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CHAPTER	1
The	tall	sinewy	young	man	was	stirring	the	almost	dead	coals	of	yesterday’s
camp	fire.	The	cold	air	at	this	altitude	was	nippy	and	uncomfortable.	A	little
paper	and	some	roughed	up	bark	responded	quickly	to	his	lighter.	Better	not
let	Luke	 see	 that	 puppy.	He	would	 accuse	him	of	 smokin’—of	breakin’	 the
Word	 of	 Wisdom.	 Luke	 knew	 all	 the	 rules,	 probably	 better	 now	 that	 his
mission	 was	 through.	 Ho	 really	 didn’t	 smoke—well,	 a	 little	 bit—just	 an
occasional	Outback	cigar;	the	cherry	ones	were	pretty	good.

A	little	flame	would	take	the	stiffness	out	of	his	joints	and	heat	up	a	pot	of
coffee.	 Mohonri	 Reagan	 Tanner	 was	 at	 home	 in	 the	 outdoors.	 Camping,
hiking,	fishing,	riding	the	mountain	trails,	and	living	an	Indian	nomad	type	of
life	had	always	appealed	to	him.	He	liked	to	think	it	might	be	because	of	the
Zuni	blood	he	inherited	from	his	mother’s	side.	He	had	the	high	cheek	bones
and	 the	broad	 forehead	and	 raven	black	 long	hair—he	even	had	 the	natural
bronze	 skin	 of	 Indian	 heritage.	Mohonri	 looked	 like	 a	 classic	 young	 Indian
youth,	 except	 the	 electric	 blue	 eyes,	 inherited	 from	 his	 dad.	Ho,	 as	 he	was
known,	had	always	been	in	tune	with	nature	and	fascinated	with	the	past.

Putting	 some	 snags	 on	 the	 fire	 pit,	Ho	 reflected	 how	good	 it	was	 to	 be
camping	in	the	Uintah,	just	his	school	friend	and	him.	It	had	been	years	since
the	idyllic	youth	of	elementary,	and	the	four	years	of	high	school.	They	had
drifted	 apart	 since	 graduation,	 both	 of	 them	 steered	 by	 forces	 too	 big	 or	 at
least	too	demanding	to	navigate	differently.

The	last	time	Ho	Tanner	had	been	camping	with	Lucas	Jensen,	had	been
in	 June	 two	 years	 earlier.	 They	 had	 talked	 half	 the	 night	 and	 decided	 to
answer	the	churches	call.	“It’s	only	two	years,	and	we’ll	have	the	trust	of	the
entire	state,	and	 the	 trust	of	a	 lot	of	 fine	 looking	 ladies,”	 they	had	 told	each
other,	and	vowing	to	do	it,	had	started	in	motion	a	kaleidoscope	of	events	and
drama	that	had	taken	them	different	directions.

Now	that	the	mission	of	twenty-four	months	had	passed,	Ho	reflected	on
how	 differently	 each	 had	 gone.	 His	 had	 ended	 in	 injury,	 pain,	 agonizing
choices,	revenge,	and	an	ignominious	discharge.	Luke’s,	by	contrast,	as	things
usually	were	with	Mohonri	and	Luke,	had	ended	just	four	days	ago,	in	honor
and	 with	 a	 lot	 of	 family	 and	 friends	 welcoming	 him	 at	 an	 elaborate
Homecoming	celebration	and	preaching	at	the	ward	house.	Ho	smiled	ruefully
at	 the	 smoking	 fire,	 as	he	 remembered	meeting	Luke	at	 the	 airport.	He	had
made	a	big	deal	of	hugging	his	buddy	and	 rudely…a	 little	bit	playfully,	Ho
thought,	taking	off	his	neck	tie.	A	few	friends	and	Luke’s	girlfriend,	Katrina
Mumford,	 were	 disgusted	 at	 the	 scene,	 because	Ho	 had	whipped	 out	 some



lighter	 fluid	 and	 dousing	 the	 tie,	 flipped	 his	 Bic.	 They	 had	 all	 solemnly
watched	the	standard	black-tie	curl	up	like	a	snake	in	a	fire	pit	and	smolder
into	ashes.	The	gathered	well-wishers	had	stared	at	the	unshaven,	long	haired,
scruffy	looking	arson	like	he	was	the	incarnation	of	Lucifer.

“What	in	the	world—that	was	so	rude.	Why	did	you	do	that?”	demanded
Katrina.

“An	ancient	Indian	ceremony,	taught	from	the	first	Zuni	medicine	man,”
Ho	confided,	stoically.

Luke	 looked	 up	 from	 the	 tie’s	 ashes	 and	 commented,	 “That	 was	 pretty
weird,	Dude.”

“Really,	friends	don’t	 let	friends	wear	ugly	ties,”	continued	Ho.	Then	he
had	presented	Luke	with	a	present;	a	beautiful	silk	job	that	would	look	good
at	church,	the	office	and	the	opera.

“Thanks,	old	buddy,”	laughed	Luke	and	embraced	him	ardently.	“You	are
hard	to	figure	sometimes	but	still	my	best	friend.”

Katrina	 exploded.	 “He’s	 no	 friend,	 Luke,	 he’s	 obnoxious.	 Look	 at	 him,
sloppy	 clothes,	 facial	 hair,	 long	 straggly	mullet	 do,	 with	 an	 American	 flag
headband.	He	couldn’t	even	do	two	years	without	getting	into	trouble.	If	you
continue	hanging	with	him,	you	will	be	in	trouble,	too.”

“Honey,	I’ve	already	agreed	 to	go	camping	next	week.	We	have	a	 lot	of
catching	up	to	do.”	Luke	explained,	patiently.	“His	look	isn’t	too	bad,	there	is
a	 picture	 of	 Jesus	 that	 looks	 a	 lot	 like	 that,	 well,	 not	 the	 Stars	 and	 Stripes
headband	 but…”	Her	 glare	 preempted	 further	 discussion	 about	 his	 friend’s
nomadic	appearance.

“You’re	 not	 going	 anywhere	 with	 him,”	 Katrina	 stated	 emphatically,
“Unless	you	take	me	with	you.”

“Damn,”	Ho	replied,	“You	ain’t	even	married	yet	and	you	are	telling	him
what	kids	he	can’t	play	with	and	how	to	dress.”

Katrina	eyed	him	coolly,	like	a	dog	that	only	tolerated	the	family	cat.	Her
dislike	was	palpable	and	the	tension	in	the	air	whenever	the	two	were	thrust	in
adjacent	 proximity	 was	 ever	 present.	 They	 shared	 a	 mutual	 thinly	 veiled
animosity	toward	each	other.	But	she	was	Luke’s	main	squeeze,	hell,	his	only
squeeze,	 since	 grade	 school	 they	 hung	 out,	 went	 to	movies	 and	 the	 burger
joints.	It	was	an	accepted	idea	they	would	tie	the	knot	in	the	temple.	Ho	knew
better	 than	 to	 challenge	 his	 friends’	 association.	 He	 guessed	 the	 rose	 his
buddy	had	chosen	would	always	be	a	thorn	for	him.

