did he trust
Wanda as an equal, or perhaps even a superior in exploration, he found that he



didn't want to be separated fromher. Even though his predictions had been
proven right, he still had no clear idea of what the future mght hold. He
only knew t hat sonehow the responsibility of getting survivors together was
gradual | y devol ving on hinmsel f and he wanted her support.

"CGood," Wanda smiled. "I wouldn't have stayed anyway."

They all gathered in the feed store that night, talking over plans.
Wanda noticed that before long, the others followed the deputy's | ead and
began deferring to Mchael. It was finally agreed that M chael, Wanda, Cerald
and his girlfriend would strike out for Livingston the next norning, |eaving
Breedl ove and the other teenager and two older nmen to protect the rest of the
group. The deputy didn't need much convincing. He was content to remain with
his fief, although he didn't think of it in those terns. He only knew t hat
Carla and the rest of them had come to depend on him and he didn't want to
let that go. It was nice being a | eader

Wanda noted that Sheila seened to be happy enough with Peggy's conpany
and that of Melanie, the little girl. Cccasionally she even | aughed, as if her
experience with Dawson was really sonething she was putting behind her. As
dusk closed in, Wanda found a spot within the feed store for a pallet, and
even a nodi cum of privacy in a corner behind a pile of feed sacks of grain.
After the evening neal, M chael joined her there.

He eyed the double pallet and sat down. It was conceal ed from ot her
areas by the stacks of grain, giving an illusion of privacy even if they did
have to whisper to keep their conversation from being overheard. He sat down
and began | aying out his weapons for easy access. "Were's Sheil a?"

"I've got her bedded down with Peggy and the little girl. She was
exhausted. You know what? | think she's sort of sweet on you."

M chael hardly heard her. He was in deep thought.

Wanda took his silence to mean that he thought Sheila was either too
young to have feelings like that for an ol der man or was sinply infatuated
with himafter he had saved her life. Men! She asked, "Wat are you thinking?"

He turned to face her. "I did an eyeball neasurenent of this area. It's
bi gger than | thought it would be."

"Does that mean sonething special ?"

"It neans that the farther north and west we've travel ed, the bigger
the area of displacenent. If Huntsville is the center, that neans |ots of
convicts may be loose. | don't like it."

"If Dawson was an exanple, | don't either," Wanda agreed.

"He was an aberration. Wat |I'mworried about is what the others may be
up to. Sooner or later, we're going to have to find out."

Wanda gave in to his pensive attitude. Suddenly, she was worried, too.
Their little group would be no match for gangs of hardened, armed convicts,
especially since they had decided to split their forces. Wll, that was for
tomorrow. Ri ght now she had other thoughts on her mnd. She stretched out on
the pallet. Mchael |eaned down beside her in the darkness. Over the feedbags,
the flickering of a candle from another alcove cast only a faint light into
their shadowed retreat, as if they were laying together in a darkened theater
before the curtains were lifted. She reached a hand out to touch him and
M chael responded, noving to draw her close to him He slid his hand over the
fabric of her blouse, feeling for the buttons. He funbl ed them open and
slipped his hand inside, beneath her bra. Wanda kissed him then gently
renoved his hand.

"It's cromded in here.”

M chael stroked the curve of her hip. "I know. It's a new world,

t hough. Listen."

Wanda heard faint murmurs com ng through the darkness, and novenents.
"It is, isn't it? Wait." She rose to her knees and began renovi ng her
clothing, glad that the water tower had cone along with the town so that they
had had a chance to bat he.

M chael could barely discern her body as she undressed, keeping just
bel ow the | evel of the concealing bags. When he was sure of what she was



doi ng, he renoved his own clothes, and a nonent |ater she stretched her nudity
agai nst him Her breasts nelded softly against his chest, spreading warnth and
confort into his body.

"There's sonet hing you better know first," Wanda whi spered.

"What's that?" M chael stroked her back and ran his hand over the curve
of her hip.

"My inmplant is about to run out."

"I nmpl ant ? What i npl ant ?"

Men! "For birth control, stupid. O do you think you can whip up a new
one for me by next week?"

"Ch. Maybe we better not, then." M chael began to di sengage,
reluctantly, but he could see her point.

"Come back here, you idiot. | didn't say we couldn't." Wanda pulled him
back to the warnth of her body and stifled any other protests he m ght have
been thi nking of. She knew there woul d never be any nore birth control worthy
of the nanme and she mi ght as well accept the fact. It was going to be a man's
world in the future and she deci ded she mi ght as well cenent her relationship
with Mchael now as later. Or not. Besides, her own body had suddenly becone a
demanding force, as if it were in perfect tune with the dictates of her mnd
Wanda drew M chael on top of her, thighs tingling as she spread them apart and
let his weight settle deliciously over her. It was, indeed, a new world.

VWen M chael sought out Breedl ove the next norning, he was directed to
the office of the feed store. He knocked on the door. He heard murnured voi ces
frominside, and then Breedl ove opened the door. From behind him he saw the
young girl nanmed Carla yawning. Her stretching arnms pulled the cover down,
reveal i ng bare breasts. She | ooked up and hastily pulled the bl anket back up
to her chin. Mchael smiled to hinself. It is just |like Wanda sai d, he
t hought. A new world. A few days ago that deputy would have been comitting a
crime with the young girl. Today he was her protector. M chael wondered what
ot her changes he would see in the years ahead. If he survived.

Wil e Mchael talked with Breedl ove, Wanda got acquainted with Gerald
and Tanya, his girl friend. Tanya was alnpost as tall as the young nan and was
even nore enthusiastic about the excursion to the north. Wanda checked their
weapons while waiting on Mchael. She was apprehensive about the trip. Wat
woul d they do if they found nmore convicts rather than normal people? How woul d
they cope with then? |If Dawson had made it all the way to where she, Sheila
and Dawson had net, others could, too. Well, one thing was certain: never
again woul d she allow herself to be captured by one of them death would be an
acceptabl e alternative.

The group nmoved out after a sparse breakfast, delayed somewhat by again
convincing Sheila to remain behind. Later that day, they ran upon Brent and
Darl a's group where they had stopped for a rest.

M chael held his rifle tensely at first, then saw the other group
rel ax; there would be no fight here. These people were the sane as them
stragglers in a world they still didn't understand. After an hour-Iong
conference, Mchael kept Brent and Darla with their group and sent the others
on to Goodpasture, assuring themthat Deputy Breedl ove would see to their
confort. He was encouraged that so far, his theories were bearing fruit. They
were finding other refuges, but still, the idea of hardened convicts on the
| oose danpened his spirits. At |east though, these new people increased their
own forces in case an encounter with convicts did devel op

Late that afternoon, his fears were confirmed. They broke fromthe
concealing forest into the carnage |left behind by the convicts who had ravaged
the remai ns of Livingston. Bodies |ay where they had fallen, sprawl ed anid
br oken gl ass and | oot di scarded by the invaders. Congeal ed bl ood lay in pools
by the bodies, attracting swarnms of flies. Small scavengers darted back into
the concealing forest as they approached. M chael noted the four bodies clad
indirty white uniforns and caught Wanda's gl ance. Now, there was no denying
their peril. He posted sentries and | ed Wanda i nside the WAl - Mart.

The shelves were still mostly intact, although the aisles were littered



and there was a heavy odor of rotting neat and produce fromthe grocery
section. Muse droppings were al so evident, but there was still a large supply
of edible food left. There were sinply too many goods in the huge store, and
too few humans had been available to | oot themfor there to have been nuch
depletion yet. They wal ked together toward the back of the store, to the
sporting goods area. Wanda halted there, causing Mchael to turn. She pointed.
"Do you see?"

M chael did. Were the firearns departnment had been, the cases had been
robbed of arms and amuniti on. Mst of the glass display cases had been
splintered and broken shards lay on the floor |like remants of a rock throw ng
fight.

"They took weapons and ammunition, but they |left some, too. Carel ess of
them" She pointed to racks of rifles and shotguns.

Tanya canme running toward the back of the store. "M ke, Wanda! There's
peopl e out si de! "

"Peopl e?" M chael released the safety on his rifle. Wre the convicts
com ng back?

"Mostly wonen. They were scared at first. They thought we were nore of
the convicts come back. They've been hiding in the woods."

M chael and Wanda hurried outside, leaving the store for |ater perusal
In the back of his mind, he was thinking that the vast resources of the
Wal -Mart and the rest of the shopping center included in this displacenment
area woul d make a perfect base for the formation of a settlenent, but at the
end of that thought came the realization that the convicts m ght be thinking
t he sane thing, depending on how nuch and what sort of resources in Huntsville
had been di spl aced.

There were el even wonen and two nen al together, several of them
sporting bl oody bandages. M chael posted the others to keep watch while he and
Wanda | ed the scared survivors back inside.

A qui ck questioning revealed that the attack had occurred only hours
earlier, as he had suspected. He was heartened a little by their report that
only about a dozen convicts had taken place in the attack, and four of them
had been killed. The nunber of prisoners the remaining convicts had | ed off
was nore uncertain, but it appeared to be at least fifteen, possibly twenty or
nore, alnost all wonen.

M chael nmade a qui ck decision, even though his gut tightened at the
t hought. This couldn't be allowed to stand, not if he could help it. "W're
going after them Wanda, how about you getting these wonen armed with whatever
weapons the convicts |eft behind and show them how to use them ['Il talk to
the others. Hurry." Wanda started to speak then let it go. M chael was acting
just the way she was thinking. Her only concern was trying a rescue with their
present group.

Back outside, Mchael conferred hurriedly with Brent, Darla and the two
t eenagers. They appeared startled at first, suddenly finding themselves in the
m ddl e of what appeared to be an inpronmptu war after thinking their only
m ssion had been exploration, even after M chael's warni ng about the
possibility of convicts on the |oose. Darla, especially, appeared uncertain.

"Do you really think we have a chance agai nst arnmed convicts? |'ve
never been in a gunfight before."

"Neither have |," Mchael admtted, "but we can't let this stand
There's not that many of themleft if |I've been hearing right, and they won't
be expecting anyone to cone after them™

"I"'mwith you," Brent said quietly.

"Good." He turned to the teenagers. "Gerald, | need someone to get back
to Goodpasture and warn the deputy and his people. Also, it looks to ne as if
a few of the group inside are too old to travel fast enough. | want you to

take themw th you."
"Hey, man, no. | want to fight." Gerald gave M chael a rebellious |ook
"Don't worry. Before this is over |I think you'll get a bellyful of
fighting. The cons sent one expedition here. Wiat makes you think there aren't



ot her s?"

"But -- "

"I don't have time to argue. Just get back to Breedl ove. Tell him
what's happened, and then | want you to convince himto lead all his people
back here, as fast as he can. If we haven't got back by then, follow our trai
back south, toward the river. Tell himl said so, and to try to carry any
useful supplies he can think of that won't slow himdown. Tell himto bring
pl enty of guns and amunition, too. W' re going to make this area our base;

it's too good to pass up. First, though, I'mgoing to try to catch those damm
convicts. Can you do all that? It's a big responsibility, | know, but we need
your help."

Put that way, Gerald reluctantly agreed

As Wanda | ed the group of scared wonen back outside, M chael saw that
two of the surviving wonmen were too old to travel at the speed he intended.
They carried newy acquired weapons uncertainly and he saw that they were
nostly shot guns.

"We found nore weapons in back," Wanda expl ai ned.

"Way shotguns? Ch -- "

Wanda grinned while running her fingers through her short thick |ocks
of hair, thinking how much it needed washing. Well, that could wait, just |ike
anot her bath would have to. "Yeah. |'ve got them | oaded with magnum buckshot
nostly, and a couple with scattershot." She spoke to the group. "Renenber
girls, don't aimclose to the people we're trying to rescue, and hold the butt
ti ght against your shoul der when you fire." She said nothing to the two nen,
whom M chael was just noticing. One of themwas elderly but fit |ooking, the
other mddle aged and frightened, but trying to conceal it. The elderly nman
carried a 30-30 with easy famliarity.

Two of the wonen carried no weapons. Wanda gestured in their direction
"These two ladies don't want to fight. They say it's not Christian."

M chael held his tenper with difficulty. He was nore than a little
famliar with the Bible belt nmentality and had no patience with it, but now
was not the time to try convincing them of the absurdity of their contentions.
He separated themfromthe | arger group, but kept the two ol dsters, then drew
Ceral d aside to speak privately to him "Don't |et those two Sunday school
teachers give you any hassl e, understand? You're the boss. If you have to use
force to control them wuse it, but go as easy as you can. It's sonething we'll
have to deal with eventually, but not now"

"CGot it," Gerald said. H's brown young face twitched with barely
suppressed mirth at the thought of being in command of the old | adies, who in
normal times probably woul d have crossed the street to avoid him This white
man was one he could get to Iike.

M chael had one nore thought. He drew Wanda off to one side. He put an
arm over her shoul ders and said, "Wanda, |'ve been giving orders and telling
everyone how we're going to rescue those poor wonen, but |'ve got to tell you
| don't have a clue how to go about it. You said you were in the arny. Maybe
you ought to be in command."

Wanda felt a surge of affection for Mchael well up inside her. Nothing
el se he could have said could have gone further to confirmher liking of him
than deferring to a wonman when he was uncertain of his ability in an area
outside his domain. "No. The troops will take orders fromyou nore readily
right now, and we don't have time to change their orientation. Besides, | was
a nedi cal technol ogi st, not a conbat officer.”

M chael gave her a grateful squeeze and turned back to work. Fifteen
mnutes later the area was deserted except for the bodies. But not for |ong.
As the humans wi thdrew, the scavengers crept back, padding uncertainly over
the tarmac, but drawn inexorably to the snell of blood and compost. M chael
| ooked back once, then put the matter out of his mind. If there were any
chance of catching up with the convicts and their prisoners, then the bodies
woul d just have to wait.



*Chapt er N ne*

CECI L MCMASTERS pitied the horse. It was carrying double, and it was no
| onger young, but he pushed it hard. There were probably incipient sores
beneat h the saddle, worn now for a week or nore, but there was sinply no tine
to stop and renove it yet. Qther matters were nore pressing.

He picked up the convicts' trail easily, then veered off to the
sout heast, intending to circle around and get ahead of themand the girls they

hel d. What he would do then, he still wasn't certain, but putting his presence
bet ween them and their base at Huntsville would at |east give himsone
opti ons.

Moverrent was rapid at first, but then the woods began thickening,
demarking the noister climte to the south and east of Huntsville. He thought
that the dry line was displaced a little farther east than what he remenbered
of the old climate. He wondered about it, but not nuch; he was just annoyed
that their progress was sl ower.

Gven a little time, he thought it would be fairly easy to get ahead of
his prey and set up some kind of an anbush, but it was beconi ng harder for the
horse to pick its way through the underbrush

Abruptly, the woods thinned out into nothing and the horse's hoofs
clattered onto a paved surface. He and Judy had entered into another
di spl acement area. It was a stretch of highway, incongruous in the wlderness.
And only two | anes, narrowed by encroaching brush. The rest of the circle held
t he sane | ogged over scrub, but where it ended in old growth, a pickup and van
wer e parked close together. Thin w sps of snpoke froman old canpfire hovered
lazily in the still air. MMasters thought i mediately of snoke signaling
their presence to the convicts but decided they were too far away fromtheir
path and the forest too dense for that. MMasters kneed the old horse and
headed their way.

A grizzled man of fifty or so cane forward to neet them He carried a
rifle, but there was no threat init. A huge grin alnost split his face from
ear to ear. A week's worth of alnost total white beard adorned his face. "I

told ya!" He called back over his shoulder. "I told ya soneone woul d cone.
CGodam ghty, are we glad to see ya!"
Under ot her circunstances, MMsters would have been glad as well, but

now he had to use tinme to explain. Besides that, his leg was stiffening up
badly. Judy had to help himoff the horse.

The grizzled man, whose name was given as George, was the head of a
fam |y group which had been heading to Gal veston for a weekend of fishing.
There was CGeorge, his wife Enmily, and their son and daughter-in-law plus their
four children, two boys and two girls, all pre-pubescent. Wile MMsters
begrudged the time spent explaining his and Judy's situation, he did take the
opportunity to at last renove the saddle fromthe horse and begin rubbing it
down while they tal ked. He padded the skinned areas on the animal's back with
rags provided by George's wife, then re-saddled it.

CGeorge, backed up by his son, was at first reluctant to believe his
story, but McMasters sinply pointed to his wounded | eg and the surrounding
circle of old growh trees. None that huge had been seen in east Texas for a
hundred years or nore. Finally CGeorge turned to his extended fanmly. He ran a
hand t hrough his grizzled hair. "Shit. 'Scuse nme, Morma. Son, | reckon | got
to help this man. You stay here with the wonenfol k. Sorry, Mster, but we
ain't got but this one weapon. Don't know why | was even carrying it, 'cept |
just never took it offen the rack after deer season."

