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        And what rough beast,  its hour come round at last,

        Slouches toward Bethlehem to be born?

      

        

      

      

      “The Second Coming” - W.B. Yeats
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      The blanket dangled from a tree, its four corners tied together, the rough wool lumpy and coated with ice crystals sparkling in the glare off the snow.

      “Cut it down,” Captain Schaefer ordered the soldiers gathered around the mine entrance. “And lower it gently,” he added, glancing at the teenage boy at his side.

      As three of the khaki-clad men floundered forward, Schafer placed a gloved hand on the boy’s shoulder. The boy made no response. His thin face displayed no emotion beyond a slight pursing of the lips.

      Isaiah, the lad’s name was. Sixteen, with a slight build and an air of fragility. Captain Schaefer thought about ordering him back. Then he took in the bandaged hand where the flesh, blackened with frostbite, had been cut away.

      Guess he’s earned the right to stand where he wants, Schaefer decided. He took a deep breath to brace himself. Past the wet wool of the coats and uniforms, the air smelled snow-clean, with just a hint of pine from the frozen forest all around.

      The men had some difficulty cutting through the frozen rope. At last they lowered the bundle onto the snow. Stiff with frost, the blanket held its teardrop shape. One of the men hacked through the rope holding the folds together and started to pull them apart with a crackling of ice.

      Then jumped back so fast he fell in a burst of white powder. One of the others bleated out a cry of fright. Isaiah stiffened under Captain Schaefer’s hand, then let out a long, steaming breath.

      A human body lay in pieces on the blanket. The arms, legs, and several chunks of a torso, all glistening red from blood-soaked ice, lay jumbled together. Schaefer stared, forcing himself to take it all in, but the head was nowhere to be seen.

      Schafer swallowed down a surge of nausea. “Do you recognize him?”

      The boy nodded. “It’s my pa.”
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      “Here they come!” shouted one of the union men.

      The line of police started across the rutted dirt street, led by six constables on horseback, nightsticks drawn.

      Standing on a wood slat crate labeled “Seroco Egg Preserver”, Jesse Oldham surveyed the cops and the bellowing mass of fifty or sixty club-wielding vigilantes close behind.

      “Fellow workers and friends,” Oldham called out to the small crowd of miners and Wobblies gathered before him. On a tattered bedsheet above his head crude red letters proclaimed: Industrial Workers Of The World Demand Free Speech. “It looks like the town hall slugging committee has come to defend the bosses’ inalienable right to keep you from hearing the truth.”

      The clop-clop-clop of the policemen’s horses drew closer.

      “I leave you with this final thought,” Oldham shouted, as the loggers and sawyers in their overalls or tin pants and duck jackets hurriedly began to decamp. “If the bosses, the merchants, the newspapers, the preachers, the politicians and the cops all band together to keep you in wage slavery, how the hell can the workingman hope to defend his rights except through the One Big Union?”

      As the workingmen he thus addressed streamed away down the boardwalk, a grim-faced group of around twenty men gathered shoulder to shoulder around the speaker’s platform, facing out toward the cops. They wore cheap serge suits or alpaca jackets and denim pants still dusty from riding the rails.

      “Keep your hands in your pockets, boys,” the speaker reminded them, suiting his gesture to his words as the police guided their horses up onto the raised walkway. “That way the bosses can’t stick their fingers in.”

      Nightsticks rose.

      “Show ‘em the IWW aren’t street brawlers or bomb hurlers no matter what the boss-owned papers say,” the speaker cried. “Our weapons are passive resistance, free speech, and the general strike.”

      Then the storm broke.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “You head west tomorrow with the others,” Jesse Oldham heard himself saying. “Try to make it to Spokane, to the union hall. They’ll help you there.” The words came readily enough, but he forgot their meaning almost as soon as they left his lips.

      Trees loomed on three sides. A raised railroad bed ran along the fourth. A few fires lit the night. He winced whenever his eyes glanced toward the flames.

      A hobo jungle.

      Jesse Oldham knew that. He knew where they where. Sort of. He’d just forgotten for a moment, even while his words kept coming.

      Now if he could only remember the name of the town they’d been run out of. He kept wanting to say Spokane, because that was the last place where he remembered this double vision floating around in his eyes, jumping like a jackrabbit every time he turned his head. But surely the free speech fight in Spokane had been a while back. Hadn’t it?

      “The union hall ain’t gonna grow my teeth back,” groused the young man holding a bandanna to his mouth. The dim light turned the blood black on the the balled-up fabric. “It goddamn hurts! How am I supposed to eat?”

      Pressing his back against the log in a vain attempt to steady himself, Oldham — that was the name he was using these days, wasn’t it? Be real trouble to get that one wrong — tried to squeeze his vision into focus. He held it for a moment, then lost it again as two images of the thin-faced, bleeding boy swung about each other.

      Oldham choked down an upwelling of bile. At least his head didn’t hurt the way it had a while ago. It ached, sure, and felt about three times its normal size, but he didn’t have to squeeze every word through pain so bad it tumbled him like a three day drunk. Ribs and groin ached where the vigilantes had kicked him — brave boys, the pride of American manhood, and him lying there with his hands still in his pockets — but you could live with that.

      He stared around at the lumps of men lying on blankets on the ground, trying very hard to make everything stand still a moment. Groans, mumbled curses, and occasional sobs rose from the half-sleeping men as pain jolted them back into an unwelcome wakefulness.

      Spokane, yes. Something about Spokane. Not the free speech fight, that was ... one, two years ago? The union hall. The one they’d starved, froze, been beaten and died for the right to establish. That’s where the closest help would be. Not much, maybe, but something, and he couldn’t hold any thought of anything beyond that.

      They had to get the more badly injured men onto a boxcar. Broken ribs, internal bleeding, concussion, the stooges had really gone to town this time. A lot of the boys were too busted up to run, or even walk far by themselves. Have to bring them right into the rail yard. Not here, though, not in ... whatever this shit-heap town was. Not with the yard bulls and vigilantes still on the prod.

      He had a little of the committee’s money left. Come morning he’d set out, see if he could hire a horse and wagon to haul the worst injured to the next town. Couldn’t remember that burg’s name any more than this one. Couldn’t remember how far away it was, either, though he was always most particular about such details. Hell, he couldn’t hardly remember what goddamn state they were in.

      Idaho, that was it.

      Or was it Montana?

      If only his goddamn eyes wouldn’t keep crossing like that!

      You shouldn’t have come. Shouldn’t have come. Shouldn’t have come....

      He rubbed his forehead to still the words. His hair lay matted and sticky. Blood stained his blue serge suit all down one side.

      He had to get the injured men back to Spokane.

      “What about the struggle?” asked Rowan, leaning against the log next to him. Stubborn, like always. Thin and tall, with an axe blade for a face and a pistol for a heart. His idea of organizing was to march straight into a logging camp and start preaching the One Big Union. He’d brawled with foremen from Lake Michigan to the Olympic Peninsula. Now he looked like a raccoon, with his two eyes blackened and swollen into a mask across a face already lumpy from years of beatings.

      Jesse Oldham fought a burst of dizziness as sparks swirled up from a nearby fire, riding currents of heat that twisted the night leaves into half-melted faces of spooks and bogeymen and screaming vigilantes coming at him with boot and axe handle and that one cop blowing spit from his mouth as he screamed “Wobbly bastard!” over and over again. Oldham struggled to turn the ghost faces back into leaves.

      “We can’t take these men back there,” he told Rowan. “Another beating like that’ll croak half of ‘em.”

      “We just gonna let the bulls and the plutes drive us out of it?”

      “I’m inclined that way.”

      Many of the Wobblies who weren’t too badly mangled had crowded near the flames to smell the mulligan stewing up. Oldham always made it a point to keep the Spud and Gump Committee stocked up with contributions from the precarious union funds, and assign some resourceful fellows to foraging.

      “Cossacks,” muttered Rabinowitz, hugging his ribs on a blanket spread across the fallen leaves. “Fat-bellied, sausage-stuffed Cossacks.”

      The veteran agitator, who Oldham privately thought had long since been clobbered one time too many, tried to unfold enough to read The Industrial Worker. Rabinowitz was famous for quoting long passages like a preacher quoting the Bible.

      “Look, Jesse,” Rowan began in a tone meant to sound reasonable but slurred by a swollen jaw and likely a broken tooth or two behind it. “I know we took a licking today. But—”

      The swirling fire, waist-high, gave enough light for Oldham to make out the paper’s masthead, with its three stars labeled Education, Organization, Emancipation.

      “The fight,” Oldham announced, “is over.”

      “Never,” moaned Rabinowitz, before chewing on a chunk of blanket to muffle a groan.

      “Why?” asked the more pragmatic Rowan.

      “Because this isn’t Spokane. There we had enough men to fill the jails. Three men died in that stinking stockade and three more in the streets, but—”

      “You don’t have to soapbox me,” Rowan commented. “I was there.”

      “So in the the end the city went broke on jails and trials and called it quits. Here there’s too many vigilantes and too few of us. They got no intention of jugging us, let alone staging a trial. These yokels will be happy as clams beating us till we die. It’s my fault. I should have seen passive resistance wouldn’t work here.”

      “If the workers stood with us—”

      “They didn’t. This town’s too cowed. Look, Seattle told me to stage a free speech fight and I” — he shifted, trying to ease the pain in his ribs and the greater one in his conscience — “I didn’t have the guts to say different. Now half these boys need a hospital and I was a goddamn fool not to see it coming.”

      “Damn straight,” said the youth holding the bandanna to his mouth. He kept his other hand clamped to his ribs. He sounded about three inches away from crying. “Why the hell didn’t you?”

      Oldham had no answer.

      “That don’t sit so good, just giving up,” said a man sitting a ways further down the log. Bruises mottled his whole face in the firelight.

      “Cowardly,” Rabinowitz mumbled around the bit of blanket still clamped between his teeth. “It’s cowardly. We have to fight the Cossacks. Not run before them like sheep.”

      Rowan pushed himself straighter up against the log. “You boys just pull in your horns, now. Jesse did what he was told to do. If Seattle wants to send us more men, maybe then we can carry on the fight. Right now we need to think about getting some help for these poor busted-up brothers.”

