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Sam sat up, suddenly wide awake, eyes wide open.  His heart was pounding and his 

whole body was tense.  He took a deep breath and unclenched his fists. The inside of his tent 

gradually came into focus and he began to relax.  

"Up, everyone up," a familiar voice boomed outside. "Breakfast in 10." 

Sam unzipped the door, and let it fall open.  The desert was just beginning to turn red in 

the newly rising sun, the shadows of scrub brush still stretching towards the remaining night sky. 

He was still here.  What did you expect?  He saw Aaron and Rachel silhouetted by the fire. 

Aaron looked over, saw him framed in the tent entrance and gestured towards him. He turned 

and said something to Rachel. She shook her head and walked away towards the fire as Sam 

crawled out of his tent and stood up with a groan.   

"Did you sleep?" he asked as Aaron approached. 

"Enough." Aaron replied. "Breakfast is ready, but you don’t have much time. Parker's in 

a state, even for him. He wants us moving before the sun comes up. I think he's worried the 

enemy might see us up here and set up an ambush." 

Parker stormed past them, swearing under his breath. 

Aaron smiled at Sam. "We better follow," he said as he turned away. Sam followed a few 

paces behind as they walked over towards the shadows dancing in the firelight. As he 

approached the fire, Parker caught his eye. He motioned for Sam to follow him into the darkness 

away from the others. He gripped Sam’s shoulder and looked him in the eye, his face barely 

visible in the flickering light. "You haven’t been here long and I haven’t told you much about the 
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enemy we're facing out there, the Mastu. Not much you need to know, really. It doesn’t matter 

who they are or where they come from. They’re not human; they know nothing but hunger and 

rage. They don't take prisoners, if you’re captured, you’re dead. That’s all you need to know." 

His grip tightened and he held Sam’s eyes. "If you want to make it across the desert, just do as 

we tell you. Understand?"  

"Yes, yes, of course," Sam replied, wincing.  

"Are you ready to face them?" 

Sam nodded. Parker stared at him. Sam stared back, his hands trembling slightly.  After a 

few seconds, Parker let go of his shoulder. He turned and walked towards the fire without 

another word. Sam exhaled quietly and watched him go. Parker was an intimidating man, not too 

tall but broad and powerful.  His long curly black hair was streaked with gray and hung past his 

shoulders from under a weather-beaten tan hat with a wide brim. He wore a dusty black canvas 

coat over a green flannel shirt and gray baggy pants stuffed into black leather boots. Around his 

waist he wore a gun belt with a pair of revolvers hanging down almost to his knees.  

Parker walked into the middle of the circle of men and women sitting by the fire. "Listen 

up everyone." He paused while their voices faded and fell silent. "For many years, we've been 

hiding from a danger that has divided and nearly destroyed us, and forced us to live in fear," he 

spoke in a soft voice. "Today we face that fear, live or die, on our feet fighting." He looked over 

at Sam. "We have one purpose today. We must get Sam to the forest on the other side of the 

desert. The elders were very clear about this. If The Stranger makes it to the other side we have a 

chance to defeat the Mastu and reclaim what's ours. Even at a fast pace, it's a day’s ride, and if, 

or when, we're pursued we must ride hard all the way. We can outrun them, but they won't stop 

chasing us, no matter how long or how fast we ride. The good news is they won't enter the forest, 
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so make it that far and you're safe, at least from the Mastu." He paused and looked around the 

circle. They stared back at him, faces expressionless. "Y'all know what to do. Remember, you're 

here because you've been chosen, you're meant to be a part of this, and I take comfort in that. 

Now saddle up." 

There was no cheer, no sense of glory or impending doom. Mostly, Sam saw grim 

determination as they set aside their bowls and moved to quietly check their gear and mount up. 