"What are we supposed to do?" His son broke in. He was gangly, with
thin bl onde whi skers. "W can't stay here wthout a gun. Dad, you've seen
those animals. What if another of them conmes around. Wat do we do then?"

"Judy can stay here with you. Her shotgun is | oaded with buckshot."

"No! I'mgoing after nmy mother!" Judy clutched her weapon protectively.

"Judy -- "

"No. |I'mgoing."

McMasters couldn't find it in hinself to say no to the young girl.



Finally, a conprom se was reached. She would go, but she would give her weapon
to CGeorge's son to protect the others, and carry Goober's discarded rifle in
exchange. McMasters had little confidence in George, Jr., as he learned his
nane was, but he felt tinme pressing like a weight on him and the less of it
spent in argunment, the better. If the young nan needed to shoot at anyt hing,
he was nore likely to hit it with a shotgun than his father's rifle.

Pai nfully, he renpbunted the horse, but alone this time. There was no
way it could carry three. Judy and George woul d have to wal k, regardl ess of
how much it slowed them Besides that, his | eg brooked no argunment. He
couldn't possibly fight afoot if it came to that. George would have to hel p,
and Judy as well, at least to the extent of hel ping himget around. He was
al nost too crippled to wal k.

M CHAEL PUT Wanda in the | ead, thinking her smaller steps would set a
pace the others woul d have no trouble following. He trailed the group
constantly urging themto hurry. In his mnd, he was already picturing the
terrain ahead and trying to forma rescue plan. Nothing concrete came to m nd
until he thought of their river crossing. He hadn't remenbered it until now.
Maybe that would slow the convicts down. He ran ahead and caught up with
Wanda

He paced in step with her for a few nonments then decided to call a
halt. The goi ng had been hard anyway, and he thought they could all use a
short rest. "Listen," he said, once they were halted and he had gathered the

group around him "I think our best bet is to catch themwhile they' re trying
to cross the Trinity. There can't be an intact bridge left, | don't think
They will have to cross the sane way we did. That's when we'll hit them

Wanda, you keep the | ead, and everyone, you don't need to talk from now on. As
soon as you get themin sight, just follow, and keep silent. Wanda, you let ne
know when they reach the river, then we'll spread out as much as we can."

"Right," Wanda said. "That way, we can fire fromthe side, and ai m at
the cons. Good plan." She scratched at a speckle of deer fly bites on her
arms. "Damm, | shoul d have worn I ong sl eeves."

"We all should have," One of the wonmen spoke up as she sl apped at the
ubi quitous flies. Her shotgun barrel traversed an erratic arc.

"Easy," Wanda cautioned. "Don't point that at anyone |like that. Not
until | tell you to, anyway." She grinned at the woman to take the sting out
of her voice. Wio woul d have thought that she would ever put officer's
training into effect by leading a group of civilian wormen into conbat?

"Everybody rested? Let's go, then," Mchael said, not waiting for an
answer. They moved out. He patted each of the wonmen on the back as they passed
and touched hands with the old nman carrying the rifle. The white haired
ol dster was panting a little, but his eyes were bright. M chael thought he
must be a veteran. Certainly he showed no fear. He wondered if his own
apprehensi on was detectable. Can | kill a man in cold bl ood? No, not cold
bl ood. The bodi es back at Livingston belayed that. He shoul dered his weapon
and pressed on.

Just as he was getting ready to send word up the line to tell Wanda to
t ake anot her break, the columm halted. He began noving forward and met Wanda
com ng back toward him She held a finger to her I|ips.

"We've spotted them" she whispered. "They're at the river trying to
make a raft. They have their prisoners all tied together, with only two nen
guarding them"

M chael crept past the wonmen, Brent and the old riflenman, cautioning
themin whispers to silence. Wanda led until she parted the riverbank
under brush and noti oned hi m up beside her. He peered through the brush.

Two convicts were guarding and heckling the prisoners while the others
were busy constructing a makeshift raft. The two were in line of sight of the
bedraggl ed Ii ne of wonen. Each of their hands were bound in front of them
with the ropes leading to the next who was bound in turn. As M chael watched
a convict wal ked up to one of the wonen in the line. Holding his rifle in one
hand he reached into the |line and squeezed a young girl's breast, |aughing



when she shrank away fromhim A sudden rage made Wanda rai se her weapon. Her
finger was already tightening on the trigger when Mchael hurriedly crawed in
front of her, not daring to yell, but willing to do al nost anything to keep
her fromfiring before they were ready and spoiling the ambush.

Wanda renmenbered to breathe. She |lowered the barrel of her rifle, not
wanting to think how close she had come to firing at the leering convict. She
was shaken by the thought that her first gut instinct had been to protect that
one single woman rather than the ultimte rescue of the whole group. Maybe nen
were better at combat, regardl ess of what she had been taught. At least in
t hese circunstances. She waited now for Mchael's direction

M chael w ped sweat fromhis forehead, trying to pretend that nothing
unt oward had happened. "W need to spread out," he whispered.

Wanda nodded and backed away, trenmbling like a fluttering |eaf.

Sonehow, she thought, | have to stop reacting like that. Just because ny
stepfather -- _not now, no time._ Mchael was notioning urgently at her. She
caught the gist of his intent and began nmoving half of the group al ong the
riverbank while he took the others in the opposite direction. They had al ready
agreed that all would fire upon his first shot. It began before they were
conpl etely ready.

Wanda never knew how they were spotted; perhaps some novenent, or a
glint off a weapon, but it really didn't matter. One of the convicts guarding
the prisoners |looked in their direction and yelled, raising his weapon at the
same time. Wanda fired, missed and fired again. Her second shot brought forth
a ragged vol |l ey. The shotguns booned |ike thunder in springtime, but to little
effect. Only one of the convicts at the raft went down; the rest scattered
after their weapons. She fired again, and again, cursing as she nissed each
time. A bullet tore through the brush just past her face and she ducked
i nvoluntarily. When she rai sed her head again, a kal ei doscopic view of the
riverbank flickered into her vision. Convicts running; the string of prisoners
tangled in a heap fromeach of themtrying to run in different directions, and
two convicts crowding around the rafts. She fired at themand finally had sone
sati sfaction in seeing another of themfall

M chael was taken conpletely by surprise by the premature anbush. The
two wonen beside himthat he was still trying to get in position froze at
first then fired ineffectively through the brush. Both of themforgot to hold
t heir weapons tight and were kicked backward by the recoil of the magnum
rounds. He scurried forward, head |low until the river came into view He
| eaned against a handy tree trunk and ained at the convicts around the
makeshi ft raft, not wanting to let any of them escape and warn the others in
Huntsville. He was not used to firing a rifle. He jerked reflexively at the
trigger. Hs first few shots went wild, hitting nothing, but from sonewhere a
bullet tore into one of the cons and he sank into the water, clutching at his
stomach. The satisfaction of seeing himfall was short lived. To his right, a
worman rose upright, clutching her throat. Bright red bl ood spewed through her
fingers and spattered green | eaves.

M chael fired again toward the raft ineffectively. Four convicts that
he could see were still on their feet. They had recovered their weapons and
were shooting back. The bullets buzzed through the underbrush, cracking |inbs
and branches. One of the men rose to his feet and charged, rifle blazing.

M chael sighted and fired again. This tine, he had the satisfaction of seeing
the man fall in a froth of blood, but then a searing pain creased his

shoul der. He dropped his weapon, clutching at the wound. Another shotgun
boomed, then two nore. He spotted his rifle, half covered with | eaves and
grabbed for it, rising to his knees.

The rafts were abandoned, as were the prisoners. Two convicts were in
the river, sw nm ng desperately. Another was running wildly along the near
riverbank, firing over his shoulder with a pistol. A shotgun thundered again
and he dropped, twitching in the nud.

Wanda stood upright and sighted carefully. She fired. A white clad body
stopped its swimmng notions and sank, twirling bl ood behind. She scanned the



river, looking for other targets. Only one convict was in sight, but the
current carried himaround a bend of the river while she was trying to draw a
bead. She fired anyway in frustration, and then rose to her feet. Al ong the
firing line, several wonmen stood shakily, unbelieving for the noment that they
had actually participated in the carnage. On the riverbank, the coffle of
fermal e prisoners was still trying to untangle thensel ves.

"Go on," Wanda said irritably to the nearest wonan. "Get those people
untied.” She felt shaky, as if she had drank a gallon of coffee on an enpty
stomach. She found M chael and Brent standing beside the old rifleman, staring
down at his still form H's eyes were glazed with death, but sonehow, they
still seened merry, as if he had gone out the way he had wanted to, firing a
rifle in conmbat. At first, she | ooked at the body of the old man, then she
noticed that M chael was bl eeding. She dropped her rifle w thout even thinking
about it and went to him "Mke -- "

"I'mOK, | think. Ch shit, | blewit. W else is dead?" M chael was
responding to his first taste of combat w th an incongruous comnbination of
wi | d exuberance at being alive and a sense of failure at being the proxi mate
cause of other people's death.

Wanda hugged him wondering how he coul d possibly think he had fail ed.
From what she had read of conbat, this had been a how ing success. \Watever
the cost, they had acconplished their mssion. The prisoners were free. The
convicts were running, what few were left. She brushed at the still flow ng
bl ood fromthe superficial wound across the top of his shoul der

"M ke, you didn't blowit. W won! Cone on, now. Let ne get you
bandaged, and let's see who else is hurt."” She felt a fierce protectiveness
overcome her, alnost maternal in it's power and possessiveness. Wiatever el se
happened from now on, she knew that M chael was her man.

M chael hesitated before he allowed her to tend to the crease on his
shoul der. Wiile she was taking care of it, he | ooked down at the white-haired
body, and thought to hinself: old-timer, you did good. Now | et's hope we can
make your sacrifice mean sonething. Wanda | ed hi maway, holding himin a
protective grip, but even as he threw off the pain of his wound, he knew t hey
hadn't won anything other than a skirm sh. The real battle was yet to cone.

MCMASTERS KNEW as he spotted the girls and their guardians in the
di stance that there was no way of getting ahead of them The forest had
t hi nned somewhat in this particular spot, but beyond he could see where it
grew t hi cker again.

The convicts were apparently just finishing a rest stop and were
preparing to get underway again. From where he watched, he could see that two
of the girls were clutching torn blouses. Wile he kept his little group
conceal ed and wondered what to do next, one of the girls held her shirt front
t oget her and stooped to pick up a scrap of white clothing fromthe ground. A
con prodded her with his rifle and |aughed. The girl glared, but made no
protest. Damm, he was already too |late for sone of them

Abruptly, he made up his nmind. If they could pick off a couple of the
convicts fromhere, maybe it would slow their progress until he could think of
a better idea.

"Ceorge! Pick a target up front, then fire when | do. Judy, hold the
horse, and get ready to help ne back on. Don't delay; we won't have but one or
two shots, then we'll have to run."

CGeorge | ooked puzzled. MMasters gave him a savage | ook and punched him
on the arm "Just fire when | do. Try not to hit any of the girls, and get
ready to run. Al | want to do is try to pick one or two of themoff and sl ow
them down until | can think of sonething el se. Understand?" The grizzled man
gave a sl ow nod. Sweat stood out on his face in dirty beads. He | ooked
unst abl e. H s hands were shaking, but MMasters hoped he could at |east shoot
straight. If he was a deer hunter, maybe he could, but he wouldn't want to bet
the farmon it.

A small tree gave hima brace for his scoped rifle. He drew a bead on
t he convict who had been nolesting the girl. The i mage was fuzzy, only a blur



of dirty white. Damm ny eyes, he thought. He held his breath, steadied his aim
and gently squeezed the trigger

The con spun and fell, a red splotch blossoming on his shirtfront. He
| evered another round into the chanber and ranged with the scope, trying to
find another target. Beside him George got off a round. Imrediately, return
fire came fromthe convicts, but it was wild and di sordered. MMasters
abandoned the idea of trying to hold steady on another target. He fired
qui ckly then shouted, "Run!"

CGeorge was already on his way. Judy's face was bl anched white, but she
hel d steady as he used her as a brace to nount the horse. He | eaned | ow over
t he saddl e as unconfortabl e buzzing noi ses whistled past. Judy grasped his out
flung hand and threw her body over the horse's runp. McMasters kicked with his
boot heels and they were away. Just as they gained a heavier cover of brush,
he heard a thunk near his leg. _Mssed!_he thought, as the sound of the shot
cane a second later. He spurred the horse harder, running it until he thought
they were safe. He passed George near the end of the race, then stopped a ways
beyond.

"Did you get one of thenP" MMasters asked as CGeorge trotted up to
them panting heavily.

CGeorge sank to the ground. He gasped for breath and shook his head. "I
don't think so. Damm, |'ve had buck fever before, but nothing like that.
Sorry." Abruptly, he grinned. "I'"Il try it again, though, if you want nme to."

McMasters had to settle for that.

M CHAEL WAS policing up along the river bank, gathering such plunder as
the defeated cons had | eft behind while Wanda conforted the rel eased wonen. He
prodded a body, and then bent to roll it off the rifle it had fallen on. The
body groaned as he tugged at it. He let |oose quickly and stepped back, weapon
ready. Slowy, the white clad convict sat up, holding his head with both
hands. He groaned again, then surprisingly, tried to grin. Mchael kept his
rifle ready while he exanmi ned the nman. Apparently the wound at the back of his
head had been nore bl oody than deadly. "Get up," he commanded.

Slowmy, the con got to his feet, staggering a little at first, then

steadying. He still held his head. "Goddamm, what a headache, " he excl ai ned.
M chael had no synpathy. "Better a headache than dead, which by rights
you should be -- and it's still not too late to correct the situation.”
"Ease up," the convict said. "I haven't hurt anyone, at least | don't
think so. | tried to mss, at any rate.”

"Tell that to the bodies |I found in Livingston. Are you going to claim
you weren't there?"

"No, but | still didn't hurt anyone. Jason told ne not to if |I could
help it, and that's what | did. I"'mglad, too."

Jason? Who was Jason? M chael didn't quite know what to nmake of the
captured convict, but if nothing else, he should be able to provide sone badly
needed i nformation. He notioned with his rifle. "Mve. That way, and slow "

"You got it, Mster."

M chael got nothing but glares from Wanda and t he ot her wonen as he
prodded his prisoner into view Wen he saw the still bodies he couldn't blane
them Two wonen and the old nan gone, he thought, agai nst how many cons? Five?
Si x? Not a very good trade. Then he took in the huddl e of former prisoners
gat hered on the outskirts of his band. Well, maybe not too bad at that. He
still wasn't used to death, though. Hi s eyes avoi ded the bodies.

"You're not planning on keeping himalive, are you?" Wanda asked. She
st epped forward, weapon raised. Again, her instincts were overriding sound
strategy, like a hungry farmer eating his seed corn

"Nol "

The voi ce cane from behind her. She turned. One of the group, a fornmer
femal e prisoner, edged forward.

"Don't kill him He was never bad to us |ike some of the others. He
even tried to help us some, but the others wouldn't allowit."

"Shit, what is this?" Wanda turned her weapon back toward the prisoner



but now she seenmed a little nore hesitant about using it.

"Maybe | can explain sone, ma'am" the convict said. "I never tried to
hurt anyone, and neither did a couple of the others. Jason told us to go easy
if we found other folks and we did."

"Who is this Jason?" M chael asked.

"He's -- can | sit down? | feel dizzy."

M chael notioned with his rifle. The nman collapsed to a sitting
position. He rubbed his scalp and drew away bl oody fingers, then began to
talk. "My nane's Wiitney. Eli Wiitney. |I'mone of Jason's nmen. All | was in
for was bank fraud, and Jason never did even that nmuch. His was a bumrap al
the way. There's others, though -- "

Under proddi ng questions, the story came out. Witney answered
everything freely, as if undergoing a catharsis. Gadually, M chael and even
Wanda began to believe him incredible as his story was.

"So you see, Jason is trying, but what he can do is linmted so |long as
Burl ey has the bigger followi ng. There's one nore thing, too. W heard about
some girls that were stranded west of Huntsville, and Burley sent a group out
that way to get them"

"This is incredible,” Wanda said. "Black slavery, sex slaves, scouts
out all over the place, two different factions of convicts; we have over a
dozen woren here and only two nmen, and now you're saying there's nore wonen
going to be taken prisoner?"

"Not exactly wonen, ma'am" Whitney said. "The way we got it, they are
nore like girls. Teenagers, with one old man and one younger one with them It
may be OK for a while, though. Jason sent sonme of our men along to try to make
it go easier with them You never know, though. Those shits of Burley's are
all either lifers or real nean notherfu ... real bad nen. And Burley's the
worst of the lot. He's crazy."

"How many convicts altogether?" M chael asked. Already, he was
beginning to think of still another rescue mission. The idea of nore fighting
frightened hi menough to cause his hands to quiver where he was hol ding his
rifle in both hands. He tightened his grip, hoping no one would notice.
Christ, what am | thinking? |I'mno damm general. And why am| taking all this
responsi bility, anyway?