She	still	wasn’t	going	camping;	some	stuff	was	guy	stuff.



They	 had	 decided	 to	 have	 another	 camp	 out	 in	 the	 Bear	 Lake	 area	 of
northeastern	Utah	 and	 chart	 the	 next	 few	 years,	 reacquaint	 themselves,	 and
see	what	they	still	believed,	or	what	had	changed,	away	from	the	expectations
and	pressures	of	home.	So	loading	a	pack	horse	and	saddling	up	for	a	week	in
the	Uintah	Mountain	 range	had	 seemed	 like	 a	great	 time	 for	old	buddies	 to
hook	up	again.	

Ho’s	 father	 and	mother	were	 converts	 to	 the	Latter-Day	Saints	 religion.
Missionaries,	 just	 like	Luke,	 had	 brought	 their	 testimony	 and	 the	 translated
record	of	 the	 inhabitants	of	 the	North	American	continent	 to	 their	door.	His
dad	was	 intrigued	 by	 the	 book	 and	 the	 people	 and	 had	moved	 to	Sigurd	 to
work	with	 a	mining	 company.	 So,	Richfield,	Utah,	was	 the	 home	 stomping
ground	for	his	children,	Mohonri	Reagan	Tanner	and	Chloe,	the	little	sister.	A
mine	cave	 in	had	 taken	his	dad’s	 life	when	Ho	was	 thirteen.	His	mom,	who
was	 half	 Zuni,	 had	 remarried	 a	 good	 church	 guy	 in	 Orderville	 and	 moved
Chloe	away.	

Mohonri	stayed	with	one	of	the	football	coaches	to	finish	out	his	athletic
commitment.	Ho	was	good	at	everything.	He	learned	all	about	the	mountains,
hunting,	 working	 equipment,	 truck	 driving,	 all	 sports,	 girls…everything.
Nothing	was	very	hard	 for	 him.	He	 lettered	 in	 football,	 basketball,	 baseball
and	 track.	 He	 graduated	 from	 High	 School	 with	 a	 3.68	 GPA	 and	 had	 a
scholarship	offer	from	several	four-year	colleges	and	some	local	 junior	 two-
year	deals,	including	Snow	College,	but	a	branch	of	that	tiny	school	was	right
in	Richfield.	Ho	needed	more	adventure	than	that.

He	didn’t	want	to	be	a	burden	and	had	no	money	for	anything	above	the
class	tuition,	so	higher	education	was	not	a	great	option.	His	buddy	Luke	had
talked	him	 into	sticking	with	 the	church	classes	and	meetings.	He	had	even
gotten	the	local	hierarchy	to	make	him	an	Elder.	He	didn’t	feel	any	older,	but
it	was	a	milestone	for	the	men	to	be	one;	it	made	him	the	head.	His	dad	might
have	been	 the	head,	but	his	mom	was	 the	neck—she	 twisted	him	anywhere
she	wanted.	It	was	supposed	to	be	authority	for	acting	with	the	power	of	God
but	Ho	was	sure	God	didn’t	want	either	of	them	doing	much	acting	for	Him.

He	would	have	felt	sorry	for	his	dad	but	the	guy,	good	intentioned	as	he
was,	was	a	wimp.	He	taught	him	everything	he	knew	and	was	a	great	friend
but	Ho	 couldn’t	 get	 over	 the	 embarrassment	 of	 having	 a	 dad	 that	wouldn’t
stand	up	for	something.	Hell,	the	name	Mohonri	was	foisted	on	him	when	he
was	 four	 days	 old,	 because	 the	 new	 Bishop	 said	 this	 Mohonri	 dude	 was
known	for	faith.

“This	little	man	is	a	great	soul,	he	will	have	great	faith,	you	should	name
him	Mohonri	Moriantumer,	who	was	the	brother	of	Jared	and	saw	the	finger
of	God,”	the	bishop	stated.



Ho	hated	the	name	and	always	insisted	on	being	called	Ho.	Sometimes	he
wondered	which	finger	 this	Mohonri	saw.	His	name	had	made	him	feel	 like
he’d	been	 flipped	off	 in	 the	moniker	department.	Even	 that	guy	named	Sue
Johnny	 Cash	 sang	 about	 had	 a	 better	 deal.	 What	 kind	 of	 dad	 would	 let	 a
stranger	name	his	only	son?	At	least	Pops	had	over	ruled	‘Moriantumer’	and
given	 him	 the	 middle	 name	 of	 Reagan,	 his	 favorite	 politician.	 While
quarterbacking	 and	 pitching	 for	 the	 teams	 in	 Richfield	 he	 had	 lobbied	 for
“Ray	Gun”,	but	it	never	really	took	off.	Maybe	if	he	had	been	a	black	dude…

By	 the	 first	 grade,	 the	 teasing	 had	 to	 stop	 so	 he	 adopted	 the	 second
syllable,	 ‘Ho’.	 That	 became	 his	 nickname	 up	 until	 his	mission	 then	 it	 was
Elder	Tanner.	Now	it	was	just	“Ho”	or,	according	to	a	couple	of	his	friends,
“Whore”.	“Ho”	was	better	than	‘my	whore’	and	‘Mo’	Horni’;	that	one	always
started	a	fight.	By	the	time	he	was	five,	he	would	punch	big	guys	for	calling
him	that;	it	was	definitely	worse	than	Sue.

Luke	ought	to	be	up	now;	the	coffee	pot	was	singing;	it	smelled	good.

“Luke…Dy-no-mite,”	he	yelled	and	threw	a	rock	at	the	tattered	tent	they
had	 shared.	 “The	 Philistines	 be	 upon	 thee,	 arouse	 thyself,	 shake	 the	 sleep
from	thine	eyes	and	behold	the	dawn.”		Pretty	good	biblical	stuff,	he	thought,
as	he	waited	for	his	friend’s	reply.	A	groggy	voice	answered	from	behind	the
canvas.

“I	heard	something	hit	the	tent,	Ho,	was	it	your	jawbone?”

“This	 ass	 has	 camp	 ready—get	 yours	 out	 here,	Dynamite,”	Ho	 retorted,
laughing.	 Luke	 was	 such	 a	 nerdy	 guy.	 All	 brains,	 no	 coordination.	 Sports
were	 not	 his	 gig.	Nothing	much	was	 his	 gig,	 except	 his	 computer.	He	was
seriously	skilled,	almost	hacker	level.	He	didn’t	exercise	much,	had	the	short
Hobbit	body	and	was	carrying	about	fifty	pounds	too	much	weight.	He	hated
being	the	fat	guy	but	could	never	pass	up	the	extra	slice	of	cheesy	pizza	or	the
cake	 and	 two	 scoops	 of	 ice	 cream.	 The	 fast	 food	 franchises	 came	 up	with
‘Super-Size	 it’	 just	 to	make	Luke	 Jensen	 happy.	Ho	 had	 always	 called	 him
Dy-no-mite.	They	knew	 it	was	 after	 the	 comedy	 show	Jon	Heder	did	 about
the	high	 school	nerd.	Luke	had	admired	Mohonri	 through	grade	 school,	 the
boy	 scouts	 and	wished	 he	 could	 emulate	 him.	Nobody	 ever	 pantsed	Ho	 or
even	 thought	 they	 could	 live	 through	 giving	 him	 a	 wedgie.	 Experiencing
those	things	and	a	lot	worse	were	daily	bumps	in	the	Lucas	Jensen	highway,
until	one	day	when	Mohonri	had	some	‘seizure	of	misplaced	compassion’;	he
called	 it	 and	 put	 an	 end	 to	 the	 hazing.	 Luke	 was	 never	 bothered	 again	 or
bullied;	Ho	had	his	back.

