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The young woman awoke with a start, her dreams boiling over the lip of her mind till they broke through her sleep. The glass amplified the sun’s heat as it came pouring through the window, but that wasn’t the only reason she sweated. As usual, a wash of relief came as she realized she’d been dreaming. She remembered where she was and why, and took note of the fact that the car wasn’t moving and that her companion was gone. Getting out and stepping onto the otherwise deserted highway, she found the older woman changing the tire. She must have slept through the car being jacked up. It seemed funny that someone would raise a car up on a jack without asking its occupant to get out first.

“You need help?” asked Carol, shielding her eyes from the sun with her hand as she looked down at the other woman. The calm auditory violence of the cicadas droned on and on from the surrounding woods.

Her companion, Snake, grinned up at her. She made a contrast to the young, blonde Carol. Snake wore sturdy jeans, a flannel shirt, and despite the heat a multipocketed olive vest. Also a multipocketed utility belt. She was by no means fat, but a lot bulkier than Carol. Her short copper hair was graying, and she didn’t bother holding a hand up to protect her eyes from the sun. “You’re paying,” she said, as she fitted on the spare tire.

“Not for this.”

“I’m kind of a full-service deal.”

On the road again, Carol gazed pensively at the woods blurring past. Snake kept looking away from the empty blue highway to glance at her. Carol wasn’t paying attention, so she didn’t see the amused glint in Snake’s eye, but if she had she wouldn’t have paid it any mind. She had never seen Snake when she didn’t look amused.

“Not to get personal,” Snake said at last. “But what did this guy do, anyway?”

Carol’s flesh felt like it was retracting inward, as if she were literally getting smaller. “I thought it didn’t matter why.”

“Oh, it doesn’t. I’m just yapping. Making conversation, killing time. Also I’m curious. I did some looking into this guy, as prep work. And found some interesting stuff. Actually I found very very little overall. That by itself is pretty interesting. And then what little bit I did find was even more interesting.”

The bounty hunter paused, glanced over at Carol again. When the young woman didn’t volunteer anything, it only made her grin wider. Trying a different tack, she said, “So anything in particular you want me to do? Any special requests?”

At first it seemed like Carol really hadn’t noticed Snake’s question. But then she said, with the defiant determination of a girl who’s self-conscious of how funny she sounds saying such things, “I’m going to tear his toes out by the roots.”

Snake barked an approving laugh. She reared back and did a double-take, making a show of being impressed. “Whoa!” she said. “Ever do anything like that before?”

Carol recoiled. Her mouth twisted with the same shocked horror as if Snake had flashed her.

Snake asked, “Want to do that yourself, or want me to handle it for you?”

Carol scowled back out her window. “I’ll do it,” she muttered.

Less than an hour later they pulled over onto the shoulder, not having seen any signs of habitation. Abandoning the rented car, Snake led Carol through the trees. The bounty hunter wore a long canvas bag slung over her shoulder and across her back. Also two handguns holstered at her back, with the utility belt slung underneath. Carol had a Bowie knife in a sheath at her belt. She felt ridiculous carrying it, but Snake had insisted. The woods had that eerie vibrant emptiness of places that are filled with living things but devoid of fellow humans. They came to a fence topped with coils of razor wire and bearing signs every few feet warning TRESPASSERS WILL BE SHOT! Snake pulled a pair of bolt cutters out of one of her vest’s compartments and made a hole through the fence for them to pass through.

They continued on their way, leaves crunching underfoot. Carol couldn’t figure out how Snake was able to move so much more quietly than her. She thought about all the signs threatening to shoot trespassers, but if Snake wasn’t going to show concern, then neither would she. She didn’t want Snake to think less of her, to think she was a coward.

Snake held up her hand. “Wait here,” she said, without turning to look at her client.

“Why? What is it?”

“Some of our friend’s interestingness. Wait here. Don’t move—not a muscle.”

Snake crept forward. She reached down for a very long stick, a skinny fallen branch, and instead of straightening up again she kept lowering herself onto her belly. She crawled forward like her namesake. After a while, she reached out with the branch.

Carol peered at the end of the branch, squinting to see more clearly. She was surprised by a glint, near the tip of Snake’s probing stick, and awed that Snake had been able to pick out that one detail from the profusion of the whole forest.