Eli interrupted his thoughts. "Including the blacks?"

"No, just the ones who will fight," Mchael said. Maybe there woul dn't
be that many.

VWi tney creased his brows. "1'd guess about fifty altogether, naybe
nore. A dozen or so are Jason's nen, but if they thought you' d | ock them up
again, they would fight on Burley's side. Sane as | would for that matter." He
gave M chael a defiant | ook then dropped his gaze.

Too many. "Wanda, we need to think this over. I'd like to get their
other captives loose, but that's too many to tangle with. Wat can we do? W
can't just press ahead with what we have now and hope for a break." He | ooked
around at his ragged foll owers.

"I agree," she said. "As much as | hate to think of leaving the girls
and those poor blacks he's tal king about al one, w thout hope, we can't do

anyt hing now. W'll have to go back and get reinforcenents from Breedl ove."

M chael considered, then shook his head. "The people we have can't go
against fifty armed convicts, even with Breedlove's group. Al | can see is to
keep searching the pattern we |aid out and hope for nore recruits.” And then
hope they'll join us, he thought.

VWi t ney spoke up again. "Mster, | sure hate to tell you this, but

there's one nore thing."
VWhat now? "Bud, you're nothing but bad news all over the place."
"Sorry, but you better know. Everyone was tal king about asking Burley
and Jason to nmove everything to a better location if we found one, just as
soon as we got back. There weren't too many stores near the prison, and
supplies are running low. Did you get everyone, or did sone of us get away?"
"Shit on a horse," Wanda said, stanping her foot on the ground in lieu



of anything el se to vent her rage on. "Yes, Goddamit, at |east one of them
got away. Well, that rules out our search for other people. If we give them
time to come back and take over Livingston, we'll never root themout. Crap!"

M chael eyed Whitney with renewed interest. The hint of an idea began
to form At first it seemed ridicul ous, but the nore he thought about it, the
nore sense it made, given their circunstances. The crux of the matter would be
selling the idea to Wanda. And to me, he thought. H s hands began shaki ng
agai n.

DAMN ME FOR an old man, 1've fucked up again, MMasters thought. Maybe
| was too cautious, but no way now to keep the convicts fromgetting back to
Huntsville. The girls and their captors were only a few mles away fromthere
now, by his calculations, and there was no hope of stopping them even though
they had halted at another clearing, for what purpose he could only guess. He
couldn't nmake out details fromthe distance.

"It looks like there's going to be a rape,’
can't we do sonet hi ng?"

"That's Mother!" Judy whispered. "Cecil, please, do sonething."

The figures were blurred, but MMsters could see one person being
separated fromthe others and | ed away. As he watched, blinking his eyes, he
t hought he saw one man step forward and rip at a bl ouse.

"Cecil, stop it, please.” Judy cried, unable to tear her eyes away from
t he scene she could see much nore clearly than McMasters.

"Help me down," MMasters told her. Painfully, he dropped one-footed to
the ground. Hi s wounded | eg woul d no | onger bear weight at all. "Get ready to
hel p ne back on, then be ready to run." He leaned his rifle on the saddl e of
the horse. The scope brought the figures into a better perspective, but they
were still fuzzy. Under the best of circunstances, it would be a chancy shot,
even if his eyes could see as well as they used to. He hesitated. Wat if he
hit the woman instead?

In the scope, he could see Doris having her blouse ripped away. The bra
foll owed. She struck out at her abuser and was cuffed about the head for her
troubl e. She shrank away, trying to cover her breasts. The convict followed
relentl essly, slapping her arns aside. He pushed her to the ground and began
ri pping at her sl acks.

"Pl ease, Cecil, please." Judy's plea cane to himlike a ghostly
apparition inside his head. H s hand steadied, and just for a nonment the cross
hairs of the scope centered on Doris' attacker. Gently, he squeezed the
trigger, holding his breath. One second, two, then the white clad convict
slowy slunmped to the ground, a red stain spreading over his back where the
slug had exited.

"CGo," McMasters said huskily. A sudden wetness rather than his outdated
eyes blurred his vision now. It was the best shot he had ever made in his
life, but the small victory rang holl ow

The majority of the convicts quickly di sappeared into the forest with
their captives and he knew they were going to get back to Huntsville with
Doris and the girls. He hated to even think about what woul d happen when t hey
di d.

CGeorge said. "CGoddam,

Once McMasters was sure they were safely away, he called a conference,
which really amobunted to ordering Judy and George to go along with his next
i dea, which he adnmitted to hinself was really a | ong shot.

"Ceorge," he said, "I want you to go back and get your famly while
Judy and | work on east. W can't do any nore damage to those cons now,
wi t hout finding some other people to help."

"\Where are you headi ng?"

"There's sone nore little towns east of here, or at |east there used to

be; then there's Livingston a ways farther, | hope. |I'malso hoping we'll find
some ot her people along the way to help us out. W'Ill blaze a trail so you can
follow us."

"Ain't the Trinity between us and Livingston?" CGeorge asked.
"Yes. W'll have to cross it sone way. | doubt we can count on the



bridge still being intact, but we'll nanage sonmehow. Livingston was pretty big
and spread out. |I'mhoping we'll find a pretty good bunch of survivors there,
if nowhere else. At any rate, that's the only idea | can cone up with."

"OK, if you say so. Mama ain't gonna like this, but maybe you're right.
| can't think of nothing else to do, either. Be sure and mark your trai
good. "

"W will," McMasters said. "Let's go, Judy." He had to allow her to
hel p hi mre-nmount. She clinbed on behind himAnd again put her arm around his
wai st. After awhile, her arns tightened and he felt her hair brush the back of
hi s neck.

"Thank you, Cecil," he heard her whisper

*Chapter Ten*

WANDA HAD neatly turned the tables on Mchael's initial idea that he
acconpany Witney back to Huntsville as his "prisoner," then work with Jason
to try and get a sixth colum going in Burley's rear. The idea was frightening
to contenplate, but it was all he had been able to think of to overcone the
di sparity of forces, and even so he wasn't really enthusiastic about the
strategy. He was even | ess enthusiastic when Wanda i nsisted on playing the
rol e and was begi nning to be sorry now he had even nentioned it. "No! Damit,
Wanda, | won't let you do this. You can't. Just think of what you're
proposi ng!" He thought of Dawson Reeves and other convicts |ike himwho had
been i nprisoned at The Walls.

"I know what |'m proposing, Mke. | don't like it any better than you
do, but unless you can think of sonething better, that's what |'m going to do.
They mght kill you out of hand, but they won't harm me. Not physically,
anyway." She put a hand on her hip, striking a provocative pose to enphasize
her point. She was already steeling her inner mnd to endure what she was
al nrost certain would happen if she convinced Mke to go along. Wll, Sheila
had endured it and under nuch worse circunstances. If it comes to that, 1'1lI
live through it. She nmarshal ed her arguments while Mchael was still trying to
reject the idea.

M chael was horrified. Logic didn't enter into it, even though that was
what Wanda had on her side. Qietly, she went over the facts again, after
drawi ng himaside to keep them from bei ng overheard by the ot hers.

"Mke, | just don't see any other way. Look at the whole picture.

First, everyone here already thinks of you as their |eader, their comrandi ng
officer if you want to think of it in those terns. Next, if we believe
Whi t ney, we only have a few days before all the convicts begin heading for

Li vi ngst on.

"There are three factions: Burley and his nen, Jason's soft cons, and
t he bl ack sl aves. Jason controls a small core of cons who woul dn't ordinarily
be dangerous to us. Burley has thirty or forty men under his control who don't
gi ve a damm what they do. W can assune that he's captured those teenage
girls, and God knows how they're being treated, regardl ess of what Witney
says Jason is doing.

"Somehow, we have to stop them W don't have the force to do that,
even if that deputy and his gang gets back to Livingston before the cons get
there. Soneone has to nake contact with Jason before we fight, and you al ready
admt that we're going to have to. If he has sone assurance that we'll go easy
on his gang, there's a good chance he'll turn on Burley when we want himto.

"Not only that, Wiitney says if we can free the blacks, they' Il fight
on our side, just on the chance that they will get a square deal in the
future; in the meantinme, I'll work on the girls if | find themthere. Does
t hat cover everyt hi ng?"

M chael had to admit that it did, but he wasn't ready to concede yet.
He was strongly attracted to her, not just sexually; he was enthralled with
the difference between her and his forner wife and wanted to get as deep into
her mnd as he had been in her body. The thought of |eaving her to the mercy
of ruthless convicts was al nost unbearabl e. He thought of a possible out.



"Everything you say is true, but why do you have to go? O me either, cone to
think of it. Couldn't we |let Witney take off by hinmsel f?"

"Whul d you trust himthat far?"

"Ch, shit, | don't know. |I'mjust thinking of you. Didn't you listen to
what he said about those two nurses and the other old | adies who were trapped
there to begin with?"

"I listened. What | just said still nakes sense. Look, it won't be for
| ong. Breedl ove should al ready be heading to Livingston with his people. Al
you have to do is bring himand everyone el se who can fight and catch us on
t he way back when Burley comes this way. Trust ne to make waves in the rear
And one last thing, Mke. I'll rem nd you again: if you go, Burley m ght
sinmply execute you after he's gotten whatever information he wants from you.
He woul dn't do that to a woman." Never nind what he would do! Wanda renenbered
her refusal to subnmit to the colonel when that would have saved her career
What a turnabout. Now she was al nost hoping for the same thing to happen in
reverse!

M chael found no way to argue with her logic. Except -- "Wiit! Suppose
t hat one con we know escaped doesn't make it back to Huntsville. That would
nmean no expedition back to Livingston!"

"So what? You still plan on trying to rescue the girls and the bl acks
and what ot her people Burley's cons have gathered up, don't you? It doesn't
change a thing. Soneone still needs to cause trouble in his rear before any
chance we take will succeed."

M chael |ooked around him They were still encanped on the riverbank
What he saw finally convinced him a gang of wonen, fewer than two dozen
armed with shotguns they barely knew how to use. They, wi th Breedl ove's neager
contingent, if they made it to Livingston in tine, would made up his whol e
fighting force, and there were no others to draw on. Hs shoul ders slunped in
defeat. He tried to push the i mage of Dawson Reeves' assault on Sheila out of
his mnd, but it kept comi ng back, only now the scene in his nenory was
insisting on replacing Sheila with Wanda, hel pl ess beneath a sl avering
m screant .

Wanda gat hered his suddenly pal e body to her and hugged himfiercely.

"Pl ease, M ke, please don't get weak now |'mscared half out of my wits. I'm
goi ng to be depending on you to get ne out of this fix |I'mgoing into. And
let's face it: everyone will take orders fromyou; they nmight not fromne."

M chael drew in a deep breath. He stepped back and hel d Wanda by her
upper arnms. Their eyes net and | ocked. "Cone on then, you idiot, and let's go
see Whitney. You're going to have to get your stories straight before you
| eave, and God help himif he's lying." Arbomin arm they wal ked back to the
wai ti ng group.

"CAN T WE DO anyt hi ng?" Judy asked. She had no nore tears left to shed
and was begi nning to tal k again.

McMast ers answered as honestly as he could. "W can't attack the whole
Walls unit by ourselves. The only thing | knowto do nowis to search for nore
hel p. We've found sonme people; maybe we can find others.”

McMasters was still despondent over his failure to rescue Judy's
conpani ons and her nother. He felt totally responsible, even though he had
done everything that cane to mnd. An old nind, though, maybe too ol d.

And the young girl was beginning to | ook at himin an odd way, a
scrutiny that tugged at past menories |like a just discovered photograph from
his youth m ght have done. He recogni zed the phenonena. It was common for
honel ess wonmen in a war zone. They sought out the strongest male they could
find and attached thenselves to him nmentally and physically, letting buried
instincts surface and direct their actions. Before too | ong he would have to
start thinking of howto deal with it. Young people were always inpatient.

"Where do you think we'll find some ot her people?" Judy asked. The
t hought bothered her in a way she didn't understand at all. Right now, she
wanted to just stay close to Cecil. She felt safe in his presence.

"Al'l 1 can tell you is that the further east we've been, the nore



peopl e we' ve seen. Maybe around Livingston. That's on the other side of the
Trinity; maybe the cons won't think of crossing it. I"'msorry, hon. | did the
best | could. Maybe those bastards will at least think a little before they
try rape again. They can't know that |'m not watching."

Judy had to be satisfied with that. At least, the |last view she had had
of her nother was that of her gathering her clothes. Maybe the convicts woul d
thi nk before they tried anything with their captives again. She could hope,
anyway.

IT TOOK ALL the influence Jason could nuster to prevent a mass rape of
the teenage girls when they were brought within the confines of the Walls.
Even then, he night not have been able to prevent it had Witney and Wanda not
coincidentally arrived right afterwards. Surprisingly, they had gotten back to
the former prison before the sole survivor of the battle by the river, but
just barely. Wiile Witney was still describing the carnage to Burley and
Jason, including his fiction of capturing Wanda, the other con nade his
appearance and added his story to theirs.

Burley was so furious at the tale of their defeat that he had the
convict who had run stripped of his weapon and confined with the black sl aves.
Jason grinned inwardly, but didn't let it show Al Burley was doing was
diluting his strength.

It wasn't all good, though. As soon as Burley heard about the Wal-Mart
and other stores at Livingston, he decided to nove everyone there. He reasoned
that if he noved themall, he would have enough strength to overcone any
opposi tion. Besides, supplies in Huntsville were getting |l ow. Jason coul dn't
ar gue.

Organi zing and getting the nove underway woul d keep everyone occupi ed
and give hima chance to get Witney alone. He sensed that Witney was hol di ng
somet hi ng back, but didn't dare bring it up in front of Burley. And there was
somet hing el se. The wonan he had brought back with himhad, when all eyes were
on Whitney, wi nked at him closing one eye slowy, then raising the | ashes of
that eye as if she wanted to give hima nmessage. There was a neaning there, if
only he could find out what it was.

"Jason, you're the organizer. Wiy don't you get started with plans for
t he nove?" Burley said in an unusually pleasant tone of voice.

"What are you going to be doi ng?"

"I think | need to talk to this little | ady and see exactly what she's
been doi ng since the change. According to Whit, it was nothing but |adies that
anmbushed us at the river, but I want to be sure. OK?"

Jason nodded slowy. He didn't have nuch of a basis for argunent. "Al
right, but renenber what | said. W'll all be better off in the long run if we
try to act half way human. Anmunition and supplies won't |ast forever.
Sonetime soon, we're going to have to plan on formng a society of sone sort
and nmake | ong range plans." He eyed the cons jostling and bantering for a
closer look at the teenage girls who had just arrived. He turned away from
Burl ey and cl osed his eyes in nonentary sorrow. He knew there was no way he
could prevent some rape occurring before the day was over, particularly anong
t he young bl ack wormen. Too many of the cons, encouraged by Burley's cohorts,
had al ready begun thinking of blacks as if they were a subspecies, nuch in the
way sout herners had well over a century ago.

"Yeah, | heard you say that already. W'll see. Right now | got sone
busi ness to take care of." Burley nudged Wanda toward the office he had
appropriated with the barrel of his shotgun. He shoved her inside and then
turned to Jason. "Just renenber: we ain't having no blacks in your so-called
society, and if the wonen don't come around soon, the boys will get too
impatient to wait. Get me?" Wthout waiting for an answer, he entered the
of fice and cl osed the door.

Wanda t hought Burley had the col dest eyes she had ever seen. Like a
snake, she thought, perpetually coiled and ready to strike at the slightest
provocati on.

"Now, little lady, tell me nmore about your girls and their shotguns."



Burley's grin was as devoid of hunor as a hyena's bared fangs.

Wanda stared into his cold eyes. "I told you already. | organized the
survivors at Livingston when | found themthere, and cane after the ones who
killed all those poor men. Wiy did you have them do that, anyway?"

"How do you know | was the one that ordered it?"

VWhoops. Keep your story sinple, Wanda. This man isn't as stupid as he
| ooks. "Wiitney told ne on the way here. It wasn't necessary, you know. "

"What do you know, bitch! You ever been | ocked away? How woul d you fee
if you'd been without a nman for ten years?"

"I'f you were an exanple, it wouldn't bother me a bit," Wanda said
del i berately.

Burl ey's callused hand | ashed out like a striking rattler. Wanda
stunbl ed backward. The whol e side of her face went nunb with the force of the
blow. Burley took a step forward and sei zed her by her blouse. He twi sted the
fabric in his huge fist and yanked. H s face was flam ng red.

"One nore remark |ike that and you're dead neat, girl." He shook his
shotgun. "I1'Il cramthis up your ass and bl ow your guts out through your
nmout h. "

I nsi de, Wanda was withering |ike an insect being sucked dry of its
vitals by a spider. It was all she could do to keep her voice steady. "You
bastard, you ever hit me again, you' d better kill me. You have to sleep
sonetinme. "

Burl ey threw her across the room She bounced off the desk, bruising
her hip. He glared at her then notioned with his shotgun. "Get up."