Parker touched Sam’s arm, motioned him over to their horses. Sam swallowed, felt a flutter in 

his stomach as he walked up to the horse that was supposed to carry him across the desert. She 

nickered and shook her head, looked Sam in the eye. He thought about the first time he'd met 

her, the same day he'd met Aaron for the first time. And the day he thought Rachel was gonna 

kill him. 

-- 

Sam had spent much of that day on the edge of the cliff looking down over the desert. 

The crunch of footsteps approached him from behind.  He turned his head towards the sound and 

saw Parker walking over to join him.  

"What're those?" He nodded towards the dust clouds visible in the distance. 

"That’s the enemy," Parker replied. 

"Who are they?" 

"Not now." He pulled Sam into the cover of the bushes nearby. "Just stay out of sight." 

Sam watched as Parker walked away from the cliff towards the knot of men and horses 

moving around a few hundred feet away.  As he approached, they turned towards him and 

nodded. Most of them were hard cases with little left to lose and no hope. They were just here for 

the money. A few of the younger ones seemed to be holding on to a conviction that change was 
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coming and they were helping hurry it along. It was their respect for Parker that held them all 

together. Sam watched them as they turned back to their work. No one spoke much to him.  It 

was clear he wasn't part of the team. "Baggage," Sam muttered under his breath.  "That’s what I 

am. They’re just delivering a package." Who can blame them? What use am I to them?  

Parker walked over to a pair of horses that stood somewhat apart from the rest.  Sam 

watched as he patted the chestnut on the nose and stepped slowly toward a big brown and white 

appaloosa. She snorted and pawed the ground as she watched him approach.  Sam had noticed 

that the others kept their distance, and never turned their back to her. Parker was making soft 

soothing noises as he stepped closer and patted the horse on the head.   She stopped snorting and 

licked him in the face.  He laughed. "That’s a good girl," he said.  He ran his hand up the horse’s 

nose and over her head, down her mane, talking quietly as he walked.  He stopped at her 

midsection and tightened the straps on the saddle, then motioned Sam over. Sam swallowed, and 

slowly moved to join him next to the horse. 

"She needs to get to know you." 

Sam stood still, arms at his side. His palms were sweating. Parker grunted impatiently 

and grabbed his arm. He let Parker lift his hand and place it gently on the horse’s nose.  He felt 

the short stiff hair, and the muscles in the horse’s jaw moving as she chewed on the oats Parker 

had given her. She looked at Sam and his hand trembled. He pulled it back and moved a few 

steps away.  

"You’re gonna have to find your spine, son," Parker grumbled. "She’s the fastest we’ve 

got and she’ll keep you in the saddle no matter what." 

Sam turned and walked back to the edge of the cliff and looked out across the desert. The 

dust clouds were gone. It was a desolate place, mostly dusty red with the occasional gray granite 
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rock outcropping breaking up the endless flat monotony that extended out to the foothills in the 

distance.  A few scraggly trees and clumps of tall, thin cactus were scattered around the 

landscape.  The trees at the base of the cliff were near enough that he could see their twisted 

limbs, and short stunted trunks. They looked like they'd been broken by the hot dry world in 

which they'd grown up. Their shadows were growing long as the sun began to set behind the 

distant mountains, a bright yellow corona, fading to orange, turning the desert blood red as it 

sank. All he could see of the road across the desert was a faint line curving gently from the cliff 

base down below out towards the mountains, disappearing into the haze.  

‘Mess!’  a voice shouted. ‘Come eat!’  

Sam turned away from the horizon and watched the team packing up for the night, filing 

off to dinner one by one. Off to the right, working a little apart from the rest, Rachel tightened 

the straps holding the saddle on her horse and made sure her bags were secure, ready to move at 

a moment’s notice as they were all supposed to be.  She was dressed for a hard ride, wearing a 

blue plaid flannel shirt and baggy black pants with dirty, worn boots extending up to her knees. 

She worked intently and efficiently, as usual.  She reached under the saddle blanket and ran her 

hands down the side of the horse, checking to make sure he wouldn’t overheat under the blanket. 