Snake used the end of the branch to tickle the glinting thing, at just about the same moment that Carol realized it was a wire. No sooner had Snake tickled it, than a blur of activity whooshed out of a nearby tangle of foliage.

Despite Snake’s instructions, Carol couldn’t help but jump back a few paces. Only after it was all over did her brain manage to put together what had happened: a curved, sharpened stick had burst out of the pile of brush camouflaging it. The cruel spike was attached to some sort of rotating joint, whose force had been released when Snake had touched the wire.

“What the fuck is that?!” gasped Carol.

Snake got back to her feet and brushed herself off, looking at the deadly thing like she approved of its craftsmanship. She winked at Carol. “Didn’t you ever see Conan the Barbarian?”

“It’s a booby trap,” said Carol.

“Well, yes. Our friend doesn’t want anyone poking around. Now, step where I step. Exactly where I step.”

And for emphasis, Snake pointed; Carol followed the line of her finger, and saw another tripwire glinting in the sunlight. Snake started off again, giving the second wire a respectful berth. 

Carol followed. “But ... shouldn’t we disarm this trap, too? In case somebody else comes along?”

Snake cocked an eyebrow at Carol over her shoulder. “Well. We don’t want anyone poking around, either.”

To Carol, the going felt more arduous, now that she was on the look-out for wires. It didn’t seem to bother Snake. A quarter of an hour later Snake gestured at Carol to slow down. Snake crouched low and continued on her hands and knees up the gentle slope to a low tangle of bushes, weeds, dead wood and vines. Carol got on all fours and crept up to peer alongside her through the brush.

Atop the mild rise was a clearing, almost a grassy plateau. In the middle of that clearing, a house. A cabin, of unpainted wood. Carol supposed it was pretty roomy for a one-person cabin. It didn’t look unpleasant. There was even a porch, with an old-fashioned rocking chair on it.

“Okay,” whispered Snake. “There’s no electronic surveillance around here—”

“How do you know that?” interrupted Carol, also whispering.

Snake tapped one of her many bulging pockets. “I got a little doodad in here that I checked with.”

“When? I’ve been watching you the whole time, and I never saw you check anything.”

“And that’s why I get paid the big bucks, hon. Now, as I was saying. There’s no surveillance, so he doesn’t know we’re coming. You wait here and don’t make a peep. I’ll run up there—once I’ve got him contained I’ll signal you to follow. As long as he doesn’t peek out his window at the wrong moment, I’ll have the element of surprise....”

The door of the cabin flew open and a man appeared brandishing a shotgun in their direction. Carol felt all her innards being squeezed in a fist: That’s him! That’s what he looks like! The impression he made in her mind was out of all proportion to his quite ordinary appearance: a boyish face, average height, moderately fit, hair just beginning to thin. A baby face, really—he looked much younger than Carol knew him to be. He wore a white T-shirt and pale blue boxer shorts.

He called out in a scared and shrill voice: “Who’s there?! Somebody out there?!”

Carol could hardly breathe. Despite what Snake had just said, their quarry was pointing the shotgun right at them.... So much for no surveillance.

It was almost as if he’d had some sort of second sight.

“All right,” he called, his thin nasal voice grinding down to a grimmer pitch. “I guess it’s a good thing there’s nobody in those bushes, since that way it won’t matter when I start shooting into them....”

“Wait!” Snake shot upright, her hands in the air. Carol gaped up at her, before nervously following suit. Snake’s voice had been a helpless squeal, entirely alien to the soldier of fortune Carol had come to know.

“C’mon, please don’t shoot us!” pleaded Snake. The man’s nervous eyes jittered back and forth between the two women.  “Why would you shoot us?! We just, our car broke down, we’re looking for help!”

“How’d you even get here?!” demanded the man.

“There was a hole in your fence.”

His mouth pulled down in unbelieving disdain. “Where is there a hole in my fence?”

“I don’t know, man, back there where we came in!”

“Well didn’t you see all those signs warning trespassers would be shot?”

“Yeah, but why would you shoot us?! I mean, we’re ladies! We’re just ladies!”

The terror in Snake’s voice, so unexpected, was almost enough to panic Carol too. Like a child seeing her mother crumble.

It also affected the man up on the porch; but in his case it made him relax his vigilance. Just a bit—his mouth stayed hard, but his eyes softened, and the shotgun drifted an inch or so to the side, till it no longer pointed straight at the women.