      “And what about the rest of us?” demanded the mottled-faced man. “Are we supposed to sit around with our thumbs up our butt?”

      Suddenly Oldham was on one knee, his good ear turned toward the embankment. “Quiet.”

      “Hey, I didn’t get the crap beat out of me in no free speech fight just to get shushed by—”

      Oldham thrust out a palm. “Listen.”

      Through the crackle of the fire and the groans of the injured and the rustle of leaves and the ringing in his ears Oldham could hear an engine laboring. Not deep and full-throated like a locomotive; more high-pitched and spitty. Drawing closer, slowly, and not rattling the tracks like a regular train.

      Rowan rolled to his feet. “Donkey engine.”

      “Cossacks!” cried Rabinowitz.

      Oldham was up and shouting. “Everybody up! Vigilantes coming! Into the woods! Those who can run help someone who can’t!”

      As the fast-paced spitting of the small engine drew abreast of the jungle he ducked and got one arm under the shoulders of the broken-toothed youth, who’d staggered and cried out and fallen back to his knees as he struggled to rise. Rowan went to help Rabinowitz but the old Russian shoved him away, so Rowan rushed to the side of someone limping like a three-sided wheel. The injured Wobblies hopped and scrambled for the darkness of the trees.

      Lugging the youth along with him, Oldham made for the woods. The youth, sobbing with effort, was limping badly and clearly unable to get far on his own.

      Wobbly bastard Wobbly bastard Wobbly bastard!

      This time they’ve come to kill, Oldham thought. I need to get out of here. Right now. As the youth’s leg buckled and the sudden drag pulled Oldham halfway around, campfires lit the hate-filled, distorted faces of the mob jumping off a flatcar and running down the bank waving clubs and screaming their rage.
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      The first Holy Ghost revival in a new town always brought out the scoffers and the skeptics. As well as the hard-eyed, lustful men come to ogle Spinning Jenny. But they, like the poor, would always be with her.

      “Proverbs Sixteen, verse Eighteen,” she announced. Behind her a purple banner with gold tassels and lettering proclaimed: Sister Jenny Sparrow Proclaims The Second Rain of Miracles.

      She wore a simple black frock, and eschewed either makeup or jewelry. Her hair, rich and loamy as a fresh-ploughed field, tumbled unbound but for a simple comb that gathered it at the back of her neck. Her china-bright oval face hosted a seemingly wistful expression, with large gold-flecked brown eyes and delicately drawn lips moistly beckoning as an advertisement for perfume. Many a skeptic had come unstrung at the knees at the mere sight of Jenny Sparrow.

      “Pride goeth before destruction, and an haughty spirit before a fall.”

      So much for the prepared sermon. The rest she’d leave to the Holy Ghost. If glory rained down on her, as it had in cloven tongues of fire at the Pentecost, she’d lead some souls to the Holy Spirit this night. If it didn’t, she’d do her stage turn and leave a handful of sensation-seekers and the impressionable to swear Sister Jenny had taken them straight to the golden city Thursday night, then start backsliding Friday morning.

      Taking up her tambourine, she came out from behind the pulpit and stepped down into the cleared space before the rows of wooden chairs. “The Bible tells us that fear of the Lord is the first step toward wisdom.”

      Scattered shouts of “amen!” and “glory!” sounded from the forward ranks of onlookers, church-goers all, if not yet sure how they felt about this new breed of Pentecostals sweeping the land. Half-hidden in the shadows behind the pulpit, the fiddler began softly playing, the gentle strains leading people to search for the name of the hymn they were sure they knew, except that it kept shifting on them, never quite recognizable, never quite foreign, but clearly testifying to the glory of our Lord.

      Tambourine jingling softly at her side, Jenny paced to the head of the aisle.

      “Dime for a dance, Sister?” shouted one of the young bucks seated at the back of the church. His friends laughed; a couple made rude noises. Some wore flash sack suits of bright green or yellow; the rest lounged in collarless shirts and loud suspenders. Their heavily pomaded hair glistened under the light of the gas jets.

      Jenny trod slowly down the aisle. Her audience sat jammed tight up against each other, the folding chairs packed arm to arm. The Society of Friends had been the only church in town to offer her a forum. The hall, not overlarge to start with, was further constricted by the rows of cots along the sides, where the audience hoped to see the famous, or notorious, trance subjects laid out. The room smelled of cologne, perfume, sweat, stale clothes, gas mantles seldom cleaned, and the cigarettes and cheap cigars of the reporters and the rowdies at the back of the hall.

      “But fear is not enough,” she intoned. “A soldier is afraid of bullets, yet he marches into battle. The shingleweaver cannot for a moment relax his guard before his saws” — she’d spotted several of the men in their sober black Sunday-go-to-meeting suits with missing fingers — “yet he returns to his ten hours of labor every day that he might feed his family. A logger fears deadfalls, a sailor dreads tempests, yet they too return to their work.” She gave a sudden loud rattle of her tambourine. “And just the same way, how often do we see a sinner fear the Lord, yet still return to his sin time and again?”

      The fiddle hit a crescendo to underscore her words. Dory never knew where the sermon might lead. But early in their association he’d developed a remarkable facility for bringing out the tone of her speech, as if playing from a score composed to order.

      “Temptation lies strong within us,” spoke Jenny.

      “Oh Sister, tempt me,” shouted one of the bucks, a tall, sallow-faced youth in a loud yellow and brown check suit, evidently the leader from his position at the center. A pair of florid, cigarette-puffing men in red-banded straw boaters, obviously newspapermen, guffawed and turned to beam approval upon the rowdies, one of them raising a carved silver flask in salute. Some of the faithful stirred uneasily, others pretended not to notice. One blond-haired Swede built like a donkey engine made as if to rise, but his wife restrained him with a hand on his shoulder.

      “Temptation has many faces,” Jenny continued, “but the most insidious is this: One last time. How often have you heard those words? How often have you spoken them to yourself, or to the Lord?”

      “Oh Sister, give me just one last time,” sounded the same youth who’d made the crack about temptation.

      This time the Swede shot straight to his feet before his wife could touch him, spinning toward the mockers with his hands balled into ham-sized fists. He looked fully capable of thumping all eight or nine of the rowdies, but Jenny cried “Brother, please, leave vengeance to the Lord,” along with a quick rattlesnake shake of her tambourine.

      The fiddle sounded a long, sighing vibrato, and the Swede sank slowly back in his chair, though his face stayed dangerously pinched.

      The demonstration had increased the tension severalfold. Good. Jenny raised her tambourine overhead with a long, hissing rattle. Dory’s fiddle, though still restrained, picked up its tempo, jig-like flourishes starting to dart among the hymns.

      “The lie,” Jenny continued, still pressing slowly up the aisle, “and a genuine aged-in-the-cask whopper it is, is the hope that after just one more time you’ll finally be satisfied, and ready to turn your back on temptation.”

      Too-familiar images began to press at her; reaching hands, open, panting mouth, groping eyes ... other things. And after, tears, always tears. Not hers; she’d lost her own tears early, reserving them solely for the Lord.

      To fix herself back in the sermon, she essayed a series of lightly tripping pirouettes, concluding with a stamp of boot heels and a sharp clash of the tambourine. Several in the audience jumped visibly, even a couple of the bucks in the back row. Jenny marked the sensitive ones out for later.

      “One last time,” she declared, her voice starting to ring within the high walls while the fiddle added dissonant wails as it moved further into the jigs and reels, “never gets anything out of your system. It can only drive the desire deeper in, nailing it to the floor-beams of your soul. If the thrill of the sin wasn’t as great as you hoped, you want to do it over again one more time just to get it right. And if the sin did meet all your fevered expectations, then you believe you can make it even better next time. And surely that will be your most revered one last time. But always — always — you want more. More from the next drunk, more from the next disaster at the gaming tables, more from the next fornication. You end up building yourself your very own temple. A temple devoted to nothing but sin, and Satan, and the loss of your one and only soul. All the while telling yourself, just one last time.”

      Some of her audience looked away uneasily; the young men at the back clapped and hoorahed, though more self-consciously than at the start of her sermon.

      “One last time may bamboozle you, but is anyone here a big enough fool to think it can bamboozle the Lord? Some of you sinners will still be asking for one last time on Judgment Day. Only to find that you have run out of time. The true last time, your last time, is already upon you. And all time after, for all eternity, will be spent paying for the sins you clasped to your bosom in preference to God and His infinite love. You measured out your brief seconds on this earth in lies and sin. Now the Lord shall measure out your eons in hell in suffering and remorse. Tell me, is such tomfoolery as one last time worth that terrible price? Would you live forever singing in joy midst the streets of the Golden City, or howling out your agony in the dark pits of hell, still begging for one last time?”

      With a jagged dissonance the fiddle climbed in both tempo and volume, its swirling notes suggesting, at least to some of the listeners, the swirling brimstone fumes.

      Jenny gazed over her audience. Most offered no surprises. A sizeable contingent were hardscrabble farmers and their wives, as desperate for entertainment as salvation. Their faces were lined and drawn as if the ceaseless labor and the loneliness of their lives had pulled and pulled and pulled at both spirit and flesh until they were all but sucked inside out.

      Jenny’s famously penetrating gaze swept quickly over them, searching for that peculiar rapt expression, the loosening lips, the eyes reflecting light as they stared right through her to the Kingdom of Glory. Here and there she found it, more among the women than the men. The women so often sought some decent excuse for any outpouring of emotion at all, while a depressing number of their husbands sat square-footed and cross-armed, their clamped lips bent down in a permanent pout to show that life was real, life was earnest. Men who confused all emotions but anger and contempt with weakness, men who feared failure more than hell, and regarded any charity toward anyone at all as its prime begetter.

      Or in some cases, likely, men who did indeed see more to life, but who had cinched themselves in so tight trying to measure up to the endless toil and worries of their life that when finally they did seek release it came in the most sinful and horrid—

      Jenny spun in the aisle to shake loose her memories. Boot-heels and tambourine rattled to “amens” and “glories” from the faithful and catcalls and whistles from the scoffers.

      Preach to these poor sinners, she admonished herself, not to your own past.