Wanda got slowy to her feet, eyes wary. She had intended to antagonize
him a vile tenmper could lead to m stakes, but this was enough. Anything nore,

and he mght really kill her. She had never gazed into eyes like this man
possessed. There was nadness there, and a conplete | ack of any hint of pity.
"Move. "

Prodded by the shotgun, Wanda was forced into the cell bl ock where the
other femal es were being held. A single convict standing guard unl ocked the
chain wapped around the bars, and then relocked it as Burley watched. He
stared coldly at her for a moment, then turned on his heel and left.

Wanda breathed a sigh of relief. She had expected a beating, or worse,
but apparently she was safe for the time being. Now she had to deci de how nmuch
and what she coul d whisper to the other prisoners. It would be prickly. She
wanted to give them hope, but all it would take was one Sabi ne conversion and
their scheme would go up in snoke.

JASON BEGAN preparations for the nove to Livingston. During the process
of checking supplies and giving orders he spoke to a nunber of cons before
casually getting Waitney off to hinself. "Wat's the Iine, Wit? Maybe Burl ey
bel i eved your bullshit, but | know better. Wat's that woman up to?"

Qui ckly, Whitney told the whole story and then concl uded, "They intend
to lay the anbush right after we cross the river, if they can nmanage it.
Wonsen is their leader's nane. He intends to have a coupl e of decoys waiting.
They' || pretend those nonsters out there got the rest and will ask to join us.
That's when they' Il hit us. W' re supposed to help take out Burley and the
wor st of his gang. They prom se ammesty for us, and even sone of Burley's nmen,
if they behave."

"Do you believe hinP"

"Yeah, Jase, | think so. At any rate, | think we have to take the
chance. If we don't, sooner or later Burley will take us out; you,
especially."

Jason rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "I guess we'll never get a better
chance, will we? What role is that Wanda woman supposed to pl ay?"

"She'll warn the wonmen at the |last nmonent. We're supposed to try to

slip them sone shanks if we can, or naybe even a fewlittle pistols.”

"We'd better be careful about that. A few of the women al ready have
reason to use them 1'Il take care of that part, or get Slats and Killa to.
They're both reliable. You did good Wit." Jason | ooked around to be sure he



wasn't being overheard. "One nmore thing. You be sure to volunteer to guard the
bl acks the | ast day, then while you're with themon the raft, unlock the cuffs
and tell them!| said to do what danage they can when the fight conmes. | know
you're straight, and I don't trust anyone else for that job. | don't know how
deep the prejudice goes in sone of the other nen."

Wi t ney agreed. He had one nore question. "Wat happens if Wonsen
doesn't make a fight of it at the river?"

"His wonan is here. If he doesn't fight at the river, he'll fight
somewhere el se. Wuldn't you?"

Wi t ney suddenly got a dreany look in his eyes. "For a chance of
getting next to a babe like that, 1'd fight a Goddamm saber tooth tiger."

Jason grinned wyly. "You mght have to. W saw one while you were
gone. It didn't | ook to weigh nore than four or five hundred pounds."

M CHAEL SENT Brent Sanpson and Darla back toward Livingston with
instructions to | ead Breedl ove and his group back to the river as soon as they
arrived. He kept all the food and nobst of the supplies with his group
What ever happened, he was determned to |lay an ambush at the site of the
former one. After Brent had left, they began burying bodies to conceal the
snel | from scavengers. It was enough that they were planning to fight heavily
arnmed convicts without having to worry about dire wolves or such

M chael sent out scouts up and down their side of the river in case the
crossing site was different this time, even though Witney had told himthe
convicts had marked their trail. After that, he could only wait. And worry.
And | et doubts creep into his nmind about the success of their plans. \Were is
Wanda now? What is happening to her?

BREEDLOVE WAS antsy as hell. In all the tinme he had been involved with
police work, he had never drawn his gun, and now Gerald, the young bl ack
t eenager, had conme back to tell himthat a war with escaped convicts was
brewi ng, and that he had to hurry. Not only was he supposed to prepare for a
war, but he was also to armall the wonen and prepare themto fight beside the
men. Every hand woul d be needed.

He did the best he could, delegating some to round up all the food,
ammuni tion and firearnms they could confortably carry while he began giving
such |l essons as he could in firearmsafety and marksnmanship. He felt woefully
i nadequat e, but considered hinself duty-bound to do his best. To his surprise,
the two wi dows accepted shotguns after he told them about the teenage girls
taken captive. The two wonen who had refused to fight for Mchael gave him
nore trouble, but he solved that by thrusting .22 rifles into their hands and
telling thembluntly to either accept themor be left behind. Again, to his
surprise, the ploy worked. He wondered why M chael hadn't tried it, and was
proud that he had had the gunption. Perhaps Carla's approval of his other
actions had something to do with it, he thought. M god, just having her as his
woman al nost nade a war seem wort hwhi | el

By the time his force was ready to | eave, he was proud of hinself. |
can do it, he thought. Watever in hell it takes in this goddamm crazy new
world, | can do it.

The sky had been inordinately clear since the thunderstorns a few days
ago, but as they prepared to | eave, Breedl ove noticed high scuddi ng cl ouds
beginning to slowy build far to the south. At the last mnute, he added such
rai ngear as he could find to their packs.

GEORGE FOUND hi s son al nost conpl etely undone. He had seen a pack of
dire wol ves cross the displacenment area while they were gone. Unprovoked, he
had fired his weapon into their mdst and very nearly been devoured before he
and his fanmly and George's wife gained refuge in their vehicles. It took
George Sr. hours of shaned pleading to persuade himto | eave the area in
search of McMasters and his theory of other survivors. Only the fact that they
were al nost conpletely out of food, and, not incidentally, George's account of
what a crack marksman McMasters was finally persuaded him

McMast ers watched George and his little group as they arrived.
McMasters' feelings that the ol der George would settle down, rmuch as he had



seen young soldiers do after their first conbat, had been right, but so was
hi s doubt about the youngster. Some nmen were sinply cowards, and nothi ng
anyone could do could change that nmindset. It could be worse, though, he

t hought, readi ng each person as they approached. Even if George, Jr. did
appear to be alnpbst scared out of his wits, the two wonmen seenmed to cal m down
al nost i medi ately when George caught up to himand Judy on the banks of the
Trinity, as if he represented an authority of some sort that they didn't
realize consciously that they were even m ssing.

McMasters was still riding the abused old pony. He thought it mght be
the I ast horse he would ever see, but for now, it was a Godsend. Wile his |eg
was no longer quite so painful, he still had to have help to wal k every tine
he di smounted. He hoped the horse would I ast |ong enough for himto get back
on his feet. He swore to hinself that if it did, he would retire it to pasture
for the rest of its life.

Late the next day, after using a clunmsily constructed raft to cross the
river sone miles fromwhere Mchael's makeshift force had defeated the
convicts returning from Livingston, they entered another displaced area, and
again he found a stranded fam ly, a young coupl e caught on the gravel road
leading to their farm The farmwas gone to wherever all else famliar had
di sappeared to, and they had sinply waited there, weaponless, with no idea of
what had happened.

The appearance of other humans was as wel cone to themas a fresh shower
after a hard day in the fields. They had each been considering the possibility
that they had gone insane. McMasters was very glad to see them After
expl aining their mssion, he took George, Jr.'s weapon fromhimand gave it to
the man. George, Sr. didn't protest. Perhaps he knew his son as well as
McMast ers did.

The next norning, McMasters decided to follow the river for a while,
regardl ess of the harder going. Farnms and small towns, as he renmenbered, had
been strung out along the Trinity's wi nding course |ike beads on a neckl ace.
Per haps they would find some of them He figured the river probably ran nore
or less in the same bed as in nodern tines; at |east he hoped so.

Fi nding nore survivors was the only chance there was to rescue Judy's
nmot her and the other girls. He still didn't know exactly how that m ght be
acconpl i shed, but he was determined to try. The feel of Judy's young body
pressing agai nst his back gave himan incentive, if nothing el se did, though
he was still unconfortable with the way she kept so close to him hel ping him
to wal k and touching hi mwhen there was no real reason to do so, as if he had
al ready replaced her boyfriend in her thoughts, white hair and weak eyes
objects of little concern. She cuddled up next to himthat night like a child
hol di ng an oversi zed teddy bear

Sonetime during the night their positions shifted. He woke up and found
Judy nestl ed back up agai nst him spoon fashion, with his arm around her
wai st. Sleepily, in a normal nocturnal novenent, he slid his hand up her body
and cupped her breast, nolding it into his curled palm Judy stirred and then
was qui et again. He did not have the strength to nove his hand.

"WHAT DI D Wanda have to say?" Jason asked Burley. In preparing for the
nmove, he had directed that supplies and nakeshift packs be supplied to the
fermal e captives, the better to conceal any weapons he m ght be able to smuggle
to them Checking, he had seen the bruise on Wanda's face, and was barely able
to conceal his anger. However, if she had escaped with only a bruise, he
t hought she had been extraordinarily lucky, considering Burley's
predil ections.

"Not a Goddammed | ot. Maybe you can get sonething out of her. Be nice
to her. Mdther fucking bitch."

"Il talk to her," Jason said i mediately, before Burley had tinme to
reconsi der, "but not now I'll get her aside after we | eave." He hoped that
his casual retort would be enough to distract any suspicion Burley night have,
and apparently it was.

"Yeah, you do that. Just don't you try fucking her before I do. 1've



got ny nane on that ball buster. She'll be begging to suck nmy dick before I'm
finished with her."

"Let's get to Livingston, Burley, then get that kind of thing sorted
out. The wonen aren't goi ng anywhere, not with what's out there waiting on
themif they run." He pointed a finger at the encroaching forest.

"I"1l Goddammed guarantee they aren't going to run. You aren't planning
anything like that are you Jase? I'Il kill your ass if you try."

"Run to where?"

"Yeah. There's no place else to go, is there? You know, Jase," he said,
suddenly as friendly as he was ever likely to get, "I never thought I'd see
t he day when us lags would be running the world."

"Such as it is," Jason said.

"Yeah. Well, better this than thirty nore years before | was even
eligible for parole. You about ready to nove?"

"Just about. Al that's left is to talk to the blacks and tell them
what's happeni ng. And get them | oaded up." Jason threw the remark off as
casual ly as he was abl e.

"Them fucki ng niggers don't need to know nothi ng except their place.
Loaded, up. Haw They ain't much smarter than nules no way!" Burley guffawed
at the anal ogy.

"I't mght keep them from causing trouble on the way."

Burl ey had nmade a point of keeping the blacks isolated from any
possible allies. He hesitated now, then decided that Jason was probably right.
"Go ahead, then. Just don't get too friendly with them Jase. Know what
mean?" He patted his shotgun

Jason nodded and left. He clinbed the stairs to where the bl acks were
confined, taking one of his nen with him There he ostensibly hel ped guard
them as one by one they were let out and shackl ed t oget her

"I''"l'l take them now," Jason told the guard.

"Burley said -- "

Jason | eaned into the man's space. "I said |I'll take themnow | need
to get their loads ready. O would you rather take a turn carrying one of the
packs?" The guard gazed up at Jason's tall solid body and left with no further
argunent. If Jason was holding his own with Burley, he sure wasn't going to
di spute his orders.

Jason | ed the chained string of men slowy down the stairs, letting his
cohort precede himto give warning of any listeners. He pulled Rye aside as
far as the chains allowed.

Rye spoke up imredi ately, fear coloring his voice. "Jase, you got to do
somet hing, man. W can't live like this rmuch longer. Q' Burley ain't lettin'
us eat nmuch and he workin' the hell out of us." Rye's eyes shifted wildly, as
if he were watching for lions in an arena.

"It won't be much longer," Jason said. "Sonething will be com ng down
in a day or two. Be ready when | get the word to you. You know ny nen. Leave
them al one and | prom se you a fair shake. OK?"

The chai ned nen nuttered anmong t hensel ves after Jason left themwth
anot her guard and the bundles they were to carry.

"I don't trust no notherfucking honky," one of them spoke up

"Hush up," Preacher Johnson told him "Jason is a fair man. If he say
we'll get a fair shake, we will. You just do like he say when the tinme cones.
H s deep bass voice made his whisper sound like druns nuttering in the
di stance. There was no nore argument. Preacher Johnson had been doing life
wi t hout parole for a brutal murder comritted in a drug induced frenzy. In
prison, he had gotten religion, but that wasn't the primary reason for the
| ack of argument. At six foot six and wei ghing al nost three hundred pounds,
very few convicts were brave enough to contest his orders. Not nore than once,
anyway. Hi s size and conviction saw to that. A number of cons had been
converted after he first beat them senseless then | eaned on themto nmend their
ways. |If he gave the word, nost of the blacks would follow his | ead and hope
for the best.



As they left Huntsville behind, Jason felt as if he were juggling eggs,
and had too many in the air at once. He didn't think they would have but one
good chance to break Burley's reign of terror, and that was contingent on so
many factors that he didn't see nuch of a chance of themall working out as
pl anned. Well, he had done what he could. In his pack, and in those of a few
of his nen, several small pistols were conceal ed, as well as a nunber of
kni ves. After sone debate with hinmself, he had al so brought along all the
Quaal udes he had found, and left the rest of the drug cache behind. Quaal ude
woul d make a person sleepy, and slow the reflexes. At the right tinme he would
share with Burley and his followers, after very carefully warning his own nen
not to partake. That is, if he knew when the opti mum nonment was at hand.

The next day, he dropped back fromhis | ead position and fell into step
with the string of females. Hs heart went out to them especially the young
girls, and nost especially the young bl ack wonen. \Wat nust they be thinking?
He could see fromthe drawn faces and dried tear streaks on dirty cheeks that
many of themwere on the verge of utter despair.

"I need to talk with that one," he told one of the guards, pointing to
Wanda

"Burley said not to let any of themloose. Not til we're ready to, you
know, take care of them" The guard | eered knowingly at the string of young
worren and |icked his lips.

Jason had been prepared for that. He shook a pair of handcuffs |oose
fromhis belt. "I won't let her go anywhere." He snapped one of the cuffs to
his own wist. The guard unl ocked Wanda fromthe string and Jason attached the
other cuff to Wanda. He let themfall to the rear of the file, where he knew
two of his own nen were trailing.

"Here," he said. "Hide these quick, and for God's sake, don't dare use
themor let anyone el se see themyet." He passed her two small .25 cali ber
aut omati cs. Wanda qui ckly shoved one down inside her bra and tucked the other
i nto her pack.

Wanda tried not to let the other women notice her exuberance. "Thanks.
Whi t ney spoke well of you. He was right."

"I try," Jason said. "Quickly, now, are there any other of the wonen
you can trust to keep quiet for now?"

"Not Doris." Wanda pointed her out. "She's about to crack. | haven't
had time to be sure of anyone el se. How | ong do |I have?"

"So long as it's before we get to the river. Make up your nind before
then, and let either me or Whitney know, if you can. And for Cod's sake, try

to stay out of Burley's way -- he's going to get down on you just as soon as
he thinks he can."
Wanda rubbed the bruise on her cheek. "I know. Try to keep himoff ne

until we get to the river, if you can." Now that she was arned, she didn't
trust herself not to shoot himif he abused her again.

“I"1l try. Do you think your other people will nake it in tine to join
up with Wonsen?"
Wanda spread her free hand expressively. "I hope so. |'ve been trying

to sl ow everyone down as nuch as | can. Wat happens if they don't?"

For that, Jason had no ready answer.

"Find out anything?" Burley asked as Jason passed himon the way back
to the front of the colum.

"No. You're right. She's a bitch."

Burley roared with mirth. "Told ya! You' re too notherfucking easy,
Jase. This is what runs the world now " He stroked the barrel of his shotgun
as if it were an erect organ

"Maybe. You ready for a break?"

"Yeah, why not? Kind of |ooks like rain, don't it?"

Jason searched the sky. Clouds were building to the south, |ike
encroachi ng anoeba. He renmenbered that earlier they had been noving rapidly
across the sky in bands, like the fringes of an approaching hurricane. They

were still noving, but now they were a solid mass. He wondered whether rain



woul d hel p or hinder. Maybe bot h.
*Chapt er El even*

BREEDLOVE LED his tired contingent into the Livingston displacenment
area where Brent Sanpson net them and quietly urged themto hurry on to neet
M chael at the planned anmbush site.

"We're going to have to rest first," Breedlove said. "Some of the old
folk are exhausted." He scanned the sky. "It's looking |ike rain, too, and
it's getting | ate besides."

Brent | ooked over the tired, dirty group, and then decided the deputy
was right. They would have to rest for a while, and by that tine, it would be
getting toward eveni ng.