Carol barely noticed the shift in the shotgun’s position. Snake definitely did, though. Too fast for Carol to follow, Snake whipped a handgun out from the back of her waistband and shot towards the house. Carol jumped, and by the time she clapped her hands over her ears, Snake was already most of the way up the slope. The man, Harold, stood there stunned, with empty hands and wild eyes. Carol was just figuring out that Snake had shot the gun out of his grasp when the bounty hunter reached him, with a punch to the gut that doubled him over and set him retching. “Tricked you, asshole,” she said. “Get the fuck in there. Get in!”

And Snake had Harold inside the cabin before Carol could even manage to get around the thick underbrush they’d been hiding behind. No doubt about it, she told herself as she hurried up to the cabin, Snake was a mighty effective bounty hunter. Carol was pretty sure she’d even spotted some rope going around Harold’s wrists as Snake herded him into the house.
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By the time Carol got inside the cabin Snake already had the guy trussed up and gagged, and Carol had nothing to do but look around while Snake tied him to a wooden chair. There were some standing lamps, but for now the only light came through the windows. On the floor were piles of books, mostly battered paperbacks. A tan La-Z-Boy, a battered dark-blue sofa. Propped up in the corner was an AR-15—it turned out that was what had been in Snake’s canvas bag. An old TV in one corner, resting atop a combination DVD player/VCR. Flanking the TV were stacks of DVDs and VHS videocassettes. Carol couldn’t remember the last time she’d watched something on videotape, and she wondered how long Harold had been holed up here.

As she’d approached the cabin, she’d gotten a better look at the lay of the land. The clearing was a grassy patch of a little more than two acres; the cabin was near the trees, at the edge of the clearing. It had been built on a slope. The slope leveled off and the clearing was a very low plateau; it reminded Carol vaguely of old Native American burial grounds, except it was only a piddling height. There were a couple of sheds in the clearing.

Dusk was sliding into dark, so Carol turned on one of the lamps. Then, thinking of what they were about to do, she drew the curtain.

Snake was bending over, leaning her hands on her knees and smiling into Harold’s frightened face. She turned to smile up at Carol. Once again, Carol envied her cool, even if the older woman did frighten her. She didn’t even seem winded after having subdued Harold. “Anything you want to say to him?” asked Snake, pleasantly.

Carol could only stand there and glare at him, and breathe. It wasn’t that she was breathing faster; but she felt like the air had gotten thicker, so she had to spend more effort to drag it in and push it out.

“Anything you want to do to him?” asked Snake. “I could take his shoes off.”

Harold couldn’t speak because of the ball-gag. He looked a bit more worried and confused than before, at this mention of the shoes.

Snake looked a moment longer at Carol. When she still didn’t say anything, Snake turned back to Harold. “Man, I am so curious about you,” she said. “Because my client here, she seems like a very sweet girl. A much more stand-up sort of person than I usually get hired by, you know? So I keep asking myself, just what the fuck could you have done that got her so riled up?”

They got the impression that a long list of possibilities was scrolling past Harold’s panicked eyes. As if there was a whole shitload of people out there who might want vengeance for something.

Snake turned to look Carol up and down, scrutinizing her. “He doesn’t know who you are,” she observed. “Y’all have never met.”

Carol shook her head. She didn’t say a word. She couldn’t have if she’d wanted to. The pressure inside her was building so much, her jaws were grinding together so tight, that it felt like her teeth might shatter.

“Well, introduce yourself,” said Snake, getting bored. “It’s no fun killing a guy, if he doesn’t know why you’re doing it.”

Carol walked to a spot just in front of him. She stepped carefully, afraid that otherwise she would lose control. Harold’s wary eyes followed her. Drawing herself up, she said, “My name is Carol Sullivan. You, Harold Moncrief, raped my mother Theresa Sullivan, before I was born.”

At the mention of the name “Sullivan,” Harold’s breathing stopped; and then when Carol spoke her mother’s full name, he pressed himself back against the chair, away from her.

Snake draped a friendly arm around his shoulders and placed her mouth close to his ear. “Shit, Harold. You know her face and her name now. I’m worried that’s not gonna go well for you.” 