She looked up and saw Sam watching her.  She frowned at him, walked around the front of the 

horse and disappeared on the other side.   

Sam stared at the ground, wondering how long she would stay mad at him, when his 

thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a gun being cocked.  Rachel came back around the 

horse carrying a rifle. Sam froze. She held the rifle by the stock in her right hand with the barrel 

pointing down towards the ground and stared at him. Sam felt the back of his neck heating up as 
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he stood fixed to the spot. The rest of the group had stopped what they were doing and were 

watching calmly. 

She wouldn’t actually shoot me, would she? he thought to himself.  "Rachel…," he 

started to speak.   

"Shut up, Sam," she swung the gun barrel up, grabbed it with her left hand and held it 

diagonally in front of her. She stood staring at him, fingering the trigger. Sam flinched, but 

resisted the urge to run and stood his ground. He was terrified, but if she wanted to kill him, 

she'd have to look him in the eye while she did it. Her eyes flicked to her right, toward where 

Parker was standing. She laughed and let go of the barrel.  "I’m not gonna shoot you Sam.  Not 

today, anyway."  

She turned away, shaking her head and chuckling as she joined the others. Sam heard a 

small click to his left.  Parker had his hand on the butt of his revolver and was slowly releasing 

the hammer. He was staring intently at Rachel’s retreating back.  He looked over, locked eyes 

with Sam and nodded, turned and walked towards the fire. The rest of the gang went back to 

their work. Sam breathed a sigh of relief, and followed Parker a little unsteadily. He grabbed a 

metal bowl and spoon from a small table that sat apart from the fire and stood behind Parker in 

the mess line.  

"Have you ever had to fight one?" one of the younger members of the team took a bite of 

stew and looked up at Parker from his seat by the fire. Sam paused to listen. Parker shook his 

head.  

"Just run, you can’t beat them. I knew a few who tried." 

"And?" Sam asked. 

"They’re not here anymore." 
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Sam and the young man stared at Parker, waiting for him to continue. He filled his bowl 

and found a seat on a flat rock just outside the circle of men and women warming themselves by 

the fire and began to eat. Sam looked into the big pot and sniffed at the stew. He scooped some 

up, let it fall into his bowl and looked around for a place to sit. The young man motioned him 

over and shifted to give him room on the log he was using as a seat. Sam hesitated. He wasn’t 

really in the mood to talk. He glanced over at Rachel, who was deep in conversation with one of 

the mercenaries, walked over and sat next to the young man. 

"I’m Aaron," he said as Sam lowered himself down onto the log. 

"Sam. But I guess you already knew that." 

"Yeah," Aaron chuckled. "We all know who you are. And why you’re here." 

"Hm," Sam grunted and stared into his bowl. "The Stranger." 

"Of course." 

 The Stranger.  Parker had told Sam what he knew of the story shortly after he'd arrived. 

Some religious leaders had sought out Parker and his gang one day to tell them that they were the 

fortune hunters described in some vision or prophecy and they needed to protect someone called 

The Stranger, told them where and when this stranger would appear. And Sam had appeared in 

the right place at the right time. The elders had insisted that Parker and the gang deliver Sam to 

the forest on the other side of the desert. They didn’t provide much explanation, just that it was 

supposed to trigger some chain of events that would eventually cleanse the desert of the enemy, 

and everyone figured Sam was supposed to be the one to lead them to victory.  This was enough 

for Parker, who had a strange reverence for the old religion, something the younger members of 

the team snickered about when he wasn’t around. 
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The whole story was ridiculous, of course, but Sam had gone along with it because he 

wasn’t sure what else to do and he was afraid they'd kill him if he told them how he'd arrived 

here. The worst part was that no one seemed to know Rachel’s purpose. Sam told them that she 

wasn’t supposed to be here, that she had followed him here accidentally, but no one around here 

seemed to believe in accidents, so they'd kept her close to Sam. Now her life was on the line too. 