Ho	had	soon	found	that	his	buddy	Luke	had	some	usable	talent,	not	like
his	but	usable.	Liking	Ho	and	an	eagerness	to	obey	him	unreservedly	were	the



main	skills	Dy-no-mite	brought	to	the	table.	So,	Ho’s	Don	Quixote	had	found
his	Sancho,	a	guy	to	do	his	bidding	and	love	him	through	hell	or	high	water.
He	still	called	the	nerdy	kid,	Dynamite.

While	Luke	was	getting	dressed,	Ho	 reminisced	 about	 the	day	 they	had
told	each	other	about	their	missionary	service	selection,	named	‘a	Call’.	They
were	 taught	 to	 believe	 something	 divine	 was	 in	 the	 location	 selection	 of
where	 each	 young	man	 served	 his	mission.	 They	were	 in	 the	Bard	Café	 in
Cedar	City	one	early	afternoon,	returning	from	the	deer	hunt.	They	had	heard
about	the	famous	Sheppard	Pie	served	there	and	stopped	for	lunch.	Out	of	the
blue,	Luke	had	blurted	out	a	statement	which	was	a	question.

“Ho,	you	ever	heard	of	Mormons?	Do	ya	know	much	about	their	faith?”
Ho	stared	at	him,	gulped,	and	coughing	on	his	Coke,	stammered,	“What	the
hell?”

“Would	you	like	to	know	more?”	Luke	continued	sincerely.	Ho	lifted	his
sunglasses	and	raised	an	eyebrow,	quizzically.

“It’s	like	a	pick-up	line	but	not	for	girls,	for	converts.”	Luke	had	proudly
shared.

Ho	shook	his	head,	kind	of	embarrassed	 for	Luke.	“That	 is	pathetic.	 I’ll
bet	 you	 tried	 that	 on	Katrina	or	Lacy.	Both	of	 ‘em,	huh?	Tell	me	 the	 truth,
Dyno,”	he	teased.	In	a	seductive	overtone	he	added,	“Would	you	like	to	know
more?”

“Screw	you,	Ho,	I’m	being	serious,”	replied	Luke.

“Now,	 I	 am	 really	 concerned	 for	 you,	 buddy.	 Serious?	 like	 serious,
serious?”

“Yeah,	I’m	practicing	meeting	people.	I’m	goin’	on	a	mission.”

“Really?	Where	you	goin’?”

“The	Lord	called	me	to	Hawaii,”	announced	Luke,	proudly.

“The	Lord?	You	mean	the	computer	at	Church	Headquarters?”

“The	 Lord	 tells	 the	 Prophet	 and	 the	 Prophet	 tells	 the	 Mission
Headquarters,	 and	 they	 tell	 me.	 You	 know	 that.	 Anyhooo…it’s	 where	 I
wanted	to	go,	and	I	used	faith,	and	sure	enough,	I	got	my	call.”

“No	shit,	Dynamite?	You	got	the	luck.	Maybe	it	comes	from	your	name.
Luke	is	probably	luck	in	Polynesian.”		They	had	sat	quiet	for	a	moment,	each
in	their	own	thoughts,	until	Ho	added	a	surprise.

“I	haven’t	officially	told	anyone	yet	but	remember	when	you	begged	me
to	try	the	mission	thing	and	claimed	it	would	make	my	whole	life	clearer	and



inspire	me	with	what	I	want	to	do?	I	have	an	offer	to	play	minor	league	ball
for	the	Cincinnati	Reds	farm	system.	‘Ray	Gun’	has	still	got	the	heat.”

“Well,”	Ho	continued	between	bites	of	Sheppard	pie,	“I	decided	to	try	out
your	 theory	 and	 put	 in	 for	 serving	 a	 mission.	 I	 told	 them	 Monaco	 or	 the
French	Riviera.	They	messed	it	up	and	I	got	Belize.	Serious,	I’m	going	to	a
screwed	up	Third	World	country	and	you’re	off	to	Bikini	land	and	a	great	tan
and	 don’t	 tell	 me	 I	 didn’t	 use	 faith;	 I’m	 named	 for	 the	 most	 faith	 guy—
Mohonri.”	Lucas	Jensen	actually	snorted	in	his	Dr.	Pepper.

“I	visualized	myself	on	Mediterranean	beaches	and	converting	a	bunch	of
rich	and	 famous	people;	 even	visualized	a	model	 and	 some	hot	 actresses	 in
Cannes;	but	no,	I	get	Belize.”

“Visualizin’	and	faith	ain’t	the	same	thing,	duh.”

“Dammit,	Dynamite,	 and	 I	was	 just	 starting	 to	 trust	 you.”	Ho	 said	 half
joking.	“I’ll	probably	get	AIDS	and	you’ll	for	sure	get	lei’d	over	there.”

“You	know	I’m	not	that	kind	of	guy.	I’ll	be	on	my	mission,	you	know,	no
tolerance	for,	ahem,	female	fraternization.	 I	can’t	believe	you	said	 that.	You
know	I	am	saving	myself	for	Katrina.”

“I	 wasn’t	 talking	 about	 Hula	 girls—the	 flower	 necklaces—you	 know.
Luke,	you	are	so	easy	to	set	up.	I	just	love	throwin’	shit	like	that	at	you.”

“Hardy	McHar—har.	You	 have	 got	 to	 clean	 up	 your	 language	 now.	All
that	cussin’	has	to	go,	Ho.”

“You	know	why	I	like	you,	huh?	Because	jokes	like	that	actually	work	on
you.	It’s	like	you’re	a	blond	Dyna—mite.”

“Glad	 to	grant	 so	much	mirth	 and	happiness;	 it’s	 always	 at	my	expense
but	that’s	OK.”

“You’re	a	fricken	hoot,	dude.”

“Darn	it,	Mormons	don’t	ever	talk	that	way.”

“Darn	it,”	Ho	mocked	him.	“There	are	a	 lot	of	kinds	of	Mormons.	Even
jack	Mormons	are	Mormon.	There	could	be	cussin’	Mormons.	There	are	a	lot
of	weird	ones.	Does	 it	 ever	bother	you	we	have	 the	 same	 religion	as	Harry
Reid	and	the	dude	in	the	suspenders,	ah,	Larry	King?	You	share	the	faith	with
Donny	Osmond.	He	might	be	gay.”