Carol swallowed, then forced herself to keep going, to finish the statement she’d planned for so long. “I guess Mom shouldn’t have told me about all that stuff. I guess it probably fucked me up, me hearing about all that from the time I was a little kid. But I don’t want to judge her. Because you’re supposed to be generous with the dead. When I was still pretty young she finally got around to slitting her wrists. Don’t ask me why I waited so long to hire someone like Snake to track you down.”

Snake said, “Now you know my face and name. This really is not gonna end well for you, Harold. Nice of you to set yourself up way the hell out here, where no one will ever hear you screaming.”

Harold started shaking and lurching back and forth, trying to break free. There was no way he would get loose from Snake’s knots, unless he managed to bust apart the chair.

Snake looked Carol up and down, took in the way she stood there fuming, fists clenching and opening, the way the energy crackled around inside her, unable to find an outlet. “C’mere,” she encouraged. “Don’t you want to give your mom’s old friend a love pat?”

Carol was quivering, but otherwise could not move.

“All this way!” cried Snake, in derision and disbelief, and always with that note of mocking amusement underneath. “After coming all this way! After all your big talk! And after the shit he did to your mom!”

Carol pushed herself forward and slapped Harold across the face. The blow connected awkwardly and glided off, like a blow from someone who hadn’t ever hit anyone before. But the slap affected Harold out of all proportion to its force. He howled through his gag, and tossed himself about more desperately than before. Snake had to grab the chair to keep it from toppling. “You’re kind of a pussy, aren’t you?” she said.

Carol had hopped back, alarmed by Harold’s reaction. Snake cried, “Hit him again! Jesus, have some balls! The fuck’s the matter with you?”

Biting her lip, Carol advanced on Harold again and once again hit him in the face. This one connected better. That undammed a flurry of blows, and Carol’s hands flew like a small flock of maddened birds, right and left both beating Harold on the face and the shoulders, with open palms or the backs of her hands because it hadn’t occurred to her to try making fists. The only sounds were the soft cracks of her hands on him, the creakings of the chair, his muffled mournful groans, and her wet gasps. At the end Carol stepped back again, struggling to catch her breath, staring at Harold with hurt red eyes, exhausted emotionally if not yet physically.

Snake watched her. “You done?” she asked. When Carol didn’t reply, Snake shrugged and began undoing Harold’s gag, saying, “Well, maybe listening to our friend here go into details about how he did your mom’ll inspire you. C’mon, buddy, tell us all about it. Feel free to throw in some begging, but I warn you—you don’t get to the good stuff soon, I’m gonna make you regret it.”

Gag out of his mouth, Harold coughed, then croaked out, “Don’t let her touch me! Don’t let her touch me!” 

“Kinda would go against my whole reason for being here,” Snake said apologetically.

“Don’t let her touch me! Please! I’m serious!” 

Furious, Carol slugged him in the cheek, hard enough to hurt her hand. “You beg me, asshole!” she shouted. “Me, not her! I’m paying! She was my mom!”

The baby-faced man was crying, eyes and face wet, mouth gasping in despair. “No, please, really! I understand. I understand. Let her kill me, that’s fine, I deserve it. But don’t you touch me, or we’ll both regret it!”

A pause. Snake gave Carol a quizzical look, and she returned it blankly. They still planned on hitting the guy, but what he’d just said was so weird that they had to stop and think about it.

Snake turned back to Harold. “So, you can’t stand being touched by my friend Carol here, even though you otherwise don’t mind dying. Is that, like, because of guilt, or something?” Her tone made it sound like guilt was an exotic concept she’d heard of, and this type of behavior seemed to fit accounts of it.

Harold heaved a sigh, almost a sob, and rocked his head back and forth. “You won’t understand,” he moaned. “But you really should trust me.” Then he added bitterly, “Although it’s probably too late now, anyway.”

“Too late for what?” demanded Snake, bewildered.

Outside, in the distance, something roared.

All three humans froze. Harold was the first to move again: a jerky spasming as he tried to break free.

Snake reached around to put her hand on one of the guns holstered at the small of her back. “The fuck you got out there?” she demanded. “A guard lion? On steroids?”

Carol gazed at the window as if she could see through the curtain to the source of the noise. She had most certainly never heard anything remotely like it, yet it somehow gave her a familiar feeling....

Harold pitched himself back and forth, making a high keening noise that morphed into a frantic breathless mantra: “... letmegoletmegoletmegoletmego....”

“That another one of your booby traps, Harold?” asked Snake, curiously.
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