      But her heart had slid a little too far down paths she feared to tread. To drag herself out by the britches she broke into Corinthians, with its message of forgiveness that the years and the jeers and the wincing memories had brought to such luster she could all but spy the passage glowing through the leather covers of her Bible:

      “Though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all knowledge; and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, and have not charity, I am nothing.”
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      Vigilantes crashed through the bushes all around. Despite the throbbing in his head and ribs and the wounded youth dragging at his shoulder, Jesse Oldham hunched low to get beneath the torch beams flashing wildly through the foliage.

      Bastards. I’ll kill them. I’ll—

      “Shhh,” Oldham whispered as a stifled cry squeezed out of the youth with the broken teeth and injured legs. Oldham wished he could remember the boy’s name, but at the moment he still couldn’t even recall the name of the town the Wobblies had been driven out of this afternoon.

      He held the youth with one arm under his shoulders, the other gripping the wrist of the arm he’d looped around his own neck. The boy was hurt worse than he’d thought. One leg wasn’t working hardly at all and the other was jerky and unreliable. The boy must have gotten kicked in the spine. They’d been lucky so far but it sounded like there were a god-awful lot of square-johns fanning out through the woods.

      Panting heavily as his aching ribs compressed, Oldham tried to find lanes among the tangles of ferns, blackberries, and nettles. He had exceptional night vision, and the half-moon cast dappled light through the evergreens, raising a faint emerald glow. Vines tried to trip him, branches slapped his face, nettles stung, and thorns ripped clothes and skin. Oldham pushed on in a half crouch, lifting his feet as high as he could. He’d always been stronger than most men but he’d taken one helluva beating this afternoon and his energy was flagging fast.

      Several times one of the boy’s feet got caught in something and Oldham had to jerk him loose, eliciting strangled groans and a rustle of vegetation. Fortunately the vigilantes were making too much noise shouting to each other and crashing through the bushes to hear them.

      Then as he skirted a thorny patch of blackberries Oldham became aware of a vague shadow of dull red wisping around a thicket of ferns just ahead. Such perceptions came to him sometimes.

      He was tired and frightened, aching from head to toe, his legs and back throbbing with the strain of carrying the boy, who whimpered feebly each time he tried to brace the one leg that was still halfway working. This was no good. The thought of falling into the hands of these vigilantes pushed straight to the front of his mind memories he’d long struggled to push to the back.

      Memories of a noose. Of choking, kicking—

      If he dropped the boy he could escape.

      The hell with that.

      Assuming a noisy, awkward limp, he dragged the boy toward the clump of ferns, pretending to be oblivious of the danger ahead. Six feet. Five. Four—

      With a lusty shout the man sprang through the leaves swinging a club. Dropping the boy, Oldham ducked under the blow then bobbed back up behind a driving right fist as the club swept overhead. Pain chiseled into his knuckles. The man flew backward, crashing into the leaves. Oldham didn’t want him to cry for help, so he kicked him in the head. Hard.

      “Over here!”

      The shout came from no more than fifteen feet away. Oldham dropped to his hands and knees as torchlight danced along the foliage. Other beams mixed overhead. Crashing in the bushes sounded all around. Closing in.

      The boy!

      Emotions whirlpooled through him. Fear, anger, duty, all driving out clear thought. Falling to his stomach, he wriggled below some low branches to the base of a fern.

      “Hang the sons of bitches!”

      A stone lodged in his throat. Against the green glint of moonlight crisscrossed with torch beams a ghost image swirled up from the past, showing a circle of men below him, grinning and laughing, nudging each other. He saw himself strangling and kicking.

      He came back to the present squeezing his body against the roots. Footsteps passed so close he expected someone to step on him.

      “We got one!”

      The boy. They’d found the boy.

      The memory flooded him once more. He was writhing. Twisting.

      Where?

      Trying to wriggle out of his own skin.

      Flayed, seared, dismembered.

      Until he found himself pulling loose from the shape, the shape of Jesse Oldham, that clutched at him with claws of fear.

      Through the green-tinted night men converged on him from all sides. “Hey, over here! It’s Pearson! Damn, looks like one of the bastards nailed him good.”

      The snake crawled silently through the bushes, scales gliding over the fallen leaves, tongue flicking out ahead, scenting the musty smell of over-excited men sweating into their clothes.

      “Spread out! Whoever got Pearson can’t have gotten far.”

      That voice. A face spitting rage, a boot spitting pain.

      Wobbly bastard Wobbly bastard Wobbly bastard!

      The snake flowed forward, virtually swimming over the ground. Sliding around the roots and branches. Sifting in among the blackberries, parting thorny vines with its wedge-shaped head. Its tongue flicked out ahead, reading scents and shimmering rust-red smears of body heat. The thorns scratched harmlessly along its scaly skin. The earth supported it, caressing its belly as the creature glided along.

      The human surfaced briefly in a reflex of fear.

      Then sank back, overpowered by the need to kill.
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      Behind her Dory, getting ever more into the spirit of the thing, scratched out a flurry of notes so brisk as to make a number of heels start tapping.

      Hauling herself up out of her memories with her own Jacob’s ladder fashioned from Corinthians, Jenny let her tension fade into the fiddle and the crowd and the joy of being on display. She didn’t yet feel the Holy Ghost speaking through her, setting her tongue alight; but she had a pretty good handle on the tidings it urged her to proclaim:

      “So many among you place your faith in one last time, instead of in Jesus. But the only true last time is coming fast upon you. Because we are looking foursquare at the End of Days. When the blessed shall be anointed with glory in Heaven’s golden streets, and the damned shall be cast down into the lake of fire. Do you hope to repent at the last minute? Do you hold out hope that even as your spirit slips from this earthly form you can wipe the slate clean by telling Jesus ‘I’m sorry’ after a lifetime spent spitting straight in his face? Idiots!”

      The clash from her tambourine came sharp as the last trump.

      “It is not fear and trembling alone that bring salvation, but faith! Faith in the undying and eternal love of Jesus! Glory to God!”

      Glories and hallelujahs echoed through the hall as Dory let yet one more link out of his fiddle, so that the audience’s nodding heads increased their own tempo unnoticed.

      By now Jenny had spotted her first target, a sweet-faced, squirrel-cheeked girl of about twelve in pigtails, who watched in fascination as Jenny spoke and spun, and gave a start at every clash of cymbals, quickly followed by a delighted smile and a clap of hands. The girl’s head bobbed slightly, unconsciously, in time to the fiddle.

      Her father, a mill hand or drayman or some such with a respectful expression and hair parted precisely down the middle, looked a decent fellow, but then Jenny’s own stepfather had been an exemplary man in many respects. Except for his one glaring sin which he tearfully and no doubt sincerely repented and forswore every single time, begging forgiveness of God and Jenny alike, only to repeat it two or three weeks later.

      Yet Jenny could plainly see that this girl was not burdened with any such dark and shameful secrets. And Jenny dearly wanted to fortify that gentle innocence, so that the pure loving heart of her might survive closer acquaintance with this world even as her wits sharpened into the claws life forced us all to unsheathe sooner or later, or else go under.

      Dory fiddled, the tambourine rattled and clashed, and Jenny spun.

      “If you repent only in fear, with no love to sustain it, then your words are but as sounding brass in the ears of God. If your only faith is that you will be punished, well, that’s old news indeed to our Lord. But His infinite love is even stronger than your sinful lusts. And all He asks is your love in return, given freely and without let. Time is running short, brothers and sisters. This world we know is barreling down a fearsome grade, the brakes are squealing and spitting sparks, and a sharp curve looms dead ahead. You must believe not only in the Lord’s just retribution, but fully as much in His everlasting love. That same divine love that caused Him to send to us His divinely begotten son to atone for our sins. Hallelujah!”

      Her hands were beginning to grow warm and take on that familiar pins-and-needles sensation. A number of the audience had already jumped to their feet and started to sway and quiver, or stomp around in circles. Two or three people had gone utterly still, but so quietly that no one yet noticed.

      “Surrender yourself to God’s love, and reap the bounty of His mercy! Eternal life lies no further than the center of your very own heart, and God’s asking price is no more than your love. What’s stopping you? Temptation? Jesus will hold your hand in your times of weakness. But you must humble yourself to hold out your heart, every bit of it, with no dark corner held back for hatred and contempt of your fellow man. For they too are beloved of God. And when you turn spiteful, you place your will above His. No idol can be more false than the idol of hate. In love lies your salvation, and love alone. All of you, raise your eyes and your hands and your heart heavenward, that the Lord’s love may rain down upon you as the miracle of tongues rained down at Pentecost, uniting all!”

      Her hands lifted high as she spun and skipped, tambourine rattling.

      By now nearly half the worshipers were standing and swaying, with more rising to join them every minute. Over a dozen listeners sat very still in their seats with their eyes glazed, raising one or both arms. Jenny felt herself coming to the point when she herself would cease preaching, and give her tongue entirely over to the Holy Spirit. Her elbows, her hands, the back of her neck, the space behind her eyes began to tingle and grow warm.

      “Can you? Will you? Or are you stricken with the most pernicious and destructive sin of all? Are you too proud for God?”

      By now she had another target in her sights.

      He sat among the young men still laughing and jeering and elbowing each other at the back of the hall. Collarless shirt, checked pants and cloth cap like his companions, but where most of them tilted their chairs back against the wall he sat squarely, leaning forward with his forearms on his thighs. She never let her eyes settle on anyone for more than a fraction of a second, but she had spent nearly half her twenty-six years in this business, and picked up a wrinkle or two. All the bucks stared at her hungrily when she spun and twisted, but maybe this boy’s hunger had a more pleading edge to it, a longing more profound than sheer lust.

      “Yes, we are weak and fall easily into sin,” Jenny cried. By this time Dory was sawing away furiously, and her body never stilled. “But if we were not weak, God would not have had to sacrifice his Son on the Cross that we might be redeemed. We are but as worms in the dust. True strength comes not from a vain search for that perfection God already knows is beyond us, but from humility. The humility to throw yourself on your knees and beg Jesus to enter your soul.”

      By now nearly a dozen people had quietly gone into trances, and were being helped or carried to the cots lining the side of the hall.

      Jenny’s feet tripped across the floor. Her hands churned with heat, and light lay dammed up behind her eyes, casting the hall in glittering yellow. The rowdies, thrown on the defensive by their failure to divert the audience from her to themselves, increased the volume of their catcalls. Dory stomped and fiddled to raise the dead.