“Gross—you	know	he	isn’t.	He	has	kids.”

“I	didn’t	say	sterile,	I	said	gay.	Don’t	you	think	gays	have	kids?”



“H..e…double	 tooth	 pick,	 no,”	 Luke	 said	 vehemently	 and	 innocently,
“They	have	a	different	orientation	so	they	can’t…a…	you	know…do	it…with
the	other	…um…orientation.	So…no	kids.”

“You’re	 priceless,	 Dynamite.	 You	 crack	me	 up.”	 laughed	 Ho.	 “Can	 we
talk	about	something	else?	I	don’t	want	you	going	all	‘broke	back	mountain’
on	me.”	Luke	protested,	“But	I’m	proud	of	you	because	you	are	postponing
professional	sports	for	serving	the	Lord.”

That	 was	 Luke.	Naïve.	 Brilliant.	 Never	 a	 dull	 moment	 because	 of	 the
things	that	ka-chinged	off	his	forehead.



CHAPTER	2

On	 a	 windswept	 outcropping	 of	 rock,	 the	 ruins	 of	 an	 ancient	 building
stubbornly	 remain	 in	 spite	 of	 the	 water,	 sea	 salt	 and	 typhoon	 damage	 of
centuries.	What	was	undoubtedly	a	magnificent	structure	on	the	scale	of	 the
Parthenon	but	not	anywhere	near	as	preserved	now	was	mostly	a	 jumble	of
rocks.	A	few	statues	of	maidens	were	evident,	tipped	over,	broken	into	pieces,
with	parts	and	features	hardly	recognizable	as	works	of	sculptured	images	of
women.	On	a	strip	of	sandy	beach,	at	the	base	of	the	basalt	ledge	stood	a	tent
canopy	 next	 to	 a	 black	 corporate	 Helicopter.	 Neither	 of	 these	 modern
intrusions	look	destined	to	stay	long.	Fluttering	in	the	Caribbean	breeze,	 the
canvas	 canopy	provided	 shelter	 from	 the	 sun	or	 an	occasional	 tropic	 storm.
The	island	was	a	small	tourist	resort	a	few	miles	off	the	coast	of	the	Yucatan
Peninsula	known	as	Isle	de	la	Mujeres.	Under	the	shade	of	 the	canopy	sat	a
ruggedly	 handsome	man	 with	 just	 graying	 temples	 and	 a	 mustached	 lip	 to
match.	He	was	classic	native	Indian,	fitting	well	with	the	Mexicans	and	part
Castilian	 breeds	 along	 the	 eastern	 coast	 of	 Mexico.	 By	 his	 dress	 and	 the
accoutrements	 of	 the	 camp	 site,	 he	 obviously	was	 used	 to	 comfort	 and	 had
resources	above	the	average	Latin	man	encountered	off	the	mainland.

Carlos	 Xolotl,	 forty-two,	 was	 used	 to	 being	 obeyed,	 a	 ruthless,
unflinching	man	with	eyes	that	burned	with	eternal	and	unspoken	desire.	He
was	powerful,	charismatic,	well	thought	of	in	Latin	American	countries,	and
was	 appointed	 by	El	 Presidente	 to	 head	 the	Bureau	 of	Antiquities.	He	 had
built	a	name	and	a	bank	account	buying	old	coins,	and	off	shore	research	and
recovery	of	sunken	spoils.	The	years	had	taught	him	enough	about	shipping,
customs,	 maps	 and	 diaries	 of	 the	 Spaniards	 to	 be	 considered	 an	 expert	 on
early	 artifacts.	 He	 had	 parlayed	 his	 wealth	 and	 reputation	 as	 a	 student	 of
history	and	humanity	into	the	position	of	Curator	of	the	Museum	of	Mexico
City.	From	this	observation	point	he	was	privy	to	most	finds,	ancient	and	not
so	old,	including	some	of	the	loot	secreted	by	banditos	such	as	Pancho	Villa,
the	Christos,	 and	 other	 roving	 patriotic	 bands	 that	 had	 ravaged	 the	 country
and	the	people	for	centuries.	This	combination	of	quasi-private	business	and
federal	 position	made	 the	possession,	 transport,	 and	disposition	of	 normally
illegal	things	possible	and	discreet.	A	long	list	of	things	that	the	government
laid	claim	 to,	were	under	 the	watchful	eye	of	Señor	Xolotl,	as	a	pen	 full	of
chickens	under	the	guard	of	a	fox.

Carlos	 Xolotl	 was	 not	 intimidated	 by	 anyone.	 He	 had	 access	 to	 the
Federales	if	he	deemed	their	involvement	necessary	and	understood	the	graft
and	 bribery	 that	 made	 the	 Mexican	 economy	 one	 of	 the	 most	 corrupt	 in
modern	times.	He	had	been	able,	through	cunning	and	sheer	brutality,	to	steer



through	 the	Cartel	wars	 and	 the	 local	 reprisals	 of	 police.	Killing	 in	Mexico
was	as	natural	as	birth.	Life	was	cheap	here	and	taking	bribes	led	to	a	more
lucrative	life	than	needing	to	pay	them.

His	purpose	 for	camping	on	 the	 Isle	de	Mujeres	was	 to	 locate	 some	old
artifacts	his	research	had	learned	must	still	be	on	the	island.	He	had	become
convinced	that	the	Temple	of	Ixchel,	now	a	crumbled	pile	of	stones,	had	once
been	the	location	of	immense	power.	He	knew	the	knowledge	of	a	tremendous
and	vital	force	of	the	universe	had	been	centered	at	the	temple;	and	it	was	his
obsession	to	wield	that	power	if	he	could	discover	some	of	the	secrets	hidden
around	or	beneath	the	structure	that	stood	for	centuries	in	honor	of	Venus	and
all	of	the	ancient	feminine	deities	who	had	once	ruled	everything.	The	power
of	this	spot	could	again	control	the	earth.	Xolotl	was	afraid	that	some	of	the
treasure	 and	maybe	 the	 key	 artifact	 had	 been	 removed	but	 he	 needed	 to	 be
sure.	The	ruins	of	Ixchel	had	been	sacked	earlier	by	Porfirio	Diaz’s	brother,
Felix,	 who	 had	 been	 given	 the	 office	 of	 Protector	 of	 Heritage.	 His
qualification	 for	 the	 post	 was	 typical	 of	 appointments	 in	 government;	 just
being	 the	 brother	 of	 one	 of	Mexico’s	 first	 Presidents.	He	 had	 subsequently
stripped,	broken,	destroyed,	or	stolen	most	of	the	heritage	of	the	country.	He
had,	under	the	guise	of	preservation,	plundered	every	known	site,	everything
he	 could	 find	 of	 the	many	 cultures	 and	 ruins.	 The	Diaz	 administration	 had
taken	 into	 government	 storehouses	 a	 fortune	 of	 gold—coin,	 bullion,	 statues
and	 jewels,	 along	with	 numerous	 antiquities	 the	 Indian	 and	Conquistadores
had	 lost	 or	 saved	 until	 they	were	 plundered.	 Studying	what	 had	 become	 of
stashes	and	booty	not	recorded	by	officials	was	a	hobby,	actually	a	full-time
priority	 of	 Señor	 Xolotl;	 he	 dreamed	 restless	 dreams	 of	 discovering	 and
wielding	the	ancient	power.