Sam was determined to get her back home, no matter the consequences. If anything happened to 

her while they were here, Sam would never forgive himself. 

The log rocked forward as Aaron shifted in his seat, bringing Sam back to the present. He 

looked at Aaron. He was younger than the rest, not more than 21 or 22, Sam guessed.  And his 

blonde hair and blue eyes contrasted starkly with the rest of the team. Parker said that marked 

him as a native of the southern border towns, wherever they were. He also seemed less bitter and 

broken down and he smiled more easily than the rest. Aaron had joined the group a few weeks 

ago, and had spent a great deal of his time watching Sam, almost as if he wanted to talk but was 

too shy to make the first move. 

"Aaron, what do you know about those creatures out there in the desert? Parker won’t 

give me any details. I think he's worried about scaring me." Too late for that. 

Aaron looked up from his bowl. "Just what little I’ve read and what my grandfather told 

me. They have many names around the countryside. The old believers call them Solari al Mastu, 

the eaters of life in the old language. They’re called The Destroyers by the people of the towns 

on the edge of the desert. You can probably guess why." Sam nodded. "Others call them The 

Punishment, believing they were sent here by our creator because we’ve sinned. The forest 

people used to call them The Intruders." Aaron looked down at his bowl. "Most of us refuse to 

name them; we just call 'em the enemy." 
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"Where did they come from?"  

Aaron shook his head. "No one seems to know for sure, but a number of rumors have 

been passed around. Of course, we blame the forest people and they blame us. I’m sure the truth 

is somewhere in between. The only part of the story everyone seems to agree on is that they 

came from a different world. Kinda like you." He frowned. "I’ve heard some terrible stories 

about them, stuff I don’t care to repeat. I’ve never actually seen one myself. Kinda looking 

forward to the chance to blow one of their heads off."  

They ate in silence. The more Sam learned about these Mastu the more frightened he 

became. He stared into the fire, watching the yellow flames dancing, little bits of ash riding the 

heat up into the night sky. That’s what I really want to do, Sam thought. Just ride the updraft into 

the sky and float away. He finished his stew, stood up, walked over to the washtub and dropped 

the bowl and spoon into the hot water. He nodded at the boy who was washing the dishes and 

turned back to the fire. Rachel was standing in front of him, blocking his way. The anger had 

faded from her green eyes, but they were still hard. She stood with her feet shoulder width apart, 

her arms folded across her chest. 

"You know, they're shockingly loyal, considering how little they know of you," she spoke 

in a low voice so no one else would hear her. 

"It’s Parker they’re loyal to," Sam whispered back. 

"I don’t think you understand, these people see you as some kind of hero. They think 

you’re gonna save them." 

"They’ve got it wrong. I’m not their savior, no matter what the elders say." 

"At least you’ve got that much right.  Look, their world was torn apart when these 

intruders showed up. They haven’t been across this desert in decades, some of the younger 



John Schade Desert Crossing 10 
 

ones," she gestured towards Aaron, who sat watching them, "they’ve never seen the other side. 

They talk of it like its paradise and now they think if they get you over there, everything will be 

set right again."  

"What the hell am I supposed to do? I can’t back out on them now. I think Parker would 

shoot me if I tried." 

"You have to pretend that they’re right, don’t take their hope away. Just fight for them, 

with them. In a sense, I think they may be right. If they get you over there it will mean they 

fought their enemies and won. That may be all they need to keep the fight alive, to win back their 

world. But don’t let them die for you. You die for them.  If you don't, I'll shoot you myself." She 

poked him hard in the chest, turned and strode away from the fire. 