      Time to be about her business, and the Lord’s. For she was coming up brim full with the Holy Ghost Spirit.

      She was Spinning Jenny Sparrow, carrying on the work of the Lord, and on a hot night she could trance ‘em rigid as well as Maria Woodworth herself, or any two preachers else.
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      “Where’s Oldham? Dammit, you anarchist piece of shit, where’s Jesse Oldham?”

      That voice.

      Wobbly bastard! Wobbly bastard!

      Then a thud, followed by a cry of pain and a squealing plea for mercy from the boy he’d abandoned.

      With a stealthy and silent glide the serpent, only distantly aware that Jesse Oldham shared some part of its awareness, twisted among the roots. It existed mostly inside a snake’s perceptions, experiencing a snake’s hunger and reading signs of heat and scent and vibration. Yet human memories and human emotions still churned with nightmare intensity inside it.

      “Tell me, dammit!” Another thud, and a long warbling moan. “We’re gonna hang that Wobbly son of a bitch. And if you don’t quit clamming up on us, we’ll string you up next to him.”

      “Take it easy, Trueblood,” came a voice. “He’s just a kid.”

      “If you’re such a goddamn weak sister,” Trueblood snapped in reply, “go take a look at the shape Pearson’s in. Somebody’s gonna pay. Or do you want to be the one to tell his wife and kids we let the bastards who stomped his head in get away because we felt sorry for them?”

      The serpent slithered away from the argument. Too many men to attack. A name prodded it in ways it could not understand: Trueblood. The snake glided beneath the ferns and thorns and stiff bushes, searching for more vulnerable prey.

      From ahead came a rustling where a pair of men kicked and beat the branches. The serpent sensed a hesitation, an uncertainty in the sound, almost a wounded quality.

      Fear. The snake recognized prey.

      A single lust to kill united the two parts of the creature’s mind as it slid through the mulch coating the ground, flowing easily through the thickest of the bushes, its progress like a faint hiss amid the fallen leaves.

      Behind it the boy’s groans and pleas turned to screams.

      The human part still nourished doubt. Killing didn’t come all that hard to the man; he’d learned killing early, on a stage so vast it made a mockery of life. But the IWW had taught him that killing was wrong. And the Wobblies were the last slender branch of fellow-feeling he clung to so as not to fall completely into the animal.

      But right now the human part of him was trapped in nightmare, the kind where you suspected you were dreaming but couldn’t break free. He tried to breathe deeply to wake himself, but his mouth was stuffed with strange scents and tastes and would not obey his will. And every time it seemed like the human soul might briefly restore itself, visions assailed it.

      Moonlight overhead. A rope thrown over a branch, ending in a noose. Men laughing, jeering. Pulling him toward the noose. Fear, terrible fear. The bite of the rope. That awful squeezing. His head exploding, his very eyeballs screaming for air. Dangling, dangling. Kicking at the air. Hoping to die quickly so that the pain might end.

      The human flinched away. The snake continued its hunt with no more pity than it would show a rat.

      The soft ground beneath, with its cover of molding leaves, bathed its belly with a warmth the night quickly dispelled a few inches above the ground. The warmth did nothing to hide the heat of the two men ahead, sensed along the forked tongue that flicked rapidly in and out. Heat, and odors it could have followed from a quarter mile away: skin and clothes sour from the sweat they’d poured out clubbing and kicking and running after Wobblies, and the mix of fear and exhilaration that came with it. One of the men wore cologne. The other’s steaming breath smelled of ham, onions, and cabbage.

      Now the serpent could catch glimpses of them through the leaves. The man closest carried a pick-handle, the other a rifle. The serpent recognized their power. But it had hunted men before. Everything lay in the stalk. Silently it closed on the heat they gave out, like two dim, smoky red pillars.

      Coming to a more open patch, the creature increased its weaving pace.

      “Hey, Jim,” said the man with a club. “Hold up. This is far enough.”

      The one in the lead straightened from the crouch he’d fallen into. “You reckon?”

      The creature eased forward. Ahead of it, city shoes. Beyond them, heavy buckle-on boots. Coming to the edge of the bushes behind the man with the pick-handle, the snake began to gather and coil.

      “They’re long gone by now,” said the man with the club. “Else they’re hiding somewhere, maybe pointing a gun at us right now.”

      The rifleman’s weapon crept closer to his shoulder as he swiveled his head around. “Trueblood ain’t gonna like it if we give up.”

      “What’s he want us to do? Comb the woods all the way to Boise? Let him hustle his own ass out here if he wants—”

      Jaws spread, the creature lunged. Fangs sank into the man’s arm. Warm, soft flesh, moist with blood. A shriek, a panicked jerk. The rifleman spun around.

      “What the — Jesus!”

      The rifleman tried to aim but all he could see was a spinning mass of man and snake and the next moment the muzzle was knocked aside as the other man reeled into him. By that time the snake had used the purchase of its jaws to loop itself around the man’s neck. The panicked squeals cut off abruptly as a scaled body thick as a choker cable squeezed tight, then twisted. A muffled crack and the man collapsed, heels spasming against the dead leaves.

      The second man tried to jump back but his heels caught in the underbrush and he hit the ground hard. His mouth opened and closed helplessly as the greenish-brown form unwrapped itself from the dead man in a single flicking wave and flowed forward. The man tried to pull his rifle back far enough to fire but the snake slithered past the muzzle and in a second the man’s arms were wrapped tight against his body. A high whining sound came from the back of his throat.

      Then he tried to scream. But as the coils tightened he could manage no more than a desperate wheeze. Even that effort emptied most of the air from his lungs, and as the man tried to gasp in another breath he found his compressed chest could no longer expand. Frantically he thrashed about, tearing his clothes and the skin of his face on thorns that rasped harmlessly against the serpent’s scales.

      Pull, thought the human within the creature. Pull and suck for air that won’t come. Suck until you turn yourself inside out with it, then suck some more. Feel your heart beat like a trip-hammer. Feel your eyeballs burst. I see them bulge. I see your mouth open and your tongue come out. You wanted to hang me. Like those goons and Pinkertons in Tuscarora. You thought it would be fun. Something you could brag about all your days.

      Well, this is all your days. And this is what it feels like. Beg God for air, like I did. I’d already thrust Him far from me, but I begged Him all the same. Begged for air. Then begged for death. Now you can beg, and strangle on it.

      Forms crashing through the bushes. Shouts.

      In the end the man didn’t suffocate. Instead his heart ruptured inside his chest. Staring into the man’s face, the serpent saw his eyes flash with a final dying light, then go dark.

      Unwinding itself, the snake vanished into the ferns and dead leaves.

      Trueblood burst into the small clearing, a mob of panicked vigilantes close behind. Cries of fear and consternation rose up toward the moon.

      “Oh my God!”

      “Are they dead?”

      “What the hell happened?”

      For once Trueblood had nothing to say.
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      “Pride!” cried Jenny, spinning around with a staccato flurry of clicks from her heels as the tambourine clashed overhead.

      Dory’s fiddle, its sharply curved bridge allowing the bow to screech across two strings at a time, sent out a tumbling cascade of wails. The gas jets hissing along the walls of the Friends’ meeting house cast long shadows that swayed like wind-blown branches with the gyrations of worshippers dancing in place. Thin black plumes of smoke twisted up from clogged gas mantles, the shadows rising as if from the congregation’s upraised hands.

      “Pride will land you in hell surer than drink! Who amongst you hasn’t at some time felt so pure, so sanctified, so much better than everyone else, that God must surely appoint you conductor on that train to the Golden City? Who amongst you hasn’t felt that you don’t have to love thy neighbor, you can gossip in God’s ear about his shortcomings instead? Who among you hasn’t felt that when God set it down in Corinthians that now abideth faith, hope, and charity, but the greatest of these is charity, He put in a footnote saying you and you alone could pay your way in smugness instead?”

      At her elbow a middle-aged farmer’s wife in a sober black dress and frizzy hair breaking loose from under her straw sun hat stared at Jenny in abject terror, her quivering hands pressed together before her mouth. Did she obtain her meager pleasures in life from pointing her finger at others? Did she have nothing else to salve her heart? Her husband, one of the pinch-faced arms-akimbo show-me brigade with sunken cheeks and gray whiskers shaved the day before, averted his eyes as Jenny bestowed a sudden piercing glare upon him, and bent his scrawny neck until his head hunched like a vulture’s.

      Reaching across the woman, Jenny pressed her open left palm against the man’s temple. The farmer gave a start, closing his eyes to mumble a quick prayer. Hot, roiling energy circulated through Jenny, centering itself in her hand as she felt the man’s flesh seem to puddle into her own. His jaw fell and his eyes suddenly shot open in panic like a man teetering on the edge of a very long fall. Then the man went stiff and staring.

      Amens and glories and hallelujahs sounded about her as Jenny beckoned forward the ushers, members of that small band of faithful who followed her from town to town. They half-carried, half-guided the dazed man to the cots along the side of the hall. He’d stay in the trance anywhere from fifteen minutes to three or four hours. During which he’d see heaven, or hell, or both. Hopefully it would pluck the sour pickle from his mouth and open his heart to God’s love. For a while, anyway.

      Jenny paced down the aisle. Those of the audience who weren’t already stuck half-tranced in their chairs were on their feet, some jerking and twitching and crudely dancing, some in exultation, some the better to see the show. Prayers and witnessing and pleas for mercy and cries to Jesus rose to a painful level in the cramped hall. The rowdies in the back tried in vain to regain attention with howls and cries of their own, but they could barely be heard.

      At the next row Jenny touched her hand to a woman’s temple, and the lady dropped right out from beneath her, so that her husband had to bestir himself to keep her from hitting the floor. Side-stepping quickly, Jenny did the same to a man on the opposite side, a merchant in a fedora and sharply pleated yet conservative brown sack suit — not usually a promising type, but he’d been peering hard at her, either to better grasp her message or to watch her spin. Either way he’d put himself under her spell. He didn’t go stiff right away but the Holy Ghost was filling her hand tonight, swelling it to many times its normal size in her perception, and two or three seconds after she touched his forehead his eyes went blank, his right arm rose, and he settled back quietly in the wooden chair, unmoving.