Carlos	and	Paco	Arroyos,	his	burly,	ruthless	‘bodyguard’	sat	beneath	the
shade	of	 the	 canopy	and	watched	 a	boat,	 rented	 in	Cozumel,	Paco	guessed,
while	 studying	 the	 printed	 numbers	 through	 a	 pair	 of	 high	 tech	 binoculars.
There	was	only	one	visible	passenger	on	the	fishing	rig	and	he	wasn’t	fishing.
They	could	clearly	see	the	guide	or	pilot	in	a	glassed	in	mini	bridge.	The	boat
cut	engine	and	drifted	quietly	in	toward	the	beach.

Paco	reached	into	a	large	briefcase	and	clicked	a	machine	pistol	off	safety.
“You	expecting	company,	boss?”

“No,	but	they	aren’t	lost	fishermen.	They	came	here,	knowing	they	would
find	us.	A	guy	named	Eddie	was	looking	for	me	last	week.	Let	me	interrogate
a	little.	If	I	ask	for	Sangria,	shoot	him	and	the	boat	captain.”	Carlos	lit	a	long
dark	Cuban	handmade	cigar	and	passively	watched	the	stocky,	heavyset	man
slosh	ashore.	He	was	dark	haired,	short,	almost	fat,	with	the	typical	beer	belly
hanging	 over	 his	 belt.	 He	 had	 a	 kind	 of	 sickly	 pasty	 complexion,



characterizing	city	people	from	the	New	England	area.	New	York	or	Boston,
Carlos	assumed,	absentmindedly.	He	studied	the	approach,	stretched	and	took
another	 pull,	 flicking	 some	 ash	 from	 the	 slender	 cigar.	 This	 guy	 knew	 the
routine,	 was	 familiar	 with	 the	 idea	 Paco	 was	 a	 bodyguard,	 not	 a	 welcome
hostess.	With	 hands	 held	 up	 and	 away	 from	 his	 body,	 he	 knelt	 in	 the	 sand
while	he	was	being	searched.	He	was	smart	and	careful.	Probably	worked	for
the	mob	or	 some	 inner-city	 crime	organization,	Carlos	surmised.	He	looked
like	 a	 guy	who	wouldn’t	 just	 sail	 onto	 a	 beach	with	 a	Bell	 chopper,	 a	 nice
canopy,	 an	 intimidating	 tough	guy	 and	 a	 stranger	 obviously	not	 used	 to	 the
rigors	of	camping	and	solitude,	in	full	view.

“You	look	good,	Carlos.	How	ya	doin’?	I’m	Eddie.	I	met	you	once,	at	a
Phillies	 game,	 with	 Vinny.”	 The	 new	 guy	 spoke	 a	 little	 too	 loud.	 He	 was
trying	to	smile	but	it	looked	forced,	as	if	nothin’	was	funny.

“Vinny?”	Carlos	quizzed,	surveying	him	through	a	cloud	of	smoke.	Paco’s
automatic	 pointed	 at	 his	 head	 was	 not	 making	 pleasantries	 easy	 for	 the
newcomer.

“Yeah,	Vince—Vincent	Palombino.”

“What	does	he	want?”

“He	wants	my	 ass	 on	 his	 freakin’	wall,	man,”	 the	 Italian	was	 sweating.
“I’m	glad	I	found	you,	heard	a	lot	about	you.	I	really	need	your	help,	sir.”	he
volunteered,	extending	his	hand.	Carlos	ignored	the	gesture.

“I	 usually	 try	 to	 get	 Palombino	 anything	 he	 wants.	 Maybe	 he	 will	 be
easier	to	do	business	with	in	the	future,	if	I	deliver	him	an	ass	for	his	wall,	no?
Maybe	even	in	a	frame,	a	toilet	seat,	for	convenient	hanging?”	Xolotl	looked
the	 intruder	up	and	down.	Then,	with	an	ominous	snicker,	asked,	“How	did
you	piss	off	Vince?”

“It	 was	 just	 a	 typical	 bar	 fight	 in	 South	 Philly,	 alcohol	 oozin’	 out	 our
armpits,	 testosterone	 struttin’	 the	 pool	 table.	 Vinny’s	 cousin	 was	 actin’	 the
wise	guy,	puttin’	me	down	and	insultin’	me.	Somethin’	he	said	pissed	me	off
and	I	hit	him	with	the	cue	ball.	In	the	followin’	fight,	I	beat	the	punk	with	an
Eagles	helmet.”

“American	 football,	 so	 violent,	 not	 like	 the	 beautiful	 sport.	 Our	 futbol
memorabilia	is	never	thought	of	as	a	weapon.”

“It	was	just	hangin’	on	the	wall,	man,	closest	thing	to	grab.	Didn’t	mean	to
kill	him,	just	went	blood	crazy	for	a	minute.”	The	poor	man	looked	contrite.
“Vinny	says,	 ‘if	he	dies	 in	 the	hospital,	 I’ll	pay	double	 the	hit	 to	any	of	my
guys	that	take	out	Eddie	Giacomo’…it	was	just	the	drinkin’…”



“…so	I	guess	he	didn’t	make	it	much	past	the	ER,	and	you’re	hiding?	A
colleague	told	me	a	gringo	named	Eddie	was	looking	for	me.”	Carlos	put	out
his	cigar	and,	standing,	looked	Eddie	in	the	eye.	“Liquor	brings	out	wonderful
traits	in	a	person,	don’t	you	think,	Paco?”

“Si	señor,	mucho	tequila—gringos	muy	loco,”	Paco	agreed.

“Please,	man…uh…Señor…I	 had	 to	move	 to	Arizona	 an’	 still	 can’t	 get
away	from	‘em.	Do	you	know	how	hot	it	is	in	Arizona?”

“Almost	as	hot	as	Mexico,”	Carlos	acknowledged,	with	an	amused	smirk.
“What	do	you	want	me	to	do	about	it?”

“Make	 it	 go	 away.	 My	 friends	 say	 you	 control	 a	 third	 of	 the	 South
American	cocaine	entering	through	Mexico.”

“And?”

“You	 tell	 him	 to	 forgive,	 forget	 the	 vendetta.	 He	 cares	 more	 about	 his
wallet	 and	 his	 financial	 future	 than	 he	 does	 about	 a	 little	 revenge.”	 	Carlos
studied	the	squirming,	condemned	Italian	before	him.

“So,	you	come	all	the	way	down	here	to	me?”

“Who	else	could	 I	ask?	There	 is	nobody	Vinny	will	 listen	 to;	no	one	he
fears,	where	could	I	go?”