Sam turned away and walked over to his tent. Thankfully, no one was near enough to hail 

him and he made it without having to speak to anyone. She’s half right, he thought. He didn’t 

want anyone to die for him. But I don’t want to die either. He entered the tent, found his pack 

sitting in the middle of the floor, all ready to go except for the bedroll that he was to sleep on. He 

thought about leaving, grabbing his pack and bedroll and disappearing into the darkness. They 

would awake in the morning and wonder where he'd gone. "Like I floated away on an updraft," 

he said softly to himself and bent over to pick up his pack. 

"Floated away on what?" Aaron had stuck his head inside the tent. 

Sam let go of his pack and stood up to face him. "Nothing, just an expression. Is 

something wrong?" he asked. 

"No, just wanted to check and see if you need anything." 

"No, I’m fine, just go and get some rest." 

"Ok." Aaron remained in the doorway. 
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"Is there something else, Aaron?" 

"Well…yeah, there is. I just wanted you to know that I've been looking forward to 

meeting you for my whole life." 

"What are you talking about?" 

 "My grandmother foretold this, that we would meet, that I would… ," he paused, "that I 

would help get you over there." 

"Your grandmother? How could she…." He stopped. Impossible, superstitious nonsense, 

but Rachel’s words were still ringing in his ears. "She must have been quite a woman."  

"She was. I still miss her every day." Aaron replied. "Anyway, I want you to know that I 

believe in you, that I'm ready for the fight, whenever it comes." 

Sam looked down at the ground. He felt uneasy.  

"I thought you said you never faced them before." 

"That’s true, I haven’t." Aaron smiled. "But I’m pretty good in a fire fight, had a few 

skirmishes with some bandits before I came here. Learned from my grandfather." His face 

darkened for a moment. "He faced them himself a couple of times." He paused, then smiled 

again. "What I mean is, I'm ready to die to make sure you get there alive." 

Sam was afraid of this. He knew that some of them were taking this story of The Stranger 

very seriously, but this was too much.  "I wish you wouldn’t talk about dying. I’m not worth 

dying for." 

 "I’m sorry, Sam. I don’t mean to upset you. But you know who you are, you’re our 

Moses. Here to lead us across the desert to freedom. Me, I’m nobody, just good with a gun, and 

on the back of a horse. And it’s about time I found a good use for those skills." 
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Sam looked at the ground, unable to meet his eyes. He wanted to tell Aaron the truth, that 

he was here because of a silly, random accident, but he couldn’t get Rachel’s words out of his 

head. 'Don’t take their hope away,' she'd said. He looked Aaron in the eye. "Thank you, Aaron. 

I’m glad you’re here." 

Aaron smiled. 

"Now go get some sleep, we have a long day ahead of us tomorrow." 

Aaron nodded, turned around and left him alone. Sam zipped his tent closed, untied the 

string around his bedroll, spread it out flat and lay down in his clothes.  He slid his pack around 

so he could use it as a pillow and lay still, staring at the roof of his tent. He felt a pang of guilt as 

he thought about Rachel. She wouldn’t be here if it hadn’t been for him, and he was being treated 

like the messiah while she was an object of mild suspicion. Sam was puzzled by her easy 

adjustment to this place. She didn’t suffer any of the shock that made the first few days a 

nightmare for him, and she'd adapted to this culture with very little trouble.  She'd thrown in her 

lot with the mercenaries that was for sure, like she'd been preparing for this all her life. He was 

glad she was on their side, even if it meant she wasn’t entirely on his side.  "We all have a 

common purpose, I guess," he whispered. "So far at least." He closed his eyes and tried to empty 

his mind.  

-- 

The horse snorted, startling Sam out of his reverie. He gathered his courage, grabbed the 

saddle horn and put his left foot in the stirrup. Parker held the reins as Sam pushed off the ground 

and swung his leg over the horses back. He found the other stirrup with his right foot and settled 

himself into the saddle. Parker had rigged up a pair of holsters in front of his legs, with revolvers 

in easy reach. There were also two rifles in scabbards just behind him on each side, also within 



John Schade Desert Crossing 13 
 

easy reach. The horse turned its head and looked up at him. "Please don’t let me fall," he 

whispered. The horse held his gaze briefly, snorted once and turned away. He gave her a gentle 

kick and she cantered forward towards the rest of the group.  Aaron fell in beside him. 