      It was time.

      Jenny stalked toward the rowdies in the back row. Breaking off to turn a sudden sharp gaze upon another farmer’s wife, she paralyzed her with nothing but a look. Then did the very same thing to the man in the row behind her, watching Jenny imploringly, his spirit, as she could plainly see, troubled. She took a few more steps, then switching the tambourine to her left hand, shot out her right and with a sudden touch of fingers to the forehead sent another woman into a trance. Others were falling into the state on their own.

      As the audience’s excitement mounted, the gang of rowdies stood and clustered more tightly around their leader. A few defiant catcalls still issued forth, but they looked considerably less sure of themselves than when they’d arrived.

      “Pride!” shouted Jenny with a clash of her tambourine, advancing on the mocking host. She wasn’t dancing now, but walking stately and grim as a hangman. The audience quieted, if only slightly, to witness the confrontation.

      “You boys,” she told the bucks. “You young pack of nincompoops. You fancy yourself men, and sports, and flash gamblers. Yet it took a whole gang of you to dare come and mock one lone woman to her face.”

      Still advancing slowly, she darted to her left and with no more than a quick point of her forefinger felled a man three seats in. Then whirling around, she tranced a woman halfway down the row on the other side. Through the years you developed a feel for who was ready to see the cherished halls. And tonight the Holy Ghost spirit churned strong as a dynamo inside her.

      At each new trance the rowdies, silent now, gave a start and struggled harder to hang on to their sneers.

      “You tremble before a mere mortal woman, yet you seek to show your defiance to God?”

      The leader, a tall youth with pointed features that gave his not-quite good looks a certain rattiness, thrust out his skinny chin. “I ain’t tremblin’ before you, sister, nor none of your damn hexes.”

      Advancing one more row, Jenny cast a sudden look sideways and tranced a somewhat prim-looking townswoman in a purple net dress trimmed with blue valenciennes lace and a flowered lampshade hat too showy for a Holy Ghost revival. Jenny had noticed her earlier and discounted her as a curiosity-seeker, but as she advanced on the rowdies the woman, who plainly despised gutter trash even more than Holly Rollers, displayed a self-righteous gratification to see the gang get their comeuppance, thus allying herself in that moment with the forces of righteousness in the person of Sister Jenny. It had still been a long shot, but the Holy Ghost lofted Jenny high this night, and anointed her with tongues of fire straight from the Pentecost, to shepherd lost souls back to the fold.

      Having crumpled the overdressed woman into the arms of those sitting to either side, Jenny swiveled back toward the leader of the gang, who staggered back a step, caught his knee on the edge of his chair, and had to throw an arm back against the wall to keep himself from falling.

      “Fool!” Jenny shouted. “You come to this sacred place liquored-up and surrounded by this pack of curs, and boast to me that you are not afraid? Will you mumble the same pathetic lie to your Lord on Judgment Day?”

      The others had quit their catcalls altogether. The boy she had marked out earlier looked this way and that like a trapped animal. She guessed he’d been raised on the Bible, and never been more than a minor follower in this gang, not enjoying their crude pleasures half so much as he pretended to.

      She rained down hellfire on the bucks. “Are you so stupid as to think you’ll have your bottle or your friends or your defiance with you when your trumpet sounds? Or having been cast into the smoking pit, do you imagine Satan will pat you on the shoulder because you’re such a fine rakish fellow, and spare you the eternity crying out ‘mid the flames to sit at his side?”

      The boy she’d marked out stared straight down at the floor, a gesture of repentance which yet kept her from locking eyes with him. And he stood too far away for her to touch.

      She waved her tambourine at the hangers-on looking rather desperately to their leader to be brave for them.

      “Is this the chuckle-head you’d follow? Is this who you place your faith in, rather than our Savior who suffered and died on the Cross that you might be spared the agony you so richly deserve? Is this pathetic wretch where you hope to find your salvation? Answer me, you impious yellow-livered trash!”

      A few looked away, a few tried to look defiant, but even the leader did not dare make any great demonstration because whether or not he feared Jenny’s ability to trance him, everyone in the audience, everyone still conscious, was looking their way, calling to Jesus and jerking and stamping in circles and looking wilder by the minute.

      In addition, the square-built Swede had overflown the banks of chairs and was now tromping up and down the aisle striking his head with blows loud as horses’ hooves, praying in his native tongue, and throwing anguished looks their way as if he could barely hold himself back from smiting the heathen.

      At that moment the boy looked up at her. Jenny caught the fear in his eyes, as well as an appeal for mercy. At that moment her finger shot forth, aiming right between his eyes. He jerked once, looked heavenward, and swayed sideways off his chair.

      “Now be gone!” screamed Jenny. Instantly the rowdies fled into the night. Left on his own, their leader held a moment longer, trembling as he tried to raise the nerve to defy her. With a yell she advanced on him, tambourine clattering overhead in one hand while she held the other forth to touch his face. Before she could reach him he turned on his heels and ran after his companions.

      Victory! The Holy Ghost had worked through her, smiting her enemies. The hall exploded in cheers and applause. People began dancing in the aisles, many with the appearance of a seizure. Here and there a few spoke in tongues, rushing forth in a wild stream of not-quite familiar syllables circling around this or that language the way Dory’s fiddle circled around the hymns without ever coming to light.

      The Pentecostals, of whom Jenny reckoned herself one after receiving the Holy Ghost and fire baptism at the great Azusa revival, believed speaking in tongues to be the ultimate sign of true conversion. Even most evangelicals held back from such a blanket assertion, so Jenny halted long enough to quote from Second Acts, accompanied by a long rattle of the tambourine:

      “They saw fire on the apostles’ heads and heard them speak in other tongues, as the spirit gave them utterance; they saw them stagger like drunken men.”

      Which was her standard rejoinder to those hush-house tall-steeple preachers who called such signs a mockery of religion at best, and a mark of the beast at worst.

      Then skipping and dancing and spinning and shaking her tambourine while Dory broke into a boisterous reel with cascading notes so dissonant yet inevitable that Jenny practically felt her skin peeling off, only to find a profound inner joy released by such scourging of her ears, she snaked her way back through those stamping and writhing in the aisle.

      Then she stopped, and freezing into stillness, took in the young girl she’d picked out earlier. The girl’s face was rapt. Though Jenny knew to give all credit to God, whose will and love and mercy alone allowed her to accomplish these seeming wonders, she also knew that people were people. The girl would have heard the sermon and accepted some of whatever part she understood.

      But what would move the girl more than all the rest was to witness Jenny, a young woman pretty and graceful as she hoped to be someday, display the sort of power she’d never even dreamed about, power that nearly all men and too many women would declare forever barred to her. The power to transform hearts, to rebuild the world, to banish all fear. The power to fashion her own destiny. The power to do more than marry the best prospect who turned up, then surrender her life to child-bearing amid whatever situation he landed her in.

      Jenny and the girl locked eyes, and Jenny tried to impart her blessing so that the girl might grasp her love and hope, and draw strength accordingly.

      May you never know fear and shame and the betrayal of those you should most be able to trust, Jenny tried to say through her eyes. May you never be cast out, and have to make your own way in a world where most care only for what they can take from you. May you never be mocked, and threatened, and libeled, and held up to disdain. May your brains and grit never be discounted just because you are a woman.

      May you be spared what I had to fight my way through to find you here tonight.

      But the world is as it is, and I cannot save you from whatever travails God may choose to set in your path. So hear this message from my heart. God is kind, and merciful, and loving. Often we fail to see it, but only because we make demands on Him to lift us higher instead of giving him our heart wherever we happen to be.

      Love God, for His works are good. This I promise, for thus was I redeemed. Let Jesus be your staff in this world, and your delight in the greater world to come. And whatever your life holds, may you always find peace and joy in the Lord.

      And then: Jesus, please bless this girl with the knowledge of your love, as you have blessed me.

      Then slowly, slowly, she raised her hands from her sides, tambourine rattling, until they joined overhead. Then in a sudden sharp clash and a crouch and the sudden squeezing together of her brows, she focused limbs, eyes, and heart upon the girl, who had one brief moment of shock before she went rigid.
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      The snake shed Jesse Oldham like a skin, scraping and tearing him off in ragged, agonized strips.

      The man left behind heard screams.

      Screams of terror, he thought, rather than pain. He’d heard enough of both to judge. And surrounding the screams, shouts both angry and jubilant.

      He’d heard shouts like that before, too.

      He stayed where he was, deep within the thickets, naked and shivering. He could do nothing to save the boy. Nothing but come forward and be hanged at his side.

      He didn’t fear death. A man who’d fought the bosses as many years as he had, you didn’t figure to die in bed. But hanging....

      He shuddered. But something else haunted him.

      This time you chose it. You called the serpent to you, and bid it kill.

      No, no. It came over me, as always before. I was fearful and injured and fleeing—

      You summoned it. And in your own clear human mind, bid it kill.

      He huddled cold and frightened. Long after the screams had ceased, he still heard them echoing through his mind.

      Murderer, he berated the serpent.

      Murderer, it hissed back.

      Why do I lack the strength to slay us both?
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      As the young girl’s mouth fell open, Jenny made a sign to the ushers to get there fast.

      She sidled past the Swede, who at her sudden proximity ceased pounding his head and fell to his knees weeping copiously and praying to either Jenny or the Lord.

      Right now, Jenny thought, the girl will be wandering the golden streets. If like most she has kin she knows there, she will see them glorified and happy.

      Something along those lines, anyway. Most of the tranced saw heaven, and usually described it in much the same words. Many also saw hell, which could prove a sobering experience.

      Yet either way the tranced always returned impressed no end, and often better people for the experience. It had played that way for Maria Woodworth, it had played that way for William Seymour in Azusa Street, and it played that way for Jenny Sparrow.

      Jenny knew that in the long run the trances and the dancing were for most of her audience like going to the circus; a good time to be had, wonders to talk about, and a normal life to get back to the next day, with its mix of devotion, sin, and confusion. But she always tried to pick out at least a few of the audience who struck her as exceptionally receptive and structure her sermon, her movements, her whole tempo, as Dory called it, around them. If she could bring just one heart to Jesus, she reckoned she’d given Satan a good hiding that night.