“Oh,”	Carlos	answered	with	a	shrug,	“you	could	hide	here,	live	forever	on
this	little	resort	island	or	on	some	deserted	island.”

“Please,	for	God’s	sake,	one	word	to	Vinny…”

“So,	Eddie,	you	know	how	these	things	work,	no?”	Carlos	leaned	a	little
closer.	 “You	 must	 be	 pretty	 good	 at	 finding	 lost	 people.	 Maybe	 you	 have
some	skills.	It’s	an	old	game;	I	have	the	fire,	you	can	hunt,	together	we	both
eat.	You	tracked	me	to	Isle	de	las	Mujeres.”

Eddie	 let	out	a	controlled	breath.	 “Island	of	women,	my	kind	of	place.”
He	managed	a	grin.

“Hmmm.”	 countered	 Carlos,	 “Then	 you	 would	 be	 happy	 to	 stay	 here
forever.	There	are	a	few	stone	women	left;	one	for	each	day	of	 the	week,	 if
you	wish.”	He	indicated	the	ruins	with	a	wave	of	his	hand.

“Señor	Carlos,”	sputtered	Eddie.

“If	you	work	 for	me	and	 find	people	 then	 lose	 them	permanently,	 I	will
consider	not	letting	my	man,	Paco,	shoot	you	and	put	everything	but	your	ass,
which	belongs	to	Vince,	up	in	that	temple,	with	the	stone	ladies.”	The	smile
had	disappeared	from	his	face.



Eddie	gulped.	“Who	do	you	need	me	to	find?”	His	hand	was	reaching	into
his	wind	 breaker	 as	 Paco	 shoved	 the	 automatic	 pistol	 into	 his	 neck.	 “Easy,
man.	Just	gettin’	a	business	card.”	He	slowly	removed	a	small	stack	of	cards
from	his	pocket	and	handed	one	to	Carlos.

The	 words,	 Eddie	 Giacomo,	 (MECHANIC)	 were	 in	 black	 bold	 letters,
with	 a	 series	 of	 small	 print	 headings	 below:	 revolutions	 planned,	 orgies
organized,	discreet	cleaner,	International	G-list.

Carlos	looked	up	with	a	quizzical	eyebrow,	“G-list?”

“Girls,	golf,	guns,	gold.”

Carlos	 laughed	out	 loud.	“You	are	a	piece	of	work,	cabron.”	He	offered
his	own	card.	A	black	snarling	stylized	panther	head	logo	that	reminded	Eddie
of	 the	Carolina	Panthers	 football	mascot	 logo.	 It	was	 intimidating	with	 one
word	printed	vertically	on	each	side.	Carlos	on	the	left	and	Xolotl	on	the	right

“I	 don’t	 know	 how	 to	 say	 that,”	 Eddie	 claimed.	 Reading	 the	 words	 to
sound	like	ex-a-lot-el.

“Sho-lott.	 Carlos	 Xolotl.	 Aztec	 pronunciations	 are	 difficult.	 Even	 for
descendants.	Exes	are	usually	silent	or	have	a	slurred	ess	sound.”

“All	right,	‘Show	lot’.	Tell	me	what	you	need.	I’ll	fix	it	for	you—if	you
can	get	Vinny	and	his	guys	off	my	back.”	Holding	out	his	hand	for	the	sealing
handshake,	Eddie	asked,	“Deal?”

Carlos	ignored	it	again	but	said	simply,	“Done.”

They	 took	 chairs	 in	 the	 shade.	 “Vino	 Blanco,	 Paco,	 por	 favor.”	 Paco
grinned	and	returned	the	automatic	to	its	bag.

Turning	 toward	 Eddie,	 Carlos	 Xolotl’s	 visage	 darkened	 like	 a	 brewing
storm	and	the	look	in	his	eyes	sent	a	shiver	through	his	new	business	partner.
“His	name	is	Tanner.	Mohonri	Tanner.”



Chapter	3
The	 little	 soot	 covered	 coffee	 pot	whistled.	Ho	 took	 a	 pair	 of	 channel-lock
pliers	from	a	saddle	bag	and	squeezing	the	jaws	against	the	hot	pot,	 lifted	it
from	 the	 coals	 and	 poured	 some	 coffee.	 It	 was	 pretty	 good,	 not	 Starbucks
though,	but	good	for	a	campfire	on	a	ledge	overlooking	the	water.	The	light
blue	 turquoise	 water	 was	 incredible	 in	 the	 morning	 light…almost	 alive…a
shimmering	phosphorescent	shade	of	blue	like	no	lake	he	had	ever	seen.	This
place	was	special—no	wonder	 the	 Indians	had	always	 rendezvoused	here	at
Bear	Lake	 every	 fall.	They	would	 pow-	wow	and	 trade	 for	 a	month	 before
heading	to	their	winter	camps.

Man,	it	was	good	to	be	up	here—even	if	he	couldn’t	get	Luke	out	of	bed.
Last	night,	 for	hours,	he	had	pestered	and	whined	and	pried	for	 information
while	Ho	was	trying	to	sleep.	He	wanted	to	know	why	Ho	was	sent	home	and
didn’t	complete	his	mission;	and	what	was	he	doing	now,	did	salvation	even
matter	 anymore	 and	 a	 hundred	 other	 questions	 Ho	 couldn’t,	 or	 wouldn’t,
answer.	Luke	 couldn’t	 believe	 a	dishonorable	dismissal	would	be	OK.	Ho’s
fat	little	friend	was	a	good	kid…just	a	little	fanatical.	Ho	wasn’t	going	to	tell
him	all	that	had	happened,	hell,	he	couldn’t	tell	him.	He	had	made	promises—
he	had	secrets	so	deep	that	not	a	soul	could	share;	some	literally	life	and	death
issues.

“Get	out	here	Dynamite,	the	damn	coffee	is	getting	cold.”	Ho	called.

Luke	 finally	 emerged,	 rubbing	 his	 eyes.	 “Keep	 yer	 darn	 coffee,	 ya
heathen”,	 he	grumbled	 and	 stood	up	 close	 to	 the	 fire.	He	had	put	 on	 a	 few
more	pounds	in	the	Islands,	must	have	been	the	poi.

Rubbing	it	in,	Ho	asked.	“How	you	like	it,	one	sugar	or	two?”

“Yeah	right.	Hardy	har.”

“It	never	hurt	me	any.”

“Yeah?	Well,	I	still	have	a	temple	recommend.”

Ho	laughed	and	made	a	long	slurping	sound.

“I’m	serious,	man.	You	keep	drinking	 that	devil	water	 and	you’re	never
getting	back	in	the	church.”	

Ho	 looked	 at	 him	 incredulously,	 flashed	 a	 devilish	 grin,	 removed	 his
Stetson	and	slowly	poured	some	of	his	lukewarm	cup	of	coffee	over	his	head.

“Now	I’m	in	Juan	Valdez’s	church.	You	are	witness	 to	 the	baptism,”	Ho
was	taunting.