Wil e a neal was being prepared, he I ed Breedl ove into the Wal -Mart and
on back to the storage area. There were weapons aplenty and enough anmunition
to last a long while. Breedl ove toured sone other aisles in the store with
Brent. He made a rough cal cul ation. This one store would supply what few
peopl e he knew to have been displaced for a long, long while. Even the food
would last for a tine, but not as long as many of the other items. He wal ked
t hrough the garden section, glad to see that it had cone along with the rest
of the store. In time, he thought, we'll have to start farming, and there's
plenty of seeds and fertilizer here. Menories of his childhood spent in the
fields of his father's small truck farmcanme to mnd. But there's a war to
fight first. Goddamm, always problens. Carla slipped an arm around his wai st,

comng up to himfrom behind. She had noticed himeyeing the seeds. "I grew up
on a farm" she said. "W&'ll have to do that before long, won't we?"

Breedl ove slid an affectionate arm around the young snooth curve of her
wai st, wondering what he had ever done to deserve her. "We will,"” he told her
"I grew up on a farm too."

"Good. W'l have to settle down soon. | wasn't carrying nmy pills when

t he change happened."

Breedl ove drew her to himas Brent quietly withdrew, |eaving themtheir
privacy. Brent knew the feeling. Darla had not been carrying the next nonth's
supply of her own pills when the di splacenent occurred either, though he noted
that the Wal - Mart pharmacy was still largely intact. If it were not already
too late, Darla could replenish her supply there, but he was already thinking
of the future. The WAl -Mart supplies would only last so long, even if they
managed to secure the area. Before long, such society as existed would
i nexorably begin changing to reflect that fact. He wondered what it would be
like to have a son. O daughter. Perhaps this new world wouldn't be so bad
after all. If they won the war, that is. Qutside, where the evening neal was
bei ng eaten, he eyed the odd congregati on of woul d-be soldiers, and had his
doubts. The people here sure didn't look |ike an arny.

M CHAEL SPENT the day rangi ng up and down the river, trying to pick out
areas of conceal ment which al so gave a good field of fire, then hel ping build
theminto possible firing pits. Hi s know edge of how to do that was vague, but
he did the best he could. He wi shed Wanda were present to help him Even
t hough her arny field was in medicine, she had taken the standard training
required of all officers, including females. The |last brushfire war had shown
that women could function in conmbat just as well as nen, although it shoul dn't
have needed denpnstration. The Israeli army had proved that concept a |ong
time ago, during their war for independence.

Politics, he thought. That's all it was. And if | come out of this
alive, | guess that's what |I'll be doing. There certainly won't be rmuch need
for physics teachers for a while! He reflected on this, and then reconsi dered.
I f whoever survived didn't want to see their children go back to wearing skins
and carrying clubs, there would al ways be a need for teachers. Qtherw se, the
ri sk was pointless.

That night, his small group huddl ed together behind a makeshift barrier
they had constructed to guard against the animals and ate a cold neal. He
wouldn't allow a fire, just in case the convicts had scouts out.



He thought of a conversation he and Wanda had had as they were
traveling. Just how far back in the Pleistocene had they been displaced?
Wanda' s col |l ege courses in Zool ogy had prepared her for answers to that
qguestion much nmore than him According to her, the period just before the | ast
gl aci ati ons had been when nost of the |arge mammual s had becone extinct, so
t hey had been displaced at |east that far back in tinme. Again, by her account,
they couldn't have been thrown too far back. As best she could renenber from
her studies the large aninmals they had seen so far | ooked nore or less like
the [ ast versions which lived before the great extinction. If that were truly
the case, then they coul d expect to see mammot hs, mastodons, canels, horses
(perhaps), sloths and nost of their predators.

Horses, now, that was a thought. Could they tame horses? And sonet hi ng
nore inmportant: had their ancestors crossed the Bering Strait yet? Sone
schol ars thought that nman rather than clinmate had caused the extinctions.

O hers were certain that the north Anerican continent had been inhabited nuch
| onger than the twelve to fourteen thousand years ago generally given as the
first excursions fromthe old world. Sonmeday they would have to find out.

M chael shook his head, tossing those thoughts aside. First priority
was defeating the convicts and freeing their prisoners. If that was
successful, then they would have to work out a nmeans of living in this new
environnent, and nelding the disparate remants of humanity into a working
society. After that, the deeper questions could be considered.

_Fifty armed convicts, at |east,_he thought. And even if Breedl ove
gets here in tine, all | have are three dozen, at the nost, and nost of them
worren. That brought another unwanted thought. _The reputed teenage girls._ If
he managed to free them that would throw the male-fenmale ratio even nore out
of kilter. What would that entail ? Physics theory sure didn't provide any
answers, nor any other discipline he was fanmiliar with.

Dusk was gat hering. M chael would |like to have posted guards right
along the river, but already the forest was beginning to give off unfamliar
noi ses. Predators would be about, and the last thing he wanted was to | ose
anyone to sone ungodly nonstrosity out of the past, or to have their positions
reveal ed by panicky shots in the dark. Better to tuck it in for the night.

"You're being awfully quiet,"” one of the wonmen said. Her bright red
hair was tied in a ponytail with a scrap of rag. He remenbered her nane. Jil
Tucker. She had been married, with a small child. Sadness hovered over her
face like a doctor telling his best friend he had an incurable disease. It
rem nded M chael that there was still one issue to settle.

"I hate to bring it up, but we still haven't decided on who's to be the
decoys, and I'mscared to wait for Breedl ove's group. There may not be time to
get themin place then."

Jill scanned the small group and smiled mirthlessly. "Not nmuch choice
here, is there? Hell, | guess I'll doit. If I'"'mnot ever going to see ny baby
and husband again, | don't care much anyway."

Anot her worman spoke up. M chael couldn't renenber her name. She was
short, black and overweight. "I'Il go. | lost ny daughter. She got caught

bet ween two drug gangs fighting over turf. She wasn't doi ng nothing, just
wal ki ng home from school, and she got shot in the neck. She died on the way to
the hospital. They caught three of them and they went to prison. Maybe |'lI
see one of them notherfuckers." She caressed her shotgun

M chael questioned the two wonen for a little while, and then accepted
their offer. He wi shed he could take the burden hinself, but it wasn't in the
pl an. Wonen woul d make better bait.

He was a long tine getting to sleep. Even if Breedl ove didn't arrive
with help before the convicts got to the river, he was still determined to
fight, even with as little force as he had. If nothing else, they should be
able to pick off sonme of the convicts, then make a w thdrawal toward
Li vi ngston and hope for reinforcenents and a nore decisive fight later. In the
nmeantime, he could only hope that Jason, Eli Whitney and Wanda were well
prepared to back his play.



Even if Breedlove arrived in time with his few troops, it was going to
be a dicey situation, and he worried half the night about all the things which
m ght go wong, and he agoni zed over what Wanda ni ght be goi ng through while
he tried to rest. H s thoughts were not conducive to sleep, but eventually he
managed to relax by forcing hinmself to believe that whatever happened, he had
managed as well possible. It was a small confort.

M chael had barely fallen into an uneasy sl unber when Jill woke himfor
his turn at guard. Just before daylight, the wind picked up and it began to
sprinkle rain.

THE OLD HORSE st aggered, stopped, then collapsed in slow notion, like a
filmbeing run at a reduced speed. McMasters rode the horse down and stepped
away, gasping as his weight came down on his bad | eg. He wavered and then held
hinself up with the butt of his rifle planted in the ground. He gritted his
teeth until the pain passed, waiting until the others caught up. Judy hurried
forward from where she had been wal king to save the old horse's strength and
hel ped ease himto the ground.

"What happened?”

McMast ers shook his head. He |inped over to the horse. Its neck was
stretched forward on the turf. It tried once to raise its head, then was
still. Once it was quiet, he could see congeal ed bl ood seeping from beneath
t he saddl e. The thunky noise he had heard as the convicts fired the [ ast shot
at himnust have hit it sonewhere not inmmedi ately apparent, and it had gone
unnoti ced, the blood coagul ati ng beneath the saddle. He petted its head while
it drew a long final breath. "Sorry, old fella. I wish | could have done
better by you," he nurnured.

"I's it dead?" Judy asked.

"Sorry, hon, but yes it is. And | don't know what to do now. | just
can't walk like I am"

"I could maybe nake you a crutch," George, Sr. said. "I had to use one
once. It's not so bad once you get the hang of it."

Well, a crutch would beat just sitting and waiting. "If you can
Ceorge, it would be a blessing. | don't want to just sit here |like a wounded

duck waiting on a dog.

CGeorge took out a huge folding knife and began searching for a suitable
sapling. Wthin a couple of hours, he contrived an adequate crutch, padded
wi th such scraps of clothing as they could spare. McMasters tested it
gingerly, and decided it would work, but it was already getting late. He
conpl i ment ed Ceorge.

"This will do fine, but | think I need to wait until tonorrow before
try to wal k much. Let's canp, and we'll nove on then." The wonen began
preparing a meal with what food they had while McMasters arranged a rotating
guard. He put Ceorge, Jr. last on the roster, thinking that predators or
i nimtable humans woul d be a nore |ikely danger earlier in the night rather
than later. Judy slept very close to himafter she came in fromher turn at
guard duty. When he woke the next norning, she was curled against his back, an
armaround his waist. He rolled over slowy. Judy's eyes blinked open. She
ki ssed hi mthen | ooked away, face flushing. MMasters didn't say anything. He
didn't know what to say. Qther parts of his body weren't nearly as old as his
eyes, though. He couldn't fail to notice that.

BREEDLOVE SENT Ceral d rangi ng out ahead of his little command. The
young man wasn't woods w se, but the path toward the river was pretty well
mar ked. The convicts and their prisoners had dropped scraps of cloth, left
footprints, and even gouged trees here and there to mark their path, and
M chael had seen that the blazes were added to. If it hadn't been for the rain
whi ch began shortly after they started, the path woul d have been even easier
to foll ow

The deputy gl anced uneasily at the sky. The scuddi ng cl ouds of the day
before, confined to the south, had noved northward, and turned to a high
overcast with a blowing rain. The humdity was |ike an oppressive cloud,
drawi ng breath fromthe body |ike a steam bath after a hard workout. He had to



call for frequent halts to let the ol der ones rest. The only consol ati on was
that the rain had di spersed the ubi quitous nosquitoes and deer flies to the
point that they were a mere annoyance rather than a constant cl oud.

That norning, Breedl ove had hoped that they would be able to reach the
Trinity River by evening, but as the oppressive day wore on, broken by
frequent stops, he knew it was not to be. Even with a path al ready sonmewhat
broken, the heat and humi dity, conbined with constant entanglenment in vines
and brush, and the slow pace dictated by the ol der nmenbers of his force kept
progress to a craw . Just before dark, he finally called a halt.

It took all the authority he could nuster to get a guard set and
weapons checked before the rain-laden night closed in, |like a theatre being
dar kened before the first act. As he took his own turn on guard duty, he
noticed that the wi nd was beginning to blow harder. By nmorning it was driving
the rain sideways, coming steadily fromthe southeast. He hoped it woul dn't
interfere with Mchael's planned anbush, or the progress of his own group
whi ch was supposed to play a part init. That is, if they made it there in
time. The way things were going, he was beginning to worry that they wouldn't.

THE RAI N WAS rneki ng Burly meaner and even surlier than usual. He
shouted and cursed at anyone who came near him as if vile words m ght nake
the rain go away. Jason tried to calmhimw th the mention of refuge at
Li vingston wi thin encl osed stores where plenty of food was waiting, but it had
little effect. He finally left himto rave, giving his attention to
encour agi ng the other convicts, hoping to keep them going rather than turning
back.

He had managed to get Wanda aside for another short talk during the
day, and this time, when he returned her to the coffle, he left the key to her
cuffs with her. The guards were so miserable that they had not objected to him
simply transferring the cuff fromhis armand locking it to the nylon rope
bi nding the rest of the wonen.

VWit ney and another of his followers had surreptitiously slipped
anot her two pistols and several knives into the group after Wanda had gestured
to the ones she thought they could trust. Wen the fight came, nost of the

worren woul d still be bound, but at |east the rope that held them together
could be severed. It was the best he could do.
The bl acks were still in chains, but there he was optimstic. During

the course of preparations for the trek to Livingston, he had managed to slip
into Burley's erstwhile office and secure a master key to the | ocks. Wile the
bl acks were being | oaded with their burdens he slipped it to Preacher Johnson
telling himin a hurried whisper not to use it until a fight ensued. Like

M chael, Jason was hopi ng for a decisive anbush where the bl acks and wonen
captives woul d suddenly throw their weight into the rear at the right nonment.
It was going to be all or nothing and he just hoped that the big black
preacher would wait for the nmoment when he could make a difference. The rain
began com ng down harder

By noon, the rain became a driving force, slashing in fromthe
sout heast along with runbles of thunder and flashes of |ightning. Jason was
appr ehensi ve. He wondered if he could convince Burley to cross the river under
t hese conditions, but he need not have worried. Burley was anxious to get out
of the weat her, curses notwi thstanding.

"Jason, you sonofabitch, soon as we get to that goddamm one horse town
we' re heading for, |I'm maki ng sone changes. Fuck your society. |'m having sone
nore ass then, and if this fucking rain don't stop, | may just kill me sone
niggers while I'mat it. Fuck this shit!" He waved his shotgun and brushed
ineffectively at water streani ng down his face.

"Let's get across the river," Jason told him raising his voice to be
heard above the wind driven spatter of raindrops. "W can canp there for the
ni ght and nmake the rest of the way tonorrow "

"Fucking right," Burley said. "Did Wiitney or that bitch say anything
about a liquor store there?"

"No, but I've got sonething," Jason said.



"Yeah? Li ke what, Jase?"

"Quaal udes. | found a stash while we were getting ready to | eave."

"What the fuck. G ve ne one. Those stupid bastards carrying the dope
fromLivingston all got wasted."

"Let's get to the river. |I'll pass themout there. OK?"
Burl ey brushed more water fromhis face. "Yeah. Let's hurry. Goddam.
Quaal udes? Maybe I'Il slip one to that bitch. No, fuck it. 1'Il take hers." He

| aughed uproariously then plodded on. A few minutes |later, the exhausted, wet
colum halted at the river. The bl acks, foodl ess that day, slunped wearily
down by their heavy packs. Jason passed out the Quaal udes, hoping he had

pi cked the right time and that Preacher Johnson wouldn't junp too soon in
freeing the blacks. They | ooked to be just about at the end of their rope.

Shortly thereafter, the convicts began constructing rafts for the
crossing. They were anxious to get across the river before it rose any higher
an idea Jason had planted with Burley as soon as it occurred to him The rain
increased in intensity, and the thunder becanme an al nost constant roar

"WE CAN T TRAVEL in this mess!" George, Jr. shouted over the driving
rain. Hs thin blonde hair was plastered to his head and his clothes were as
soaked as if he had just fallen off a boat.

McMast ers brushed water from his eyes. Everyone was wet, but there was
no shelter other than the trees, and he didn't want to stay under themif he
could help it. Lightning was beginning to flash in the near distance. "W
won't be any worse off than we would be staying here," he said.

"Well fuck you, |I'mnot going!"

Lightning flickered off to the southeast. MMasters had been wat chi ng
it all nmorning as it came closer. He had been slack once about not noving
faster and didn't intend to nake that m stake again, even in these
ci rcunst ances.

Besi des, there was no good place to stop. He wanted to find sone decent
shelter where he could rest his |leg and have Judy bandage it again. He
suspected that it had broken open and was bl eedi ng once nore, though it was
i npossible to tell in this weather. And, he was thoroughly disgusted with
young Ceor ge

"Have you ever been outside in a real thunderstorn?" He deliberately
rai sed his voice past the |l evel needed to be heard over the storm "O under a
tree when lightning struck? If | can walk with a crutch, you can nake it.
Maybe we'll find a building sonewhere that's been displaced. If we do, it wll
be grounded. O herw se, you just take your chances."

McMasters hit the right nerve. CGeorge's son was scared of just about
everything, lightning included. The boy turned away, hating this strange new
world, but not inclined to argue any nore.

McMast ers noved t hem out, wondering how nuch | onger he could hold
everyone's loyalty. A rescue mission on a bright, sunshiny day would go over a
hell of a lot better than this sorry quest where they were all soaked and
nm serabl e. He was begi nning to wonder how nuch | onger he could last. Judy's
presence hel ped hi m keep goi ng. She stayed close to him ready to help if he
stunbl ed. He grinned at her and got a smile in return.

Presently, they cane to a small river, which he figured to be a branch
of the Trinity. Fortunately, they came out at a place designed by nature for
an easy crossing. McMasters had little trouble persuading the others to make
the passage at that tine rather than later, reminding themthat with all the
rain, it would only get harder. Once across, he |linmped on and the rest
foll owed. The thunder and |ightning noved closer and the wind increased in
intensity, still blowing the rain in sheets and still conming steadily fromthe
southeast. Finally it dawned on him Oh, Goddamm, this isn't just a storm
it's a fucking hurricane!