      If someone had saved her stepfather at a meeting like this, he might not have kept at her the way he did, and not hanged himself because he couldn’t find the strength to stop himself any other way.

      Suddenly she was exhausted almost beyond bearing. She trudged back to the stage, chin and shoulders drooping, knees struggling not to buckle. Dory softened the fiddle, notching down some of the frenzy that had seized the hall when she cast out the wicked.

      Jenny took her position alongside the pulpit. She rarely stood behind it except to introduce herself to a new audience.

      “Let us sing,” she called out. “Please join voices with me for The Communings of Jesus.”

      Behind her Dory played the introductory notes to bring the assembly as close into key as they were likely to get. As the hymn lofted out from a couple of hundred throats the notes, though not all in tune and not all in time, lifted her, lending her fresh energy.

      She so loved music. Some of the more hard-shell preachers felt even hymns to be frivolous, verging almost on the sensual, but did not heaven itself feature a choir? There was so much more to faith than a hair shirt.

      And within these heavenly places,

      Calmly hushed in deep repose,

      There I drink with joy absorbing,

      All the love Thou wouldst disclose.

      Singing louder than any in a voice that had been favorably compared to that of an angel, as if the hearers would know, Jenny found herself transported. The hymn quite revived her, restoring the energy the trancing always drained.

      And as she stood on the stage swaying and leading the people in song, a vision came to her.

      At first she thought she was herself seeing the heavenly city. A long street stretched away into the distance. But what she at first took for golden buildings proved to be the sunrise glaring off windows in fiery orange. The buildings were in fact made of wood. And behind them ... mountains? Yes, behind the town rose steep, wooded hills topped with snow. A western landscape, certainly.

      But what is this? she thought. She’d never had a vision of this sort before.

      Precious, gentle, holy Jesus,

      Blessed Bridegroom of my heart;

      In the secret inner chamber,

      Thou wilt whisper what Thou art.

      The conviction rose within her that God had invited her to a new intimacy through this vision. But to what purpose?

      And then it came to her. She was being called! She must find this place, and go there to await the End of Days, which God was telling her was much closer than even she had expected. And she must take a band of the faithful with her. There, free of the distractions and temptations of the wandering life, they would purify their souls in preparation for the Second Coming.

      But where? Must she search the land until she came upon the place by chance? Her inner eye fixed on one of the broad false-front buildings. Some name was written across it in fading red letters. But the vision remained too indistinct.

      Oh Lord, she cried inwardly, while singing the hymn with all the force her lungs and throat could bring to bear, you have seen fit to grant this poor sinner a sign. But my spirit is weak, oh Lord, too weak to see all you have deigned to show me. I do not question your bidding. I will devote my life to searching out this place if such is Thy will. But please, if this is where you mean me to carry out my ministry, give me strength to see more clearly, that I not mistake your purpose.

      And even as she watched, the dull red letters began to glow, and turn slowly golden, as though the sun had set them alight. Until the name stood out brighter and clearer than the cover of her own Bible, the one possession she’d taken with her when she fled home at fourteen years of age.

      Now she was coming home again, with the Lord’s blessing.

      There in front of all the people Jenny fell weeping to her knees, overcome with joy and gratitude. For not only had the Lord sent down the Holy Ghost to enable her to save some fitful souls this night, He had granted her a vision in which He chose her for a special, a sacred task. Unworthy as she was, He had accepted her as His vessel.

      In a stroke Jesus had cleansed away her guilt, her doubt, and all the lingering shame of her body and soul she’d carried with her from her home and after twelve years preaching still not scrubbed away. She knelt weeping her eyes out, washed in the Blood of the Lamb, blessing God for this great mercy.

      And still she sang:

      Rest thou, oh my soul, contented,

      Thou hast reached thy happy place,

      In the bosom of thy Savior,

      Gazing up in His dear face.

      The name burned so clearly her eyes flinched from the light:

      BRIDE’S CREEK.
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      As soon as the dim green-tinged light filtering through the trees let him see where he was putting his feet, Jesse Oldham made his way back, still naked and shivering, toward the hobo jungle. He moved cautiously, tree to tree, testing each step for snapping twigs, looking and listening every few paces like still-hunting a deer.

      He didn’t think the vigilantes would leave anyone behind to ambush him. They’d been too rattled by the death of their fellows. But he’d been sure before in this life. Sure, and wrong.

      He found his clothes lying in the dense thicket where the snake had crawled out of them. Scratching his hands and forearms on the blackberries, he retrieved the garments and quickly got dressed. All the time he peered around in light slowly taking on a faint golden sheen. As he prepared to start off again, he heard leaves rustle a little way off.

      At once he was on his belly. In a few moments he saw Rowan, coatless and hatless, slipping from tree to tree the way he himself had, only a lot noisier. Even as a man, the snake in Jesse Oldham somehow kept him silent and stealthy.

      He stood and waved. Rowan came up panting. More in fear, Oldham thought, than exertion. His face, bruised from yesterday’s beating, had acquired a fresh set of scratches from tearing through the brush. Under a layer of dirt he looked like he’d spent the last year in a cave.

      “Did you get the boys together?” Jesse Oldham asked.

      “Yeah.” Rowan stared around nervously. “Took a while, but we got them gathered up in the woods a few miles from here. Everyone but you, Rabinowitz, and Milo. I figured the vigilantes got you.”

      Milo. That had been the youth’s name. “Not me. They got the kid, though. His legs gave out, and they jumped us. I fought and got away. Wasn’t anything I could do about him.”

      Rowan shook his head. “This is worse than Spokane.”

      “I think I may have killed a couple of them.”

      Rowan ducked like someone had thrown a punch at him. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I mean I killed two men. It just ... well, it happened.”

      “Christ, Jesse. You killed them? You sure?”

      “I’m sure, yeah.”

      Rowan groaned. He obviously hadn’t slept last night. His eyes were oversized in his bruised and dirty face, with huge wrinkled bags beneath. The moan, part dismay and part fear, put a sick, hung-over look on him.

      “Oh, this is bad. This is awful. Jesse, what the hell have you done? I thought we agreed, no violence. Passive resistance, remember?”

      “I remember. I’m not offering any excuses. It’s done. The only good thing about it, they know it’s me, so no one else should get accused.”

      “They can still charge us as accomplices. Accomplices to murder. Hell, they’ll blame the whole organization. The law and the newspapers both.”

      “I know.” Why hadn’t he stopped himself? How hard had he really tried? “Nothing for it but to split and run.”

      “Running ain’t gonna be no stroll in the park.” Rowan kept peering through the trees like he expected the vigilantes to come back. “Every yard bull they can call out will be combing the switch yards. And some of the boys are too busted up to flip a rattler on the fly.”

      Birds sang in the trees, calling back and forth. They must have been doing that for some time, but he’d just noticed. The sky through the foliage, losing its gold, was starting to turn a deeper blue, though the heat hadn’t yet penetrated down here in the shadows.

      In moments like this he wanted to live.

      Too bad.

      “Look,” he told Rowan. “I’m sorry about what happened. But right now I got troubles of my own. Jesse Oldham’s name and description will be flashing along the wires from San Diego to Bangor. I’ve got to get a wriggle on.”

      Rowan nodded, finally accepting the situation. He was a good man. Steady. He’d do everything for the wounded that could be done. “What about Milo and Rabinowitz? Did the vigilantes take them back to town?”

      Jesse Oldham remembered the screams. “I don’t know. I was just headed back to take a look around.” He dreaded what he already knew he’d find.

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “All right.” Someone had to witness. Trueblood and his buddies would claim self-defense, and they had two bodies of their own to back it up. Jesse Oldham couldn’t testify for anyone.

      Alert for ambush, the two men approached the hobo jungle alongside the tracks. And there on the edge of the woods Oldham saw what he’d dearly hoped he wouldn’t.

      “Jesus,” breathed Rowan.

      Rabinowitz and the youth dangled side by side from a tree branch, their necks stretched to near twice normal length. Oldham looked away. He’d seen hanged men before. A constriction formed in his own throat. Voices, jeers, laughter sounded in his ears.

      “It’s my fault,” he said. The boy’s screams came back to him, louder than the ringing in his ears from yesterday’s clubbing.

      Eyes frozen on the corpses, Rowan nodded. “Some of it. But this ... this is cold murder. Those ropes didn’t just turn up. The bastards knew they were going to lynch someone before they ever left town. Hell. We better cut them down and get them buried.”

      “No. Leave them. We got living men to worry about.”

      “Damn, Jesse—”

      “Leave them.”

      Four men. Four men he’d killed, not just two. When he should have been helping the kid and Rabinowitz, he’d run off and killed men and seen they got hung instead.

      “The man running the show,” he said, “was a cop.” He could barely speak around the lump in his throat. “Name of Trueblood. You might have seen him kicking me yesterday.”

      “I saw.” Still Rowan couldn’t drag his gaze away from the hanged men. Around them the jungle looked like a town dump after a windstorm. Everything the Wobblies had abandoned in their flight had been stomped, torn, and shredded, then most of it tossed on a massive bonfire.

      Jesse Oldham pulled Rowan around by the arm, and got a bitter look. Well, he’d earned it. “You better get back to the others. I have to take it on the lam.”

      “Right.” Rowan didn’t ask him what he’d do. Didn’t want to know. He started off, then turned and said, rather grudgingly, “Good luck.”

      “And to you.”

      Jesse Oldham turned for one last look at the hanging men. His head was bursting; blood hammered in his eyes.

      The Wobblies had brought with them materials for making signs. The vigilantes had used them to fashion placards of their own, red paint on cardboard. The signs read: “IWW.” Nothing more.

      One hung across the chest of each man.

      I did this, Oldham thought again. He didn’t want to look at the bodies. He knew much too well what his comrades’ dying moments had been like. But he forced himself to look anyway, to etch the scene in his mind.

      Because someday, maybe, he’d bring this picture back in each horrid detail, and it would finally help him get up the courage to do what he should have done years ago.

      Slay the serpent.
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      “Bride’s Creek,” Jenny repeated. “Ever hear of it?”

      “Uh-uh.” Smiling as was his custom, Dory shook his head. His black ringlets, worn long in the manner of Southern preachers of the last century, swayed cheerfully.