"I’ll be riding with Jacob, right behind you. We won’t let anything sneak up on you," he 

grinned at Sam. "Hope someone’s got some whiskey, we’re gonna need it by the time this day's 

over." Sam gave him a weak smile. 

 "Form up," Parker shouted. 

He was leading the way, with Rachel right behind him. They were each flanked by a rider 

on either side. Two more riders had moved up in front of Sam. He looked to his right and nodded 

at Karl who would be protecting him on this side. He looked Sam in the eye, gave a quick nod 

and looked back towards Parker. On his left was a young woman. Sofia, Sam thought was her 

name. Her long black hair hung down her back, tied in a ponytail under a dark brown wide-brim 

hat.  Her face was sunburned, but she was still pale in comparison to the older riders. Her eyes 

caught Sam’s attention. They were big and brown, full of fear and fixed on Aaron. She saw Sam 

looking at her and looked down, her face slightly flushed. When she looked up, there was no 

trace of fear in her eyes. She smiled and patted the rifle she had in a scabbard in front of her right 

leg. She glanced back once more and looked forward. Sam heard the sound of horses behind, but 

couldn’t bear to look back and face Aaron’s conviction and willingness to die for a vague 

prophecy and vision from his grandmother.  

Parker held up his right hand and motioned them forward. They moved as one towards 

the trailhead that would take them down to the desert. The formation broke up there and they 

moved slowly single file down the trail, through a series of switchbacks, hidden behind the last 

few scraggly trees and some thick shrubs most of the way down. Parker was hoping for stealth 
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for the beginning of the ride, to preserve the horses’ energy for the final race to the forest. No 

one expected to avoid the chase for long, but everyone knew no horse in the world could gallop 

at full speed for the whole trip and survive. And if your horse dies under you out there, you die 

too. At the bottom of the cliff they moved back into formation in a clearing at the beginning of 

the road Sam had seen from above the day before.  It linked to the trail through a gap in the line 

of shrubs.  As soon as they were through this gap they would be exposed and visible. Parker 

turned around to face them.  

"When we pass into the desert, we'll ride as far as we can at a trotter’s pace to preserve 

our horses’ strength.  We'll stop only to rest the horses, and we won't separate if we can avoid it.  

If we're pursued and get separated, just head for the forest as fast as you can, don't try to find 

each other, just keep moving forward.  Stay focused and alert and ready to fight. Let’s go." He 

turned and led them through the gap in the bushes, out of the shade and into the light of the rising 

sun. They moved forward down the road in formation trotting along at a brisk, but easy pace. 

The desert was very quiet. Sam was certain the enemy was behind every cactus and that every 

shadow meant death for him. He jerked his head left and right, jumping at every twig waving in 

the slight breeze or pebble dislodged along the road. 

"Sam, don’t worry," Aaron called out softly from behind him. "When the enemy's here, 

you'll know, just keep looking forward and keep your hands off the guns." Sam was gripping the 

handle of his revolver tightly with his right hand. He relaxed his hand, let it fall off the gun, and 

took a deep breath.  He kept his gaze forward and kept breathing deep. They rode on for a few 

hours in silence, the sun slowly rising behind them, the heat becoming more intense. The farther 

they rode, the more apprehensive they all began to feel. Sam was certain something was 
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watching them. He thought he'd seen movement off to their right a couple of times, but couldn’t 

be sure he wasn’t imagining it. 

"Where are they?" Sofia hissed. "I wish they'd show themselves." 

"Do you feel them?" Sam asked. "Feel'em watching us?" 

Karl nodded, put his finger to his lips. Sam and Sofia fell silent. 