“Perfect,	 just	 perfect.”	Luke	 scowled	 at	 him.	Ho	 smiled	 and	 flipped	 the
last	dregs	at	his	buddy,	who	recoiled	in	fear.

“Dude?”	Luke	was	annoyed.

“Dude.	It’s	like	you	think	its	acid	or	something.”

“Actually,	 it	 is	acidic.	Why	 is	 this	 so	hard	 for	you?	This	 stuff	 is	against
my	religion.”

Ho	 poured	 another	 cup,	 blew	 with	 exaggeration,	 sipped,	 and	 ran	 his
tongue	 around	 his	 lips	 then,	 with	 a	 great	 loud,	 “Ahhhh!”	 gave	 a	 lecture	 to
Luke.		

“You	know	what,	Dynamite?	This	ground	up	bean,	a	natural	herb	of	 the
field,	 by	 the	way,	 doesn’t	 even	 know	 there	 is	 religion.	 It	 sure	 ain’t	 against
yours.”

“You	 are	 just	mocking	 the	 Lord	 and	 breaking	 his	 commandments.	 You
might	come	up	in	the	resurrection	dark	brown	because	you	drink	that	stuff.”

“Damn,	is	that	what	happened	in	Africa?	I	better	remember	to	use	a	lot	of
creamer	from	now	on.”

“Now	you’re	just	being	stupid…”

“No.	Stupid	 is	making	drinking	coffee	or	beer	 like	adultery.	Why	do	all
religions	have	lists	of	what	you	can’t	do?	Is	there	anything	out	there	that	has	a
positive	 list?”	Ho	 shook	his	head	disgusted.	 “That	 is	how	you	know	 it’s	 all
bullshit—only	 there	 to	 control	 the	 flock.	 I’m	 backwards,	 I	 say	 flock	 the
control.”

“Now	you	are	being	stupid	and	sacrilegious,”	Luke	stated,	offended.	“I’d
appreciate	you	not	using	words	like	that.”

“Like	what?”

“You	know,	like…flock.	You	meant	the	‘F’	word.”

“Sorry,	Dynamite.”		Ho	suddenly	looked	out	over	the	lake	and	exclaimed,
“Dude,	 look,	 the	 geese	 are	 heading	 south,	 check	 it	 out…a	whole	 flock	 of,
oops,	sorry	man;	a	gaggle	of	them.”

“Sometimes	you	are	such	a	pain	 in	 the	a—rear	end.”	Luke	fired	back	at
him.	Ho	just	watched	him	fume	and	laughed	at	him	harder.

“Man,	 that	 geese	 formation	 looks	 cool.”	Ho	 continued,	 with	 a	 sidelong
look	 at	 Luke	 and	 continued	 teasing,	 “the	 most	 perfect	 V…well,	 not	 that
perfect;	the	perfect	V	is	probably	on	a	naked	chick.”



“Shut	up,	Ho,”	yelled	Luke,	“Darn	it,	I	hate	you,	dude.	Don’t	 talk	about
girls	like	that.”

“What’s	wrong	with	a	V?	It’s	the	Ws	that	are	dangerous.”

”Wh…What	do	you	mean,	a	W?”

Ho	guffawed.

“Darn	it,	quit	laughin’.	Are	there	really	Ws?”

“I	ain’t	tellin’.	You’ll	have	to	look	for	yourself,	Dyno—mite.”

“They	are	not	all	geese.	One	is	an	eagle.”	retorted	Luke,	with	an	attempt
to	change	the	subject.	They	watched,	fascinated,	as	a	large	bird	wheeled	away
from	 the	 formation	 and	 dove	 straight	 at	 their	 camp	 site.	 The	 eagle	 was
screeching	and	plummeting	like	a	torpedo.	As	it	neared	the	ledge	where	they
were	camped,	it	pulled	up	from	its	dive	and	swooped	just	above	their	heads,
causing	them	to	instinctively	duck	to	the	ground.	Ho	watched	it	pass	over,	its
talons	trailing	inches	above	his	face;	so	close	he	felt	a	whistle	sound	and	a	tug
on	his	collar.	He	wondered	if	a	trailing	talon	had	nicked	his	coat.	He	tracked
its	upward	parabola	and	saw	a	cougar	in	the	rocks	next	to	them	preparing	to
launch	 at	 them.	The	 eagle	was	warning	 them	or	 hated	 cougars.	Probably	 a
Ute	fan,	thought	Ho.	It	was	odd	the	instate	collegiate	rivalry	thing	crossed	his
mind	at	this	juncture,	considering	the	imminent	danger.

“Luke,	grab	the	carbine	off	my	saddle	and	shoot	this	cat;	I’ll	try	to	occupy
him	while	you	move.”	Standing	back,	erect,	he	made	eye	contact	and	stared
into	the	pale-yellow	eyes.	The	mountain	lion	was	obviously	hungry	to	be	this
close	to	camp.	Sneaking	up	on	two	people	was	very	rare.	The	straight	vertical
tail	was	whipping	slowly	back	and	forth.	Ho	remembered	his	dad	telling	him
it	 was	 an	 attack	 ritual.	 The	 cat	 thought	 its	 prey	 would	 be	 somewhat
hypnotized	by	the	tail	action	and	not	move	quickly	enough	when	it	leaped.

“Are	you	friend	or	foe?”	he	asked	the	huge	poised	animal,	slightly	above
him	 on	 a	 boulder.	 He	 was	 answered	 in	 a	 heartbeat;	 without	 blinking	 the
cougar	pounced.	It	was	the	second	time	in	less	than	a	minute	Ho	had	moved,
instinctively,	 from	perceived	danger	and,	by	moving,	 saved	his	 life.	Ho	still
wasn’t	 aware	 he	 was	 being	 hunted	 by	 something	 deadlier	 than	 a	 hungry
mountain	lion.

“Luke,	what’s	keepin’	you?”	Ho	yelled	and	fell	backwards	 to	absorb	 the
thrust	and	weight	of	the	animal.	He	landed	on	some	branches	he	had	gathered
for	the	fire.	Desperately	grasping	a	snag	about	two	inches	thick	and	a	couple
feet	 long,	 he	 brought	 it	 in	 front	 of	 his	 face	 as	 the	 snarling	 eye	 teeth	 were
seeking	 his	 throat.	 Jamming	 it	 into	 the	 open	 mouth,	 he	 was	 aware	 of	 the
cougar’s	scream.	It	rolled	off	him	and	backed	slowly	away,	snarling,	hissing



like	Chloe’s	tabby,	frightened.	Still	holding	his	stick	like	a	sword	and	feeling
brave	and	invincible,	he	rose	to	one	knee.	Then	it	dawned	on	him	the	cougar
was	bleeding	badly	and	dragging	one	of	its	legs	as	it	retreated,	growling.	The
ferocious	blaze	in	its	eyes	was	replaced	by	something	that	looked	like	respect
or…fear.	It	was	wobbling	and	the	fierce	yellow	eyes	actually	blinked.	It	was
afraid	of	him	and	in	pain.	He	felt	along	his	neck;	there	was	a	rough	burning
line;	 he	 guessed	 a	 claw	 had	 grazed	 him	 during	 the	 attack	 but	 it	 wasn’t
bleeding.	It	was	then	he	felt	a	hole	in	his	leather	coat	collar.	Its	claw	had	come
close	to	his	throat.