M CHAEL DIDN T know what to do. The driving rain obscured the opposite
riverbank, and it was growi ng steadily darker, even in the early afternoon
when the day shoul d have been brightest. He crouched under the dubi ous shelter
of a heavy growt h of youpen, just as mserable as he had ever been in his



life. He came to the same conclusion McMasters had and wondered how cl ose the
eye woul d pass, and how close the gulf coast was in this era. Each factor
woul d affect the intensity of the stormthey would be subjected to.

M chael was contenplating pulling in the two wormen decoys from where
t hey crouched under even |ess shelter than he enjoyed, but he held off, hoping
he was wong and that the weather woul d inprove.

Just as he finally decided that the convicts would not possibly be
moving in this deluge, a flash of lightning illuni nated the opposite bank of
the river. In that brief flash, through a flood of driving rain, he glinpsed a
cluster of figures struggling with several uprooted trees. H's heart skipped a
beat then thunped wildly in his chest.

_Oh Christ, here they are, and Breedlove still hasn't arrived, and
can't see a dam thing in this rain. Wiat do | do? Call off the anmbush? No,
told Wanda we'd be here. She'll be depending on me. There's nothing to do but
try and hope it doesn't turn into a total disaster._

He noved from under the tree and rushed forward to where Jill and the
revenge ni nded bl ack woman were conceal ed. Neither heard himcom ng over the
i ncreasing roar of thunder and w nd-whi pped branches. He tapped Jill's

shoul der. She let out a gasp of surprise before recognizing him

"In case you didn't see, tell your partner the convicts are on the
way, " he shouted. He couldn't even see the other wonan, even though he knew
she was close. Shit. Well, maybe the convicts were having their problens, too.

JASON RODE the lead raft with Burley and several other cons. The only
time he could see the opposite bank was when intermttent flashes of |ightning
lighted it. Rain slashed at themin gusts so fierce that it was hard to keep
his footing and watch the approachi ng bank at the same tine.

No way Wonsen will try an anbush under these conditions. Dam, why
didn't this weather hold off one nore day?

Jason had convinced hinself that all the carefully laid plans were
going up in snmoke, or water in this case, when he spotted the two wonen
waiting on the opposite bank of the river in the brief flare of a |ightning
flash. They waved and shouted, although he couldn't hear what they were
sayi ng. He touched Burley's shoul der and pointed. "Company," he said.

Burl ey | ooked up sleepily and raised his shotgun. H s nmovenents were
slow, as if he had to think consciously before conmtting hinself to action
Good. The 'ludes were working, but howin hell could Wonsen's people even see
to aimin this crap? Jason tried to think of sone way to inprove the odds,
then the wi nd-driven rain swept over themin renewed fury, blinding himto al
except the nearing riverbank

"Don't shoot, they're friendly!" Jason shouted at Burley as the two
worren cane into view again, then repeated hinmself as a crash of thunder
drowned out his words. The hastily constructed raft caught in an eddy and
nosed into a nuddy enbanknent.

Burley still didn't seemto know what was happening, but he raised his
shotgun at Jason's call. Jason grasped at the barrel of his shotgun and forced
it down. "Don't shoot, | said!l Can't you see? They're waving at us!"

"Ch, yeah," Burley said foggily. "Booger! You and Whanbang get ready.
Go grab them cunts as soon as we hit the shore and find out what the fuck they
think they're doing." He grinned nadly at Jason and shook his head, trying to
cl ear the cobwebs fromhis mind

The raft beached crazily and Booger and Wianbang j unped ashore and ran
forward, corralling the two wonen. As friendly as the wonmen appeared, the cons
gave no thought to shaking them down for weapons. As Jason, Burley and the
ot her men waded to the bank, the two wonen were pushed forward. Water streaned
fromtheir bodies as if they were under a shower. Burley clutched his shotgun
and strode forward. Before he could speak, Jill shouted over the roar of
al nost constant thunder. "W give up! Everyone else is dead! Mnsters got
them Please, can we stay wi th you?"

"Damm straight you can stay with me," Burley shouted back, even though
as he came forward he was already cl ose enough to touch the wonen. He grabbed



Jill and pulled her forward into a rude enbrace. Then he spotted the other
worman. "Not that nigger, though. She goes to the chain gang. He reached out
and grabbed at the black woman's clothing, then flung her backward. "Booger
Get this bitch tied up so we can sweat sone of the fat off her." He reached
down and pinched cruelly at an anpl e breast.

“"I"1l get the rest of the rafts unloaded soon as they make it across,"
Jason said. He | ooked back over his shoulder as he turned to the river and
wi nked at the redheaded worman Burl ey was fondling. He couldn't tell whether
she saw it or not, but the ploy was working. Burley didn't appear the |east
bit suspicious, and he had apparently forgotten that the river was where the
previ ous anmbush had occurred.

As the other rafts gained the shore, Jason sent as many of Burley's nen
forward as he could and del ayed the strings of black and femal e prisoners, as
well as his own followers. It was easy to do. The wi nd was how i ng now,
driving huge raindrops almost parallel to the ground. Visibility was cut to
yards, and sonetinme even |l ess than that. Thunder crashed al nost constantly,
and |ightning cracked through the trees like an artillery barrage. This is a
hurricane, Jason thought. God help us all, how can anyone fight in the mddle
of this?

THIS ISN T A thunderstorm it's a hurricane, by God! And it's getting
wor se! M chael told hinmself, just about the sane tine Jason did, but he had
al ready seen Jill and the other wonman join the convicts. There was nothing to
do but go on with his plan. He washed water fromhis eyes with a hand across
his face and tried to spot one of the others. As his vision cleared, he
spotted one of the men -- he couldn't renmenber his name right off hand -- and
cautiously approached. "Mwve out!" Mchael shouted in his ear. "Tell the girls
to open fire whenever the cons start up the bank. O whenever they can see
them " he anended.

"What then?"
"Just tell themto do what they can! Soon as you pass the last firing
pit, work back to the river and try to flank them 1'll do the same in the

opposite direction." Mchael had no idea if this was good nilitary strategy or
not. He suspected he was ordering his thin line of fenmale troops into a total
fiasco, but if the convicts couldn't see any farther in front of their faces
than he could, maybe it wouldn't turn out that bad. Dam it, where is

Br eedl ove?

BREEDLOVE HAD sent Gerald on ahead to scout while he tried to keep his
drenched file of reluctant warriors together. If it hadn't been for the
urgency of the relayed message, he night have called a halt. He m ght have
anyway, except that Carla trudged unconplaining by his side. Her only
concession to the beat of wind and rain was to occasionally run her hand down
the I ength of her water |ogged hair and squeeze the noisture fromit. So |ong
as she kept going w thout conplaining, so would he.

Suddenly, Gerald broke through the obscuring rain, running hard. He
skidded to a stop in front of Breedl ove. "Dustin, we're there! | think | heard
some shooting, but | couldn't tell with all this noise!"

"You found the river? Did you see anyone?"

"Not hi ng but the river, but | swear | heard shots off to ny left. |
cane right back." Gerald was excited, as if he were just getting ready for a
first airplane ride.

Damm, Breedl ove cursed to hinself. | nust have |l et us wander off course
in the rain and gl oom and now maybe Wonsen is having to fight wi thout us. He
shouted as |l oud as he could to nmake sure everyone could hear. "OK, let's pick

it up! Soon as we get to the river, we'll spread out a little and head for the
fighting!" He lowered his voice to speak directly to Gerald. "You |l ead the way
and I'Il try to keep the others together."

"Right, Boss." Gerald grinned, white teeth shining. "Wat then?"

"Fire at anything wearing white clothes. Do good, Gerald, and hurry. |
don't think we have nuch tine."

"CGotcha." Gerald wung out his Afro and it was inmedi ately saturated



again. A huge flash of Iight and a deafening crash of thunder hurried himon
his way, visions of urban warfare dancing through his mnd. No gangs here,

t hough! These were the real bad dudes, with not an ounce of nercy in their
bodi es. He hoped he would live, suddenly realizing that this wasn't a gane,
but a real live shootout to the finish

Breedl ove turned and began giving instructions to the rest of his
force. They noved forward, struggling against the gale.

BOOGER FELL backward, chest torn by buckshot, never know ng what hit
him The two Quaal udes he had taken sl owed Burley's response, but even so, he
had seen the ground-level flash of the shot. He fired back in that direction
then the thick wall of rain obscured everything el se. He ran back toward the
river, calling for help.

Jason was struggling with the two files of prisoners and didn't even
hear the shot, nor did anyone else in his area. He couldn't see nuch of
anyt hi ng through the sheets of rain and could only hope that the black
prisoners knew they were supposed to break free now when the fighting started.
Tree branches were being torn | oose above himby the wind, and the beating
rain obscured all but what was happening in the imrediate vicinity.

Wanda was doi ng her best to ignore the drenching. She doubted that
M chael had been able to arrange any order in this m serable weather until she
saw a fat bl ack woman passed back into the coffle and secured to the rest of
the file of prisoners. That decided her. She passed the one spare pistol to
t he wonman behind her, then a knife. "Cut the ropes, then hold themin your
hand. Wen the fighting starts, help ne take out the guards."

There was no chance of being either overheard or seen. The hurricane
mounted to a crescendo of fury, isolating all but the nearest figures from
sight. If nothing el se, she thought wonderingly, we can split up and get away
and hope some of us reach Livingston. |'ve told themto head for there,
anyway. Maybe they won't drown on the way. She gripped her pistol, barre
down. Two yards away, the nearest guard saw nothing aniss. He wal ked head
down, secure in his msery.

JUDY WAS hel ping McMasters stunble along on his crutch, face averted to
avoid the slanting wall of water beating against his body when he tunbl ed,
crying out in pain as his abused | eg took the weight of his body when he fell.
At first she thought he had sinply tripped, then she realized that he was
struggling with a rain drenched, white clad figure. Hs right hand gripped a
rifle barrel, trying to force it away fromhis body. Neither he nor the
convi ct, who had wandered away fromhis group in the rain, had heard the first
shots of the anbush, and now they were | ocked together in a thrashing mass on
t he nuddy ground

Wil e Judy stared in stupefaction, the convict exerted his strength and
slowy began forcing the barrel of his rifle toward McMasters head. MMasters
felt the strength began to drain fromhis arns. The pain in his |leg shot waves
of agony upwards. He gritted his teeth and bl ocked the novenment of the rifle
barrel for a nonent, then slowy, inexorably, it began noving again.

The young convict felt his strength begin to overcone the ol der man and
he surged forward. Judy |eaped, forgetting conpletely that she had a weapon.
The wei ght of her body broke the unequal struggle. MMsters took advant age of
t he sudden shift. He gripped the rifle in both hands and forced it against the
convict's throat, pressing down with all his strength, pushing the man's head
deep into the nmuddy earth.

Even as George ran forward to help, he kept up the pressure until the
man was conpletely still then struggled to his knees, gasping for breath.
Ceorge hel ped McMasters to his feet, assisted by Judy. For just a nonent, the
runbl e of thunder ceased. In the distance cane the sound of shouts and
gunshots, barely heard above the thunder

"That was a damm convict!" MMasters chest heaved. "Come on, let's see
if we can hel p whoever they're fighting!" If there was one convict here, there
nmust be others ahead, and by the sounds, maybe they were in trouble. He didn't
even pause to think of what they m ght be getting into.



*Chapter Twel ve*

FOR JUST AN instant, Wanda coul d hear the sounds of yells and gunfire
in front of her. Mchael had nade it! She raised her hand in the air to signa
t he wonen nearest the other guard, then pointed the little pistol at the guard
next to her and shot himin the head. She didn't even have to ai mnuch; he was
| ess than three yards away, trudging along with his head bowed to avoid the
relentless rain. He fell wi thout a sound.

Peering through sheets of blow ng water, she thought she saw the ot her
guard go down. "Here, take this!" She shouted to the wonan next to her
thrusting the other pistol into her hand. She slashed through the ropes
bi ndi ng her and appropriated the dead guard's shotgun. Then she ran al ong the
line slashing at the rope that bound the other women together. Some of the
worren only then realized what was happeni ng. The noi se of the storm had
obscured the shots.

"Spread out and nmove forward!" she conmanded, hoping the girls would
fight. If revenge was a notive, surely they would. "Those w th weapons up
front, the rest of you follow Hurry!" She led the way through a tangle of
sodden brush, hanging on to vines and tree trunks to avoid being bl own off her
feet by the wind, and trying to separate sounds of the fight from storm noi se.
It was al nbst inpossible.

The file of chained bl acks had been followi ng the females. The first
i nkling Jason had that battle had been joined was the sight of several wonen
novi ng separately, free of their bonds. He stopped and listened, then nmade out
i ndi vi dual shots over the roar of thunder

_Now! _ He thought. He blasted the one guard belonging to Burley's
faction in the back, and then yelled at the blacks. "Get yourself free.
Hurry!™

Preacher Johnson unl ocked his chains and then ran down the line freeing
others. "Follow Jason," he told each one as the chains dropped away. "Co after
t hose sorry rednecks and kill the motherfuckers! God can forgive us later!™

He accepted the weapon Jason appropriated fromthe dead guard and
followed himforward. "Don't run off into the woods," Preacher warned the
others as they noved. "There's nonsters out there worse than Burley. You gotta
fight." He knew they woul d, unarmed or not. Anything was better than sl avery.

The blinding rain woul d make it easier than he had ever hoped to get
his men in close to Burley and his crew. May God danmn that sorry bastard!
Ahead of him he saw Jason raise his weapon and fire and he followed |ike an
avengi ng bl ack angel, |ooking for targets.

Burley was no strategist, but even over the intermttent crash of
t hunder, he could tell by the ragged volune of fire after Goober was cut down
that there wasn't much opposition in front of them He retreated just far
enough to neet the bulk of his force and quickly organi zed theminto a
staggered skirm sh line. He sent one man back to warn the guards acconpanyi ng
t he bl acks and fenal es, then urged his nmen forward. He hung back near the
rear, watching for Jason. Wen he found him he intended to kill himon the
spot for leading theminto this ambush.

Burley was el ated that the opposition crunbled quickly, especially as
the few men he could keep track of in the stormflushed their foe from
conceal i ng brush and saw they were al nost all wonen. Fuck Jason and his
soci ety. Wen this was over, he would have a harem

Burl ey could see only individual clashes for the nost part. The gale
driven rain and heavy undergrow h nade it al nost inpossible to see nore than a
few yards in any direction. The only way Burley sensed victory was a quick
| esseni ng of gunshots. He passed the body of a woman who had been al nost
decapitated by a shotgun blast to the neck, then another |eaning against a
tree trunk clutching a torn arm He kicked her weapon away.

He began yelling for his men to gather around himin a little area
partially cleared by the recent fall of a huge oak. In ones and twos, they
began gathering as they heard his calls over the raging storm He began



sendi ng some of them back out to round up the rest of his men, not know ng yet
that they woul d meet an opposing force in their rear. He noticed that none of
Jason's followers were joining up and began ragi ng anew at his treachery.

M CHAEL KILLED the first convict he saw with an easy shot to the chest;
He saw the next spin and fall, losing his weapon as he went down, but it was
all downhill fromthere. Mre convicts broke through the brush to either side
of him He fired at one of them m ssed, and then his whole right arm went
nunb as the convict whirled and fired back. The shot panged off the action of
his rifle and ricocheted, plow ng through his bicep like a hot drill bit. He
ducked as another bullet cut past his head. He plunged away, trying for
conceal nent. The shot whi ch had wounded him | eft him defensel ess except for
his sidearm He nmade a few yards, then stunbled and fell over a rotted |og. At
the last mi nute he managed to draw his pistol and fire up into the chest of
t he pursuing convict. The convict tripped over the same log as he fell on top
of M chael, bubbling blood fromhis nouth.

M chael pushed the still breathing man from atop hi mand began craw i ng
away. His sense of direction was awy and he suddenly realized he didn't know
where he was, nor have any idea of what was happeni ng el sewhere. Ch Chri st,
I've blown it again! He got to his feet and began creeping through the
under brush. There was no need for quiet. The stormhad reached its full fury.

Breedl ove's hurry alnost led to disaster. He was plunging through the
forest so fast that he alnobst ran right into the m dst of Burley's gathering
men. At the last minute he managed to halt his progress before he was spotted.
He backtracked quickly, dodging low to avoid bullets spanging through the
forest. Two of his men cane stunbling through the blinding rain and he halted
them He slapped themon the shoul ders and sent themoff into the woods. "Help
me find the others. Quick! Bring them back here." This was too good of an
opportunity to mss. He was so excited that he forgot to be scared.