A few moments later, Parker stopped, held up his hand and the group came to a halt. 

Everyone sat very still, listening.  He made a fist with his right hand and pointed towards a small 

outcropping just ahead on the right. The rider to Parker’s right slowly pulled her revolver from 

its holster. Sam heard her cock the hammer. She pointed it towards the rock rim and waited. For 

a few seconds they held their positions, waiting for the storm. They heard pebbles falling and the 

rider jerked her gun towards the sound. A squirrel poked its head above the rim, looked at the 

riders briefly and ran off down the backside of the rock. Sam breathed a sigh of relief, looked 

over at Karl and smiled. Karl shook his head and smiled back. Parker waved his arm forward, 

and the group began to move again. After another hour, they were well over half way across the 

desert and nothing had happened. Sam still felt like someone was watching, but had grown 

accustomed to the feeling and began to relax. The heat made his head swim and he dozed in the 

saddle. 

-- 

Sam’s dreams took him back to his own world, the last time he saw it. He'd followed 

Rachel into the woods out on the edge of Mason State Park. She was walking fast along the path 

that led deeper into the forest. 
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"Slow down," Sam yelled. "Why're you in such a hurry?" He was walking along the same 

path, several paces behind her. He heard a rustling sound in the treetops and picked up his pace 

to catch up with her. "It’s dark in here," he said as he came up beside her. 

"Go home then," she replied. 

"I really don’t think I should leave you alone in here." Sam thought he saw something 

moving to his right. 

"I didn’t ask you to come with me." 

"I know, I just thought you might want some company." 

"You thought wrong." She walked a little faster. 

Sam trotted up behind her and grabbed her arm. "Rachel, just wait." 

She stopped. "What do you want, Sam?" 

"Nothing, I…," he hesitated, then looked her in the eye. "Look, I like you, OK? I just 

thought maybe we could get to know each other a little better, that’s all." He saw another flash of 

motion to his right and dropped her arm to look. "What was that?" His eyes were wide with 

alarm. 

"It’s nothing," Rachel said as she began walking again. "Just go home." 

There was a rustling in the bush where he'd seen something moving. Sam broke into a 

run. "Wait," he cried. He ran up behind her and said in a quieter voice "I think something’s 

following us." 

"It’s just a squirrel, don’t be such a baby." 

"I’m not a baby," he began, but she had already moved away and disappeared around a 

bend in the path. Sam hurried to catch up to her, but when he came around the bend she was 

gone. 
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"Rachel," he shouted. "Where are you?" Sam stopped to listen and thought he heard 

someone moving through the brush to the left of the path. "Rachel," he called. No one answered. 

He took a deep breath and walked off the path into the brush in the direction of the sounds. 

"Rachel, come back," he shouted again. He walked farther from the path, looking behind him 

every few steps to make sure he'd find his way back. He stopped when he heard a low growl to 

his right. He turned to look and saw a pair of eyes peering out of the bushes. He backed away as 

quickly as he could but his foot caught on a fallen branch and he fell backwards. At the same 

time, he heard the growl again and the sounds of something moving through the brush in his 

direction. He began crawling backwards as fast as he could, his heart pounding as the sounds 

came closer.  

"Help" he shouted. "Rachel, help!" 

He heard footsteps coming up behind him, and he stopped crawling. He wrapped his arms 

around his head and waited. Someone ran past, heading straight for whatever had growled at 

him. He heard a yelp, then footsteps running back towards him. He felt a shadow loom over him 

and the footsteps stopped. 

"Sam, come on, get up."  

Sam peeked out from behind his arms and saw Rachel bending over him with her hand 

out. She was looking back in the direction she'd come. 

"Get up, we have to go" 

Sam hesitated. 

"Now," she yelled and reached down and grabbed his arm.  

Sam let her pull him up. "What was it? What’s going on?" 