      Dory almost always smiled. Not optimistically, in bland faith that everything would soon turn better. Nor in universal friendliness, though he was a friendly old soul. Jenny thought his broad smile, calm and easy, reflected the inner peace of a man who truly did accept God’s bounty in whatever form it took, pleasant or otherwise.

      “Should be easy enough to find on a map,” he said. “Though it would help if we knew what state it was in. You say this vision came to you while you were singing?”

      “Yes. I saw the whole town. Right behind my eyes, clear as the people in front of me. Well, I guess I mostly saw a line of wooden storefronts. A little rickety, they looked. Wild West style, false fronts, raised boardwalk. They stood on a wide dirt street. There were mountains or tall hills behind the town. The hills were covered with snow near the tops. I rather think it must have been a mining town. What else would it be, way up in the hills with all that snow? Could be somewhere in the Rockies.”

      “Could be most anyplace between Denver and San Francisco, I’d say.”

      “I suppose. We’ll find it wherever it is. At first I didn’t know what was happening to me. Then I realized God must be sending me a sign. I didn’t know the town’s name either, when the vision came to me. I wondered if it was after all just some tank town along the sawdust trail I’d forgotten, like I was drifting off into a dream. Then I saw the name of the town glowing in bright golden letters. I knew right then that God was calling me to bring my ministry to this place.”

      “And it said Bride’s Creek.” From another man the light, almost bantering tone might seem skeptical, but Dory was never anything other than sympathetic. Though he did sometimes try to keep her from taking Jenny Sparrow too seriously, as she tended to do.

      “Yes. And that’s where the Lord intends for us to be.”

      They sat in the parlor of Mrs. Weaver’s boarding house. Done up in burgundy, green and tan, with tasseled kerosene lamps and large oval portraits of family members all looking grave in tight-collared dresses and shirts, it had bypassed all change in fashion for twenty years, and bore the musty smell to prove it.

      Mrs. Weaver, herself a comfortably upholstered widow clinging to the last of middle age, had exulted over Jenny’s presence, exclaiming how blessed she was to have a real live Holiness preacher in the house. Then spent just about every minute since expounding the Bible to her. Sadly accustomed to such behavior, Jenny listened with not quite half an ear, throwing in a “glory” or “bless the Lord” or “isn’t that so” whenever Mrs. Weaver paused for breath.

      “And why would the Lord call you to Bride’s Creek?” Dory asked.

      A long, rangy man, he overflowed the parlor chair, while Jenny for propriety’s sake sat across the room on the matching divan. Both pieces had been worn threadbare long ago, and all life crushed from the stuffing so that Jenny could feel the springs digging into her rump. Dory had tentatively tried the stationary rocker but jumped up quickly at the ominous squeal of the frame.

      “The End Days are closer upon us than we knew, Dory,” she said, testing the sound of it because in truth she was still trying to find some message from the Lord that might have slipped her by the first time. “It may be weeks, it may be a few more years, but the time for tarrying is past. I must set up shop in Bride’s Creek, and minister to whatever souls come ready to make one last all-out effort to don the full armor of God.”

      Spoken aloud this way, to one who’d heard about a thousand sermons out of her and didn’t figure to be overcome by fresh revelations, the message lacked some of the conviction she’d been hoping to find in her own heart. Maybe she’d jumped the gun about the End Days. God hadn’t actually proclaimed them in so many words. But He had called her to Bride’s Creek for some purpose, so to Bride’s Creek she must go.

      “So anyway,” she concluded, easing back a notch from her preacher’s fervency, “that’s where I’m headed. Only there’s a host of details to be worked out. I don’t at all know what I shall find there. Don’t even know where it is, though an afternoon in the library should clear that much up, at least. I don’t know who will come, or where they’ll stay, or how we shall live. Of course I’ll tell the faithful” — her term for the small band of followers who accompanied her everywhere — “to send word back home, and gather in what sheep they may. But first things first. I’m hoping you’ll come with me.”

      She hesitated on the verge of saying more. Over the past three years Dory had come and gone, though recently he’d settled in a little more. And she had come to depend on him more than prudence dictated she should. His fiddle got the assembly’s feet moving, and her own; she danced better, preached hotter, and felt the spirit gush more strongly within her with his music flowing through her. She believed she saved more souls when he took part.

      Aside from that, though, for all his aw-shucks, self-effacing nature, he excelled at the practical side of running a traveling revival. With a few exceptions, the rest of the faithful would turn instantly to a fervent discussion of Bible lore the moment you asked them to undertake the task of finding out if some church that had invited her to preach had enough eager souls to support the travel, or arranging rail fare and room and board, or scheduling various engagements in logical fashion so that the whole troupe didn’t end up broke, stranded, and in trouble with the law. Jenny had yet to find anyone with the right combination of faith, hard-headedness, and constant presence to serve as secretary. The most capable of her flock tended to have lives of their own, and settled habitation.

      Dory understood her weariness, her moments of indecision, even the not inconsiderable temper she strove not to let fly. Dory was the only one who when she faced some dilemma asked not what God decreed, but how Jenny Sparrow felt about it.

      On a venture such as this, with a host of worldly problems to address and nothing but a fleeting moment’s vision to let her guess as to God’s will, she was downright afraid to go forth without his help.

      But she didn’t dare come out and say so because despite his easy manner, he was still a man and she still an unmarried woman, and though she trusted him completely — well almost; growing up the way she did and taking her place in the world as a very young and pretty girl she couldn’t totally trust any man other than the Son of God — misunderstandings could so easily arise.

      Clearing his throat, Dory gave another shake of his black curls. “Sure I’ll string along with you. Or that is to say, I’ll meet you there.”

      “Meet me?”

      He nodded. “If it is the End of Days coming, I need to make one last sweep for lost souls of my own.”

      “You mean you’re going to go riding the rails again?” she asked in dismay.

      “That’s my ministry, Jenny,” he replied quietly. “Far as I can claim one. ‘Course the closest I ever come to real preaching is when I play my fiddle for you. But there are lost souls out on the road same as anyplace else, and it’s awful darn hard for the Word to find them there. Before the Time of Tribulations falls upon us, I ought to go out one last time. Kind of fulfill a bargain I made with the Lord when you guided me away from the road I was on, if you get my drift. If you’re telling the rest of the faithful to spread word to their flocks, you shouldn’t take it hard if I go and spread word to mine.”

      “No, you’re right, of course.” In the space of a few words the road ahead had just grown steeper and rockier. And yet she couldn’t plead with him to change his mind. In truth she couldn’t help comparing him, just a little, not in any blasphemous way, with the apostles going forth among the humble. “It’s just that without you and your fiddle, and your friendship, I ... well, I guess I’ll just have to pray for strength to carry this through.”

      “Aw, you come right on out of there, now.” Once more he shook his ringlets in pretended chastisement. “Jenny Sparrow was spreading fear among Satan’s minions long before she ever gave Doremas Garr a handout and a chance to be of some use in the world. You’ll do just fine, Jenny.”

      “Genevieve,” she told him, on sudden impulse.

      He cocked an ear. “Come again?”

      “Genevieve Farrell. That’s my name.” Funny she’d never told him before. That was just one more of the little intimacies she’d never allowed herself with this man, because ... because in truth she was lonely. “The first time I tried preaching for my supper the Sallies asked me my name and I hadn’t ever thought about it. There were things about Genevieve Farrell I didn’t want anyone to know. Jenny Sparrow was the first name that came into my head. And Jenny Sparrow I’ve been ever since.”

      Dory shook his head in wan appreciation. “Well ain’t you the one.”

      He chuckled to himself, going over it like some deep kind of joke, though Jenny didn’t see anything funny in it. The smile bulged his cheeks, that already stuck out from his face like a pair of apples. His face, thin side to side and long front to back, looked to have been glued together from two separate pieces. Up top a forehead big and round as a rain barrel topped huge dark eyes that always seemed to twinkle with a joke only he could see.

      Below the protuberant cheekbones, though, his face sank in on him, so that his wide, broad lipped mouth scarcely fit on it, but had to curve around far to either side, making it sometimes look like he wore clown’s makeup. His chin, that advanced defiantly from the mouth’s retreat, put her in mind of a rudder. Dory was far from handsome; but as a woman in the assembly once remarked: “for a man homely as a drainpipe, he sure can give you that itch to sample the goods — beg pardon, Sister, just a figure of speech, like.”

      Now he sighed and folded the smile quietly away. “See here, Jenny. I know it’s a mighty big commission the Lord’s laid in your lap. But you can bring it off if anyone can. You brought the light to me. You pulled me from the road I was on, which led straight to the dark and smoky pit. And out of gratitude to you and the Lord who gave a poor sinner a second chance, I’ve set myself to help others in whatever small way I can. You can’t take your ministry out on the rails. It’s not that I want to go, believe you me. I just ... well, it wouldn’t sit right with me if I didn’t go and make one last grab for souls lost as I was before the Lord led me to you. Please understand, and forgive me.”

      “Oh pshaw, there’s nothing to forgive,” she said brightly, with a sinking heart. “The Lord’s sending us both to do the work best suited to us.”

      Dory did this every now and then. He’d hare off to “flip a rattler” as he called it, and every few days some dusty, hungry, and searching soul would find his way to Sister Jenny. Usually through her preaching they experienced the fire and Holy Ghost baptism. Usually they left changed and better men. But always they left, though most were industrious, steady, capable men she would have welcomed in her following.

      They’ll never stay, Dory told her once. They’re hobos, not tramps. A hobo wanders the land dodging the shacks and the yard bulls while looking high and low for work. When he finds it, it’s dirty and back-breaking and likely dangerous besides, and for near onto starvation wages because there’s thousands of men just like him riding the same darn rails.

      A man like that, Dory would say, he’s got just one dream. A home, and a family, and a steady job he don’t have to risk life and limb and thirty days on the county chain gang to get to. It’s a long hard haul for the working man in this country. You give them the courage to try and settle down and the faith to keep on trying after they find they’re not wanted anywhere. For that you’ll have God’s blessing, and theirs. But the kind of home they’re looking for, well, it’s not in the bosom of the Lord, if you see what I’m saying.