He had perhaps half his force gathered and was preparing themfor a
devastating vol |l ey when soneone not contacted shot into the group of convicts,
spoiling that plan. "Firel" He yelled, seeing those few opposing nen he could
make out turn their weapons in his direction

Sone shot, but others waited until nost of Burley's nen had scattered
behind trees and brush. Wthin nonents, Breedlove's snall force becane nixed
up in a terrible close-quarter encounter where the enenmy could hardly be seen
at all.

Victory usually went to the side who fired first. Casualties were heavy
on both sides, and in a few spots the line interm ngled and hand to hand
conbat surged through the brush, with nmen and wonmen grappling rain slick
bodi es and gai ni ng and | osi ng advant age as hands slipped off water soaked
skin. Gradually, Burley's men began gaining the advantage, buoyed by their
greater nunbers.

A sudden rush by several convicts bent Breedlove's |line, and he began
to despair. The roar of the stormmade it inmpossible even to call a retreat.
There was nothing to do but try to hold out and hope that he hadn't m sjudged
and that Mchael's force would turn the tide. Then Breedl ove renenbered that
he hadn't even stopped to see if it was Mchael's nen fighting in the
downpour. He brushed water fromhis eyes and tried to think what to do next.

A few yards away, Carla fired into the brush. Breedl ove made a sudden
dash and fell to the squishy ground beside her. He yelled into her ear. "If |
buy the farm you get away fromthis ness, hear ne? Don't |let these bastards
catch you. Carla | ooked up and nodded, then rolled onto her side and began to
rel oad her weapon. She wasn't about to | eave her deputy, not for anything.

MCMASTERS COULD nake out the individual sound of shotguns and rifles
sounding along with the thunder and rain pelting into the forest |ike a gang
of drumers out of synch. His ears were attuned to conbat, even after al
t hese years.

He left George, Jr. with the wonmen and children while he, Judy, George,
Sr. and the other man crept forward. He struggled to keep upright with the
crutch and hurry at the sane tine. Somehow, he knew that the sound of battle



he coul d hear over the drumm ng rain and al nost continuous thunder cane from
t he gang of convicts he had seen before. Maybe now he could nake up for the
hesi tancy he had berated hinself for in the past.

Inevitably, as he tried to hurry the pace, he put pressure on his
partially healed | eg, sending sheaths of agony fromthe wound all the way into
his hip. A bullet zinged near his head and he ducked instinctively. As he did,
the crutch twisted and snapped in two. He collapsed, twisting as he fell to
| and on his good side. Darm. Now | amin a ness! Judy bent to help him He
tried to wave her away.

"No, | can't go any further. George, you and Judy will have to go on
Do what you can, but don't risk your lives nore than you can help."

“I"'mnot |eaving you," Judy said. If it were not for the water
stream ng fromher face, he night have been able to see that she was crying.
McMasters was as frustrated as he had ever been in his life, but there was
simply no sense in trying to wal k; he knew he couldn't. He lay on his back and
| ooked up. Rain drummred on his face, cascadi ng down through the wildly
twi sting branches of the great oak overhead. Maybe --

"Ceorge, wait! Help ne up." He got to his feet with George's support.
The branches of the tree grew froma point lowto the ground and ascended
upwar ds al nost as conveniently as a |ladder. He slung his rifle and pointed.
"Help me up to that first branch, then I"'mgoing to clinb as far up as | can
| think I'"lIl be able to see fromthere. Then you and Judy go on." If there was
anything he could do to help, it would have to be fromthere.

It took some convincing on Judy's part, but he was adanmant. Unable to
travel, this was his |last best option. Once on the | ower branch, he waved them
forward and began to clinb, using his good | eg and both arns.

BURLEY SENSED hi s advant age. He was w nning, and Goddam a whol e bunch
of freenmen were going to be sorry when this was over. He crawed to the
cl osest man on either side of himand told themto pass the word to get ready
for a final rush.

Just as he turned to his right to give the word, a sudden gust of w nd
cleared the rain away nmonmentarily, and fifty yards to his rear he saw one of
his men junp to his feet and twirl. A ragged apparition overwhel ned the nman
before he could fire, conming out of the sheets of rain like a wathful black
ghost. The bl ack man rode the other convict to the ground, swi nging a club. He
pi cked up the fallen shotgun and blew the man's head to pi eces from point
bl ank range. The bl acks were | oose!

"Belay that rush!" Burley yelled as loudly as he could. "N ggers in our
rear! Get them they don't have guns yet!"

The convicts on either side of himturned and ran back to the rear. The
bl ack he had seen dropped one of them before he was overwhel med in the rush.

O hers sprang forward, neeting the backward rush of Burley's nen with bare
hands and clubs. Half of them went down before they could grapple, but the
rest clawed forward and westled grimy for weapons.

Burley ran to help, leaving others to hold the forward |line. He bl asted
one dark skinned man then was astounded to see himreplaced by a woman with
her hand extended, firing a pistol. Beside her, another wonman wat ched
hel pl essly, armed only with a knife. Burley ignored her and shot the arned
worman, then | ooked around frantically. A flash of l|ightning showed the fringes
of the clearing dotted with struggling groups of convicts, blacks, and wonen,

i nterspersed anmong brush and trees |ike confused animals in an earthquake. He
pl unged into the brush, seeking safety and a way out of the sudden inpasse.

Wanda's wonen had becone internmingled with the blacks as they noved
forward and, al nost blinded by blowi ng rain, they plunged into the mdst of
the convicts before they knew they were upon them There was no way to | ead
any sort of organized resistance after that. Fights devel oped, flared up, and
were brutally concluded am dst the concealing deluge and flying brush. Bl ood
diluted with water streanmed into Wanda's eyes froma scal p wound, naking it
even harder to see. Yells and screans surrounded her, intermngled with
crashi ng thunder and flashes of light, a nightmare crescendo that went on



wi t hout rhyne or direction. Men and wonen struggl ed and died by thensel ves,
separated and isolated by the storm She had no idea if they were w nning or
not. Her only coherent thought was that whatever happened, the wonen were
free. If they felt as she did, they would brave the forest, or even death
rather than be recaptured.

Wanda's pistol clicked on enpty. She flung it in the direction of a
convi ct who popped up suddenly in front of her, causing himto fire blindly as
he dodged. A terrific gust of wind and water swept over them both. Wanda was
knocked from her feet. She huddl ed under a bush where she fell, hand gripped
around the haft of a kitchen knife. It was her only weapon now.

M CHAEL WAS perhaps the first to notice that the thunder was dyi ng away
and the lightning losing its intensity. The wi nd began to abate and the rain
sl ackened. The sounds of gunfire becane clearer. He slithered through the
brush in the direction of the noise, concealing hinself fromview as best he
could. He thought the battle was probably [ost by now, and was surprised that
firing was still going on

Abruptly, he stunbled over the body of a convict. A young black man | ay
near by, breathing heavily through a punctured chest. He patted him as he
passed, hopi ng he was one of nany who had been freed. He got no response from
t he wounded man and went on, know ng not hing of how the fighting was going.

For all he knew it mght be al nbst over but there was no way he was going to
| eave the scene yet, not while there was still a chance, and not while Wanda
was still out there somewhere

The sound of shots being fired grew | ouder and M chael began to nove
even nmore carefully. He carried his pistol in his left hand; his right arm was

still useless. He peered around a tree trunk just as the sun broke through the
cl ouds. Bodies |lay sprawl ed together as they had fallen, but all around the
fringes of his viewpoint, fighting was still raging. He could nake no sense of

it. Bullets and buckshot twanged through the air |ike angry wasps and i npacted
into branches, brush, tree trunks and fl esh.

Near by, he saw a white clad convict rise to his knees and aima rifle.
Wt hout thinking, he braced his |left arm against the trunk of the tree and
triggered his pistol. The convict threw up his arns and fell into the brush.
Bul lets ripped the trunk of the tree just above his head and he ducked away.
Sonehow, the battle was still going on. He noved away on his belly. It wasn't
over yet, and he still had a few bullets left.

The sudden appearance of the sun saw both sides of the opposing forces
still locked in conbat, but the battle was inconclusive. Knots of nmen and
worren fired, took cover, grappled with figures suddenly rising fromthe
under brush, and lived and died as chance dictated. The combat spread out al ong
the riverbank like a slowy growing forest fire, with flanes |icking here and
there as they found fuel to consune. It could still have gone either way, but
it was McMasters who finally nmade the difference.

The eye of the storm began passing over the battlefield just as he
settled into his tree top aerie. As the day |ightened, he gained a superb view
from above. Looking down, he could spot the convicts easily by their white
garb. He settled into a confortable crouch on a whorl of |inbs and began
picking targets. He fired slowy, fixing the crosshairs of the scope exactly
on his targets and maki ng sure that every shot counted.

The convicts began noticing that their nmen were falling, but they
couldn't tell fromwhere the shots were coning. One would suddenly drop, head
or chest erupting blood and bits of brain or Iung. They | ooked around
frantically and began shooting wildly in all directions. Calmy, MMasters
chanmbered round after round, sighted through the scope and gently squeezed the
trigger. Wth each shot, a convict fell.

Finally, it was too nmuch. MMasters wat ched from above as the convicts
br oke and began running. He gl oated over the consequences of their panic. As
they rose into view, sonme cane directly into sight of the remainder of
Breedl ove's force. Upright, and limed in the sudden daylight, many of them
were cut down. Others ran the other way and were pulled down from conceal nent



by the few blacks still on their feet. Several were tripped and done in by
worren who plunged knives into their prone bodies.

Wthin a few nonments after McMasters began his sniping the battle was
over, those few convicts who managed to break through the opposition were in
headl ong retreat.

Burl ey saw what was happeni ng and scurried away, ducking low at first,
then breaking into a full run. He crashed directly into Mchael before either
of themcould avoid the collision. Mchael was knocked to the ground. His
pi stol spun away into the brush. Burley staggered but kept his bal ance.

M chael stared upward in horror as Burley pointed his shotgun at his
chest and pulled the trigger. The firing pin clicked. He worked the punp and
pull ed the trigger again, but there were no shells left in the chanmber.

M chael tried to scurry away fromthe huge convict. Waponl ess and
wounded, he knew he stood no chance in a hand-to-hand fight. Burley foll owed
and kicked himin the head. He raised the butt of the shotgun and crashed it
down, just as Mchael rolled groggily away. The butt of the gun gl anced off
the side of his head, throwing himonto his back. He raised his good arm
ineffectually as Burley lifted his gun for another stroke, know ng al ready
that it was useless. He was going to die.

From near by, Wanda had seen M chael appear in her vision like an icon
fl ashed suddenly on a conmputer screen. Weaponl ess except for a knife, she
could do nothing but screamas she saw Burley try first to kill himby a bl ast
fromhis shotgun then by the butt end. The screamwas all it took. Burley
pul l ed his next blow, whirling in reaction

"Hel p!" Wanda screamed, hopi ng sonmeone on their side was near. She
advanced with her knife ready but fearful of the huge convict.

"Bitch!" Burley screanmed. He wanted badly to go after the ball busting
bitch but he was scared that help m ght be near. He took a last ineffectua
swi pe at M chael's head and di sappeared into the undergrow h.

Wanda rushed forward and helped lift Mchael to his feet. She began
| eadi ng himaway fromthe direction Burley had gone, fearing that he m ght
decide to return.

M chael was dizzy, not sure whether he was dead or alive. Wanda's
sudden appearance was |i ke something out of a dream not quite real. He shook
his head and his senses cleared, turning the dreamto reality. The sun went
behi nd encroachi ng cl ouds as the other side of the hurricane eye approached.
Rai n began once nore to fall and the wind rose toward another gale, this tine
fromthe northwest, but not nearly as severe as before, as if it was in
concert with the ebbing of battle.

Still using Wanda to hal f-support him M chael found Breedl ove near the
clearing where the fiercest fighting had occurred, and after a short
conference, set himto rangi ng about to gather survivors and flush out any
remai ni ng opposition. Gadually, a notley group of nen and wonen began to
congregat e around them

Jason had survived. In fact, he had seen little of the fighting. In the
first rush of action as he led the blacks into battle, he had been knocked
sensel ess by a clubbed rifle and had only regai ned consci ousness after nost of
the fighting was done with. Looking around at the nunerous bodi es being
spattered by rain, he was mldly ashamed that he had had so little to do with
their dem se

Wanda introduced himto Mchael, and they grinned together over their
twin forehead bruises. "Bring all your men here," Mchael told him "W've got
to get sorted out."

Jason slicked water from his bl oodi ed forehead. "I'lIl get them Christ,
| can't believe we really pulled this off. \Wat happened to Burley, by the
way? Has anyone found hi nP"

"The last | saw, he was running hell for |eather away from here," Wanda
said. "lI'msure some others got away, too. Do you think they'll be a probl enf"

"Who knows?" Jason said. "Let's worry about themlater. 1'll |ook for
my men." He wal ked of f, wondering how many of his own foll owers m ght have



been exterm nated by m stake during the fighting.

M chael sighed. He squeezed water fromhis hair and | ooked around. In
t he di stance, an occasional shot was still being fired as Breedl ove went about
his business. A cluster of teenage girls and an assortment of other wonmen were
in front of him he knewonly a few of them On the fringes, a few black faces
stared into the crowd apprehensively. One huge black man towered over the
others, seeming to hold themin check. There was a gaggl e of convicts,
Burley's remmants, who had nanaged to surrender rather than run, sitting bound
t oget her, heads hung, water dripping fromtheir hair and running down their
faces.

Wanda stood by his side, arned once again. He heard noises fromthe
edge of the clearing. Qut into the open cane a white haired man, supported on
one side by a young girl and on the other by a grizzled, mddle-aged man. He
clutched a scoped rifle protectively, as if it were a favorite child. They
wal ked around bodies in the gathering dusk, avoiding water beginning to pool
around the still formns.

M chael sighed again. He was tired, his armand head hurt, but the day
was not yet over. "Jason, we owe you," he said after the convict returned,
bringi ng what few of his nmen he had been able to find. "Everything is just
going to have to wait for now, though. You and your convicts just hold on
until we get back to Livingston, then we'll see about how we're going to
organi ze things. | suspect it won't be easy, but we sure can't do it here, not
in this weather. Can you manage that?"

"On one condition," Jason said. He smled gently at Mchael, then
turned and gestured towards the freed blacks and his men. "Don't call them
convicts. Not after all this." He pointed to the bodies laying in pools of
wat er .

"l see what you nean," M chael said.

McMasters arrived and introduced hinmself to Mchael. He then asked him
to send someone back for George, Jr. and the wonen he had left waiting. He saw
no reason why they wouldn't still be safe, but he was worried anyway.
Characteristically, he didn't mention the devastating effect his sniper fire
had had on the tide of battle.

M chael sent two nmen to follow the senior CGeorge back to where the
others had been left then turned his attention to getting the disparate group
he now commanded noved away fromthe area. He knew t hat undi scovered bodies

must still be everywhere in the brush, and scavengers woul d begi n appearing as
darkness fell. As evening cane on, the rain tapered off to a slow drip, then
finally ceased conpletely, along with the wind. By nightfall, he had everyone

noved a nile or two away, transporting the wounded on makeshift litters. The
next norning, he intended to send Breedl ove on one nore sweep of the

battl efield then head for Livingston, and hopefully, a reconciliation of
erstwhile enemes. He still wasn't sure how he woul d work that out, but he was
confident that it could be acconpli shed.

Hi s other thoughts were orientated in different directions. He had gone
over them again and again during his travels, changing and anendi ng them as
nore survivors came together and finally setting themfirmy in his nmnd as he
sat with Wanda beside a snoky fire built fromwet wood. He knew what woul d
have to be done so long as he remained in command, but some of the group
surely would not |ike his ideas.

GEORGE, JR. dropped to his knees in the mud and threw up both hands
just as soon as Burley burst upon the scene. Burley was scared and tired, and
not in the mood for surrender in any form He clubbed the terrified young man
to the ground with the butt of his enpty shotgun, then ordered the two wonen
to provide himwith food. He kept the enpty gun trained on themas he ate, and
began contenpl ating. He woul d take the young woman with himjust as soon as he
sati sfied his hunger, then | ook around for nore displacenment areas. Maybe he
could find others who thought as he did, or perhaps a few of his cohorts had
survi ved.

Just as he was finishing his nmeal, he noticed one of the wonmen abruptly



| ook up and stare into the forest. A shot sounded. The bull et skimed past his
head, causing himto duck. As he did, the young woman he had picked out to
take with himstuck out a leg and tripped him He went down, |osing the enpty
gun he had used to threaten the group. He rolled and scurried off into the
under brush. Bullets searched near him but niracul ously he wasn't hit.

Lacking a target, the shots soon ceased, and Burl ey congratul at ed
hi nsel f on once agai n escaping harm He could cone back; eventually someone
woul d get careless. But night was approachi ng. He needed shelter

Stunbl i ng through the deepening twilight, Burley suddenly came upon a
nmonstrous fallen tree. At the bole of the uprooted trunk, a natural cave had
formed. Perfect, he thought. He craw ed inside.