Luke	 scrambled	out	of	 the	 tent,	 almost	 tearing	 it	 down	while	 levering	 a
shell	 into	 the	30.30	Winchester.	Taking	careful	 aim,	he	 fingered	 the	 trigger.
His	 shot	 got	 the	big	 cat	 in	 the	 throat,	 the	 force	 slamming	 it	 backwards	 and
catapulting	 it	 off	 the	 ledge.	 As	 the	 report	 from	 the	 rifle	 echoed	 along	 the
valleys	and	cliffs	surrounding	the	lake,	Luke	and	Ho	ran	to	the	precipice	and,
kneeling,	looked	over	the	edge	to	the	bottom.

“There	 it	 is.	Wow,	you	got	him,	Dynamite.”	Then,	as	 the	actor	hawking
Subway	sandwiches,	Ho	theatrically	announced,	“Freeesssh	meat.”

The	crag	descended	almost	 straight	down	 for	 fifty	 feet	where	 it	met	 the
lake	water.	The	dead	cat	was	caught	on	a	twelve	inch	out	cropping	about	ten
feet	 down.	A	 hardy	 stunted	 pine	 tree	 had	 kept	 it	 from	 rolling	 on	 down	 the
cliff.	Ho	grabbed	 a	 lariat	 from	 the	 saddle	by	 the	 camp.	Quickly	 tossing	 the
loop	around	a	stump,	he	started	to	lower	himself	down	to	the	cougar.

“There	is	a	$250.00	bounty	on	these	guys,	Dynamite.	Get	your	rope	and
drop	it	down	when	I	get	there.	I’m	having	this	puppy	mounted.	No	way	am	I
letting	it	slip	into	the	water.”	Luke	was	not	sure	they	should	keep	this	up;	they
had	 just	dodged	a	horrible	event	and	 this	 seemed	 like	 tempting	 fate	 to	him.
Never	the	less,	getting	the	other	rope,	he	dangled	it	over	the	edge.

“Do	you	know	how	heavy	that	thing	is?	We	can’t	pull	it	up,”	Luke	called
to	him.

He	 heard	 the	 terse	 reply,	 sounding	 strained	 as	Ho	was	 exerting	 to	 hold
onto	his	rope	with	one	hand	and	loop	the	other	over	the	neck	and	legs	of	his
trophy	cat.	“Hell	yes,	I	know	how	heavy	he	is.	He’s	a	beauty.	He	landed	right
on	top	of	me	while	you	were	strolling	to	the	tent	for	the	rifle.	Got	me	on	the
neck,	a	little	bit.”	Switching	to	Luke’s	rope,	he	made	a	couple	half	hitches	on
the	rear	legs	with	the	other	lariat.

Luke	was	 on	 his	 stomach,	watching	 his	 friend	 hang	 precariously	 to	 the
ropes.	 Ho	 looked	 up	 and	 grinned,	 “We’ll	 catch	 up	 the	 horses	 and	 let	 them
yank	 him	 up	 the	 cliff.”	 Luke	 still	 admired	 the	 can-do	 attitude	 his	 friend



always	had.	He	was	 thinking,	always,	and	 it	usually	manifested	 into	a	plan.
His	field	resourcefulness	was	uncanny.

Chips	of	granite	exploded	off	the	cliff	face	and	a	puff	of	dust	three	inches
from	Ho’s	 head	magically	 appeared.	 Several	 rock	 shards	 cut	 the	 cheek	 and
temple	of	his	buddy.

“Somebody	is	shooting	at	me,	dammit,	crap.	Get	‘im	Dyno,	quick,	I’m	a
sitting	duck.”

Luke	 was	 already	 scrambling	 for	 the	 carbine.	 Strolling,	 my	 ass,	 he
thought.	 It	was	 laying	 five	 feet	 away	 by	 the	 cliff	 face.	 “Need	 a	 target,	Ho.
Hang	on.”

“Gotta	be	from	straight	across	the	bay,	probably	a	silencer.	There	won’t	be
a	scope	flash,	the	sun	is	behind	him.	Just	shoot—maybe	he’ll	scare	off.”

Another	whap	of	lead	hitting	granite	was	followed	by	a	yelp	of	pain	from
Ho.	 Blood	 spurted	 from	 his	 left	 shoulder.	 The	 unmistakable	 whine	 of	 a
ricochet	galvanized	Luke	into	a	frenzy	of	shooting.	Luke	fired	across	the	lake,
levered	 and	 fired	 again	 and	 again.	 There	 was	 a	moment	 of	 layered	 echoes
across	 the	 placid	 turquoise	 surface.	 Ho	 had	 dropped	 to	 the	 twelve-inch
outcropping	and	was	trying,	with	one	arm,	to	lift	enough	of	the	cougar	to	hide
behind,	at	least	to	protect	vital	organs.

“Pull	up	on	your	rope,	Luke,	get	the	cougar	in	front	of	me,”	screamed	Ho,
realizing	 his	 helpless,	 vulnerable	 condition.	 Luke	 laid	 down	 the	 rifle	 and
pulled	until	his	muscles	ached.	He	was	pleading,	praying	to	God	to	save	his
friend,	knowing	the	bigger	gun	had	them	both	cold.

Thwack.	The	 next	 shot	 hit	 the	 rear	 paws	 of	 the	 dead	 cat,	 shattering	 the
half	 hitches,	 causing	 the	 animal	 to	 swing	 away	 from	 any	 possibility	 of
shielding.	Ho	had	no	chance	of	climbing	either	rope	in	time,	especially	with
his	left	arm	on	fire	and	useless;	he	knew	the	next	one	would	find	him.

“Screw	this,”	yelled	Ho,	“drag	me	up	on	my	rope.	You	have	to	pull	me	up,
buddy,	I’m	hit.”

Luke’s	carbine	had	no	distance	and	the	gunner	was	probably	laughing	at
the	return	fire,	instead	of	peeing	his	pants.	Luke	was	good	with	a	rifle	but	the
saddle	gun	was	no	match.

Get	 off	 this	 ledge,	 thought	Ho,	 if	 he	 can	 hit	 the	 cat,	 he’ll	 hit	 you.	 The
unknown	assailant	would	have	levered	in	another	round	about…now.

Ho	 jumped	backwards,	kicking	hard	with	both	 legs.	A	split	 second	after
he	had	found	gravity,	he	heard	the	angry	snarl,	a	bullet	punching	the	air	just



inches	above	his	head.	A	sea	of	turquoise	was	all	he	could	see	and,	he	hoped,
it	wasn’t	the	last	thing	he	would	ever	see.
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