      That was Dory’s ministry. And maybe she should be grateful he boarded a boxcar and rode his own peculiar circuit every now and again. For maybe that form of service, or penance, kept him from striking off to find a home and family of his own.

      Or looking for a home in her.

      Which she dreaded, because she’d just have to turn him down and then he’d likely vanish like all the other tired men come in off the road. She’d miss him, too. Miss him no end.

      But Jenny Sparrow had work to do, and she didn’t plan to be known as “Mrs.” anyone, or let a man have his way with her any damn time he felt like it.

      She just hoped he’d be all right. Dory acted like it was all child’s play, but she’d read in the papers how five thousand men a year were killed or crippled riding the rails. Boarding or ditching boxcars on the run, losing your grip on the rods below, getting your head beat in by yard bulls in the switching yards, or getting thrown off a train roaring along at sixty miles an hour by the shacks who patrolled the cars spanner in hand, it was dangerous work.

      “You go whenever you’re ready, Dory,” she told him brightly. “You send me whoever you think I can help, and you come back whenever the spirit strikes you. I guess I can hold everything down that long, anyway.”

      He restored the grin to his face. Honestly, the man could hide an apple below each cheekbone. “I’ll be back in plenty of time. The Lord didn’t tell you the End of Days was tomorrow, did he?”

      Then more seriously: “With all I’ve done in my life, there’s just two things I’m proud of. Well, three, counting that I was blessed with some small skill with the fiddle. But the big ones are that I surrendered myself to the Lord, and that I’ve been of some use to Jenny Sparrow.”
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      He heard the cry “hijacks!” and rolled up off the floorboards to see the rope ladder jerk to its end then dance in the wind rushing past the open boxcar door. He rushed forward, hoping to grab the first man down and ditch him. But the hijack, a dark shape against the dim rolling clouds of the night sky, swung down too fast. The blast of a pistol shot flashed through the car. Frank Barton — that was what he called himself now, not that anyone had asked — staggered to a halt, then hurriedly backed away.

      There were three of them, the first two waving guns, the last man down shining a bull’s-eye lantern around the car. The nine hobos raised their hands and backed against the far side like they were told. Then they took off their shoes or boots and tossed them forward onto the planks, also as instructed, because many a man on the road stuffed a couple of bills in his footgear. The smell did little to improve the situation. Not many side-door Pullmans came with a bathtub.

      For a moment everyone just stood there, the men with the guns breathing hard from the exertion and the danger of clambering over the car roofs, the men with their hands in the air looking hangdog, affronted, or scared. All twelve bodies swayed with the clack-clack-clack of the wheels grinding over the Northern Pacific track. The boxcar had carried cattle on its last run, and though the straw and manure had been swept out and the planks hosed down, it still smelled like a feedlot.

      The big man in the center of the thieves stepped forward behind a small nickel-plated revolver glinting in the light of the storm lantern. “Any money, any watches, jewelry, knives, anything at all you sorry lot of shitbirds might be carrying that’s worth piss, you dig it out and put it on the floor. Be sure you don’t forget nothin’, neither, cause we’re sure gonna check. Any hold-outs gets their jaw broke. And if anyone has a gun, you tell me right the hell now.”

      Frank Barton’s knees turned rubbery at the sound of that voice.

      Trueblood.

      At once he saw the two bodies hanging from a tree, “IWW” scrawled on placards across their chests.

      I’ll kill him.

      More likely he’ll kill you, the instant he takes a good look at your face.

      Tucking his chin in like a man lowering his glance before a bully, Frank Barton raised his eyes for a quick look. The focused beam of the bull’s eye lamp cast only a slight glow on one side of the man’s face, but that was enough.

      Hell and damnation! What was Trueblood doing hijacking hobos hundreds of miles from Kehoe, where he was supposed to be a cop?

      Frank stooped and emptied his pockets along with the others, carefully setting his frayed wallet holding four dollars, his forty-three cents in change, his cheap watch, and his small three-bladed stockman’s knife on the jolting planks.

      This was bad. He might launch himself forward, break through and make it to the door. They couldn’t shoot while he was in among them, and might miss as he jumped. But the train was rattling along at a good fifty miles an hour, and if the serpent kept him from being killed outright, he’d most likely break enough bones to make him wish he had.

      Slowly he stepped back to the ribbed side of the boxcar, his face still bent toward the floor. This was the third time his and Trueblood’s paths had crossed. And just like the first two, Trueblood was the one with a gun.

      But this time he didn’t have a badge.

      One of the robbers handed his gun off to Trueblood and gathered the hobos’ money and meager possessions into a grain sack. Then he started down the line, patting down each man in turn. That left Trueblood with a gun in each hand, and the man next to him with a revolver in one hand and the lantern in the other.

      Most of the hobos looked to have been shaken down before, because the hijack found nothing on any of them. Not until he came to a man Barton had noted before, a tall ‘bo with tight-curled black hair hanging long as an old-time preacher and a fiddle case slung over his shoulder. Though of slender build, with a face trying to swallow itself below prominent cheeks, he had thick wrists and a tree root neck that suggested wiry strength — Frank always tried to judge how strong any man he met might be, and had gotten pretty good at it.

      “I thought we told you to put everything on the floor,” the hijack growled.

      “It’s just my fiddle. See?” The long-haired man unslung the case and clicked it open to show there wasn’t anything inside but the instrument. “It’s worth nothing to you, but it means a lot to me.”

      The hijack punched him, a fast but not well-braced shot to the stomach. As the fiddler grunted and hunched, the robber grabbed the open case from his hands and tossed it behind him onto the floor. The fiddle bounced out onto the boards.

      “Break it,” said Trueblood.

      The hijack turned and looked at him questioningly. “We might be able to pawn it for a half-piece.”

      “It might have money hidden in it.”

      The fiddler straightened. Frank could see the blow hadn’t really hurt him, though he kept clutching his stomach like it had so’s not to hurt the hijack’s feelings.

      “I got nothing hidden anywhere on this earth, mister. You already got my money. If I had more, why would I be rattling my teeth loose here?”

      The hijack punched him again. This time a roundhouse left to the jaw that wheeled him around and slammed him against the boxcar wall. Still facing the wall the fiddler sagged, his fingers clawing the board, but Frank noticed his legs didn’t look any too wobbly holding him up.

      “Okay,” the hitter said to Trueblood. “We’ll break it. Soon’s I get through the rest of these bums.”

      The hitter wasn’t a large man, but square-shouldered and square-jawed. He might think he was tough as a nickel steak, but to Frank’s eyes he looked clumsy, an arm-puncher. His blond hair was jumbled from the wind because like his companions he wore no hat that would only get blown off chasing around a speeding train. Following the lantern light, he frisked the next man in line.

      Then he came to Frank.

      “Hold it,” said Trueblood. “Step back a minute.”

      “What’s wrong?” said the blond man.

      “I just wanna see something.” Trueblood came forward. “Look at me, you son of a bitch. Hot damn, it is you. I can’t hardly believe my luck.”

      “Huh?” said Frank.

      “What are you talking about?” asked the blond man.

      Trueblood stepped in close, still holding a revolver in each hand. His face, heavily shadowed with the lantern behind him, worked nervously, and Frank didn’t like either his wide-eyed look or the way he began softly panting.

      “You murdering red bastard, you killed two men from my town.”

      “Hold on, mister. I don’t know what you’re talking about. You got me mixed up with someone else.” Frank could practically feel the bullets in the cylinders of each gun.

      “The hell I do.” Trueblood back-handed him across the side of the face, the butt of the revolver digging in below the left cheekbone. Frank tasted blood as the flesh ground into his teeth. “You Wobbly bastard, I’m going to blow your murdering brains out.”

      “Will someone tell me just what the hell’s going on?” the blond man protested.

      “This” — Trueblood whipped the barrel of his right-hand gun across Frank’s jaw — “is Jesse Oldham. The shit-heel who killed two deputies back in—”

      He caught himself.

      “Hey, isn’t there a reward out for him?” said the man with the lantern.

      “And how the hell would we claim it?” said the blond man. “This ain’t exactly legal, what we’re doing.”

      Trueblood jammed the muzzle of one of his guns up under Frank’s chin, forcing his head back. “No way. We’re just gonna kill him and be done.”

      His knee shot upward. Frank caught the shift of weight and swiveled partway aside. Partway. His testicles still exploded in a pain that roared like the Johnstown flood all the way up to his ears. His body tried to fold, only to be checked by the muzzle sticking up behind his jaw.

      Pain and rage almost made him swing on Trueblood, but he held himself in. His aim was to kill, not to die.

      “If you’re gonna kill him, kill him,” said the man with the lantern. “But I don’t feel like hanging around here all night watching you take your own sweet time mauling him to death.”

      “Go to hell,” snapped Trueblood. “I’ll take as long as I like.”

      “Are you sure we ain’t gonna have to kill all of them?” asked the blond. “You already shot your mouth off. They can figure out who you are without too much trouble. If they go blabbing to the law, we’ll all get jugged.”

      “Are you crazy?” protested the man with the lantern. “There’s nine guys here. We can’t muck ‘em all out. I ain’t havin’ no part of that.”

      “Shut up!” Trueblood shot back. “Let me think.” To help the process along, he took his right-hand gun out of Frank’s jaw and wound it back for another blow.

      Frank had had just about enough. He’d been taking his lumps quietly, partly because there wasn’t much else he could do, but also to let these boys know they didn’t have a care in the world.

      Now as Trueblood’s right arm came whipping across he swept his own right up to block it and seize the coat sleeve. In the same twist of his body his left hand shot across and grabbed the cylinder of the cop’s other gun.

      Trueblood found both his hands trapped and before he could think what to do about it Frank drove his knee up into his groin. As the cop grunted and bent Frank twisted his left-hand gun loose and began beating him about the head with it.

      A punch from the blond sent purple stars dancing across his eyes. But by now the other hobos were piling on and the blond was dragged away. Someone got their arms around Trueblood, about halfway pinning his arms. The hijack with the lantern was down on his back with the tall fiddler straddling him and pitching it to him good.

      Frank, Trueblood, and the hobo holding him all tumbled to the floor. Now Frank had one gun, the ‘bo the other, and Trueblood was left with nothing but glazed eyes staring up from a bloody face as Frank hit him with the gunbutt a few more times just for auld lang syne.
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