_The great cat had been disturbed and agitated by the hurricane, though
it's carnivorous nmnd was unable to grasp the concept of such abrupt changes
in the weather. It only knew that it had taken it's unease into shelter and
began licking itself dry while it waited out the storm It was very hungry. _

Burl ey was bounced to the floor of the cave by one sw pe of a huge paw
He | ooked up in horror as needle sharp teeth closed on his up flung arm and
screamed as fangs bit through bone and nuscle as if they were wet paper. He
let out a horrible curse then screaned as the cat raked knife-like claws into
his belly. The cat batted his head with a forepaw, silencing his screans.

Burl ey bubbled and cried softly as he gradually |ost consci ousness. The cat
purred and fed contentedly, ignoring the dying noans of its prey.

AS M CHAEL GOT up and began maki ng rounds to speak with survivors of
t he various groups, a thought that had been trying to formfinally jelled. He
broke of f fromtalking with Preacher Johnson and hurried to find Sheila. How
could he have forgotten? If anything had happened to her --

He found Wanda with the teenage girls, assuring themthat the fighting
was over and the remaining convicts were either rendered hel pl ess or were
becone allies.

"Wanda, have you seen Sheil a?" A picture of the young woman with her
bright red hair in pigtails formed in his mnd. _Surely not. Please, don't |et
her be dead, not after what she's gone through._ The depth of his concern
startled him So many dead, yet Sheila was suddenly forenmost in his thoughts.
Why hadn't Wanda been concerned to0o?

The concern in Mchael's voice touched Wanda's heart. "Ch, Mke, I'mso
sorry! | forgot to tell you."

"Ch, God, don't tell me she's dead." He clenched his fists as a
si ckness gathered in his belly.

Wanda sniled and took his hand. "No, she's fine. Cone with ne." She |ed
himoff toward a group of prone bodies, the wounded, while the hamering in
his chest slowed back to normal. Two of the figures raised up and noved over
to anot her person who was npani ng feebly. The hammering came back. There was
no mstaking that red hair, even in the feeble light.

"Sheilal" He call ed.

Sheil a | ooked up fromwhere she was hel pi ng Peggy place a nakeshift
bandage on a wounded woman. "M ke!" She ran to him and threw her arns around
hi m

"Quch!" Sheila's grasp included his wounded arm

"Ch! You're hurt. I"'msorry." Something nore than concern about his
wound tinged her voice.
"It's not bad. I"'mglad to see you. Did -- " Mchael started to ask how

much of the fighting she had been involved with then decided he didn't want to
know.
"Sit down here,”
showi ng me how. '
"It can wait. | just wanted to --
"No it can't! You sit down," Sheila said possessively.
Wanda touched his shoulder. "Go on, Mke. Let her take care of you.
['"lI'l handle the canp for a little while."
M chael allowed hinself to be convinced. Hs armreally was hurting and

Sheila said. "I'll fix your arm Peggy has been



he was glad of a chance for a break. He didn't notice Wanda's parting w nk at
Sheila, nor the puzzled | ook on Sheila's face.
*Chapter Thirteen*

WANDA AND M chael stood on the tarnmac outside the entrance to the
Li vi ngston Wal - Mart. Preacher Johnson, Jason, Breedl ove and Cecil MMasters
fl anked them Behind Preacher stood the half dozen surviving bl acks; Jason's
remai ning nen stood in a half circle around him and the rest of the
congregati on were grouped behind the | eaders. Of to one side, a dozen or so
of Burley's followers were being guarded by a m xed contingent of
representatives.

M chael nmade a qui ck count and noted that femral es outnunbered mal es by
nore than two to one, confirm ng what he had al ready suspected. Doris'
teenagers added to the disparity. What to do about the disproportionate ratio
of men to wonen was one of the nbst contentious points of the discussions
whi ch had gone on al nost constantly during the two days since their arrival at
Li vingston as he and the other |eaders tried to decide on a form of
gover nient .

M chael was dead tired, and he carried his wounded armin a sling. It
had been a I ong, wet weary trek back to Livingston, a slow nmarch with the
burden of caring for the nunmerous wounded. The trip had been conpounded by
bi ckeri ng and suspi ci on between Jason's nen, the females, his own comand and
the few remaining bl acks. He had gotten themall to Livingston only by a
constant reiteration that once there, he would take care of their problens.
Now he had to deliver, and he just hoped that he could bring it off.

The other | eaders had finally gone along with himon every matter
except what to do with those of Burley's convicts being held prisoners. That
problemwas still in abeyance.

"This isn't all of us, you know," M chael began, and his audi ence
i medi ately perked up. That was the last thing they had expected to hear.

"We've really hardly touched all the possible areas of displacenent.
Qut there, there nust be many other people. They may be waiting where they
are, or wandering around as we did | ooking for help or conpany.

"Mbst of you have probably heard by now that | have figured out the
pattern of where the changes in our world took place. | think we are obliged
to search the whol e area of possible displacenments and bring those others we
may find into our group. At the sane time, we can | ook for other resources
besi des what we already have to use to help build a viable society."

He | ooked over at Jason, then turned his glance to Wanda and on to
Preacher Johnson, Breedl ove, and Cecil MMasters, standing with a new crutch
under one arm and the other supported on Judy's shoul ders. He gl anced out over
the crowd and saw that nobst of them were noddi ng their heads, agreeing to the
proposal for a search for nore survivors. Hi s next idea m ght be harder to put
across, though.

He continued. "W've had a war. Some of us lost; some of us won. Before
the war, sone of you were being held as prisoners. Sonme of you were convicts,
and sorme of you held these people in bondage. That has all been ended. \Wat |
want you to think about nowis howto go on fromhere. Sone of you may not
like what | propose, but | think it's the only way to go."

There was a nuttering within the various factions. Wat he had to say
next mght cause the fighting to start all over again, but he knew it had to
be said.

"I propose an ammesty, except for those few " He pointed to the few
seated captives, ones Jason had identified as the nost cul pable of Burley's
gang. "l don't think there are enough people left in the world for us to
afford any nore fights. As of now, | want everyone to be free to start from
scratch. \Whatever your past, and this includes former convicts and everyone
el se who survived the displacenment, let's start anew. Qur past |ives are over.
W need to conme together now. This is a brand new world, and we're going to
need every abl e bodied soul we have to make it work for us."



The convicts under guard | ooked up at these words, a sudden hope
glinting in their eyes. Wuld they be turned | oose? No, the nman speaki ng had
excluded them The freed bl acks and wonmen who had been hel d captive nuttered
rebel liously while M chael was tal king, but held their peace while he paused
to gauge the crowd's reaction

"It won't be easy," He continued. "There are bound to be aninosities.
However, we are going to have | aws, just as soon as we can fornulate them
Everyone starts fromscratch, as | said, but that doesn't mean anyone now has
a free reign to do as they please. Anyone who m sbehaves can expect
retribution, and let ne warn you: | have here Preacher Johnson, Jason Deeson
Wanda Smith, Cecil MMasters, and Deputy Breedl ove to enforce what I'mtelling
you. If you screw up, expect us to hold you responsible, and don't |ook for a
| awyer to get you off easy."

The [ ast coment brought forth sone chuckles and a noticeabl e easing of
tensions, especially fromthe convicts. Mchael had already consulted with the
| eaders he naned. They were backing him although Wanda and Deputy Breedl ove
had taken some convi nci ng.

He had finally convinced Wanda, and through her, Breedlove, by the
sinmpl e mention of the concept of gene pools. Sinply put, a mninum nunber of
humans of reproduci ble age were required to prevent gene drift, where the
ultinmate result is deterioration of the stock, unwanted reconbinations of
lethal or deleterious alleles, and ultimte extinction of the species.

M chael paused. So far he had carried his audience, but now came the
hard part. "There's one nore najor consideration. |I can | ook around ne and see
that we have another problem ['Il be blunt: as it stands now, we have nore
than twi ce as nmany fenmal es as mal es, not even including the underage girls.
What do we do about it?" He got everyone's attention with that statenent. The
t eenagers | ooked apprehensive; the older nen and wormen showed a mi xture of
i nterest and puzzl enent, wondering where he was going with this subject.

M chael went on, "There are no marriage | aws now. There are no neans of
birth control either, after our pharmacy stocks run out. We have no ordained
m ni sters nor anyone else to tell us what is right or wong between the sexes
under these circunstances. What we have here is a unique situation

"I have conferred with ny advisors." He waved an armto indicate the

representatives he had picked to support him "I have also talked with as many
of you as there has been tinme for. I will tell you now that we will not all ow
anyone to be coerced into situations they are not confortable with. On the
ot her hand, | do not propose to allow anyone to prevent any other persons from
living as they please, so long as no one else is harnmed by it."

M chael could see that many of his audience still didn't quite
under stand what he was getting at. He would have to be blunter still. He

wondered if he weren't taking too rmuch on hinmself. Gven the situation
t hough, he knew it needed to be brought out into the open, even if it
ultimately caused his own deposition

"So here it is. W are going to have to accept the fact that we wll
have nultiple marriages, or |acking anyone to performmarriages, nultiple
groupi ngs. Bigany, if you choose to call it that, and in nost cases, it wll
be two or nore wonen taking up with one man. | know this will be a hard
concept for some of you to grasp, but we just don't see any other solution
given the disparity in the nunbers of male and fenmal es who have cone toget her
here. Let ne enphasize, though, _that no one is going to be forced into such

arrangenents against their will._Everyone will be free to live, marry, or
cohabit exactly as they please, and so long as I"'min charge we're going to
formulate laws to back up that freedom They will be stated plainly in the
constitution we'll vote on soon." He paused to give his words time to sink in,
and then threw out a bonb.

"Sometine in the future this disparity in the sexes will no longer be a
concern, but for now, it is, and will be for the next generation or two. You

shoul d be able to understand that point just by |ooking around and seei ng how
few children we have anong us." Little ten-year-old Melanie's face split in a



grin at the nmention of children

M chael nmade his final point. "W are stranded here, in a world al nost
bereft of people, and there are too few of us to try living under rul es which
evol ved from a vani shed society. Fromthis point on, we have to make up our
own. "

"There's still the rules of God and God's plan for us,"”
out from somewhere in the crowd. A few others nodded agreenent.

M chael had little patience with anyone claimng intimte know edge of
God's secrets. "Ma'am if it pleases you to think God doesn't approve of what
I've just said, then get Hmto tell me so. O go somewhere el se. O herw se
that's how we're going to operate unless a majority of you decides not to
elect me or fail to ratify our new constitution. Let ne enphasize again,
t hough, that no one is going to be forced into acting against their beliefs.
Just don't try forcing what you believe on anyone else."

The woman who had spoken out sniffed and | ooked around at the plethora

a wonan spoke

of females. "I suppose next you'll tell us that since there are so many wonen,
sone of us will have to becone | eshians."
"No one will have to, ma'am but if that's what you prefer, you

certainly have ny perm ssion." The roar of |aughter which greeted his remark
di sarmed the wonan as effectively as if she had been di srobed. M chael had
spoken i nmpronptu, but as soon as the words were out of his nmouth, it occurred
to himthat the woman had voiced a concern he hadn't thought of yet. O was it
a concern? He decided to ask Wanda about it |ater

"One nore thing, then we'll take questions,"” He said. "W're going to
have to learn to be farmers and hunters. The food stocks we have now won't
| ast long. Before they go, we need to prepare to replace them That is going
to entail hard work on everyone's part. W'Ill set up a conmittee to get this
goi ng, then designate work assignnents.” He smled wyly. "For those of you
who were say, involuntary farmers in your previous life, we'll be needing lots
of advice."

Al the convicts, including those still in captivity, laughed at this
remark. The Texas Departnent of Corrections was notorious anpbng the states for
forcing their prisoners to grow nost of what they ate.

"That's all | have to say. We'll take questions, now

The debate was | ong and interm nable, dragging on into the evening. The
freenmen, as the convicts called anyone not in captivity, led the questioning
at first, but gradually, Jason's men and then the wormen began entering into
t he debate. M chael brought those he thought had the nost to say to the
podium As the evening wore on, Wanda and sonme of the others wandered away.
Preacher Johnson brought up the |ast subject.

Just before dark, he cane to stand beside M chael and proposed that
Burley's remai ning nen be freed. Hi s suggestion was greeted by a nostly
negative response until he made the salient point: "It don't matter what they
done before, and it don't matter what they may do in the future. W say we're
going to have law, don't we? If they go bad again, we got the strength to
puni sh them _praise God_. Let then go free and earn their keep."

A worman rose fromthe crowd. Her hair was in tatters and her clothes

still were dirty, but she stood proud. She pointed. "I can see a nan from here
who | know did bad. Never mind. There wasn't any law then. Let himgo now |If
he does it again, I'll be the first one in line to put his chains back on

Let's start over!"

Her notion carried, though not w thout glares froma number of wonen
and bl acks. M chael nodded and Jason began freeing the prisoners. He hel ped
each to his feet as he unlocked their cuffs and spoke private words to each of
them Preacher Johnson foll owed behi nd, adding his advice, which amounted to a
threat to break every bone in their bodies the first tinme they got out of
line. A new society, born of battle, was being forned.

ONCE WANDA was sure that M chael was going to carry the day, she left.
Al so, once assured that M chael had cone through the battle alive, her next
priority had been Sheil a.



There had been little time for themto talk since the epic battle at
the river. She had been tied up in debate about the direction their newy
fornmed society was to take and Sheila had been working al nbst to the point of
exhaustion hel pi ng Peggy care for their wounded. In the brief intervals when
she had seen Sheila over the last day or so, she noticed that sonething
appeared to be bothering her. As soon as she left the meeting, Wanda searched
her out.

She found Sheila sitting by herself, on one of the far benches by the
food section of the Wal-Mart. She appeared to be deep in thought. Wanda sat
down besi de her.

"l wondered where you were," Wanda sai d.

Sheil a shrugged. "I needed to get away for a little while. Al that
talk this evening got nme to thinking."

"What's wrong?" Wanda asked, concerned. She thought that by now Sheil a
had recovered from Dawson's assault. On the other hand, a | ot had happened
since then. Perhaps that was no |l onger a main concern, but she could see a
hint of sadness in Sheila's expression, like a recently spanked puppy trying
to figure out howto get back init's master's good graces.

Sheil a crossed her arnms over her breasts, "Did you hear what M ke said
about so many wonen?"

"Yes, | heard. But that's no problem for you, Sheila. You' re young and
pretty. You can have just about any man you want."

"Really? | don't think so."

Sonet hing was definitely troubling the girl. Wanda put an arm around
her shoul der and tugged her close. Sheila | eaned into the enbrace. Wanda
touched her chin and tilted it up. "Wat's wong? Tell ne."

Sheila's chin quivered. She cast her eyes down. "The only man | want is
M ke, and you already have him" Tears began to | eak down her face.

"Ch, gosh," Wanda said, relieved. "Is that all?"

Sheil a rubbed at her eyes. "Isn't that enough? Wat do you expect ne to
do? Take up with a wonman?"

Wanda felt her heart beat a little faster. "That nmight be an option if
it were the right woman, but 1'msure we can work out sonething even better
Weren't you listening? There's so many nore wonen than nmen that some of us are
going to have to share.” Still holding Sheila's chin with one hand, Wanda
| eaned forward and pressed a gentle kiss to her lips.

Sheil a backed off in surprise, then relaxed and | et Wanda brush her
lips again. She stared at the ol der wonan.

"Do you mean you and Mke -- "

"Or you and Mke." O you and I, for that matter, _ \WAnda t hought
wi stfully.

"I thought -- | mean -- Mke -- you -- " Sheila found that she coul dn't
absorb the full inmport of Wanda's words all at once.

Wanda curl ed her arns around Sheila, holding her close. "Don't worry
about it sweetheart. | think the three of us can work out an arrangenent,

don't you?'
Sheil a hesitated then nodded shyly.
M chael was going to be awfully surprised.
* EPI LOGUE*

_THE MAN WAS cl ad in deerskins. He held a spear upright by his side,
taller than he was. It was tipped with a beautifully constructed flint point,
an ant hropol ogi cal mark of pre-glacial North American aborigines. He kept the
spear by his side, not for protection, but because it was the mark of his
tribe, hunters of the holy bison and great mammoths. He hoped it woul d serve
hi m now, as he prepared to confront the strangers. They wore odd, flinsy skins
and hunted with lightning and thunder. They tanmed horses and rode on their
backs. They were too powerful to ignore, and he had been selected to confront
them Quaking, he stepped into the clearing, hand raised and open. One of the
pal e nen set aside his lightning stick and cane to neet him hands as open as



his. H's prayers to the great coyote had been answered. The strangers were
peaceful . Now his tribe could | earn, and perhaps in time, hunt with the
[ightning and thunder as these new inhabitants of the world did._

_INTH S incarnation of the infinite lines of history, the new world
woul d di scover the old and all would be different, as it had been so many
times before.
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