"No time, let’s go." 
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She pulled his arm and led him deeper into the forest. As the trees crowded around them, 

the light faded until he could barely see where he was walking. Rachel pulled him along as he 

stumbled through the understory. After several minutes of silence, Sam couldn’t take it anymore 

and he pulled his arm free and stopped. 

"Sam, we have to keep moving," she said. 

"Where're we going?" 

"I know a place we'll be safe," she replied. "Besides, I don’t think you can get out safely 

on your own now." She looked him in the eye. "Dammit, Sam, why'd you have to follow me?" 

Sam didn’t respond. He was scared of the forest, of whatever had chased him, and now 

he was a little afraid of Rachel. He didn’t know her very well and he was wondering if he'd made 

a mistake following her in here. He looked around and saw a faint light off to his left that he 

thought might be the path. He looked back at Rachel. She was breathing heavy, eyes wide open, 

her left hand fingering something in her coat pocket. Right then she turned to look back in the 

direction they were heading and Sam took off running towards the light. 

"Sam, what're you doing?" she shouted. "You idiot, not that way, come back." 

Sam kept running, dodging around the trees. He could hear her running after him. As he 

approached the light, it moved towards him and he slowed. Rachel was still running at full speed, 

not expecting him to slow down, and ran into him, knocking him head first into the light. He felt 

a pull, like something had grabbed the top of his head and stretched it out. Almost immediately, 

the pull stopped, but he remained stretched until, as if someone had suddenly let go of his feet, 

his body shot forward and the forest rushed past him, a green blur on the edge of his vision. 

Suddenly the trees disappeared and the green blur became a brown streak. He felt sick and closed 

his eyes. After a few seconds, he stopped, hung in the air for a heartbeat, and fell heavily, face 
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down on hard pebbly ground. He could feel the sun on the back of his neck, heard voices and 

footsteps coming towards him. Someone rolled him over, and he could see the light of the sun 

through his eyelids. 

"Rachel?" he asked, afraid to open his eyes.  

"Nope," said a rough male voice. "Just Karl." 

Sam opened his eyes and saw an old man crouched down looking at him. His face was 

scarred and weather-beaten, but he had clear, piercing black eyes that were looking out from 

under the brim of a sweat-stained gray hat. Sam was unable to speak, and just stared at this man 

in shock. 

Karl smiled through brown, broken teeth. "Just relax, no one’s gonna hurt you." His voice 

was unexpectedly gentle. 

"Rachel," Sam mumbled. "Is she Ok?"  

"I assume you refer to the angry young woman over yonder," he nodded to his right. Sam 

looked over and saw Rachel standing several yards away, knocking the dust off her pants. She 

glared over at him. "I guess she didn’t follow you willingly," Karl chuckled. 

He looked back at Karl, who had his hand out to help him up. Sam reached for it. "Who 

are you? Where am I?" he asked as Karl pulled him to his feet. 

"Like I said, just Karl. And you're right where you’re supposed to be," he smiled. 

"Stranger." 

-- 

 Sam flinched at a tap on his back. Someone was holding a canteen over his left shoulder. 

He turned and saw Aaron with a half-smile on his face.  

 ‘Wake up, have some water.’ 
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 Sam grabbed the canteen and took a small swig. "Thanks," he said as he handed it back to 

Aaron. 

 "What were you dreaming about?" 

 "I wasn’t sleeping, just thinking. Nothing important." 

 "Go ahead and sleep, she’ll keep you on her back, and Karl and I will keep an eye on 

you. Right Karl?" Karl grunted. "See?" 

 "Thanks," Sam muttered quietly.  

A short time later, they rode up on a much larger rock outcropping on the left side of the 

road and stopped in its shadow to give the horses a reprieve from the heat. Most of them 

remained in their saddles, while two riders dismounted and moved through the group to give the 

horses some water. No one spoke. Parker was whispering with Karl and another older member of 

the team, occasionally pointing down the road towards the forest. He leaned over to Karl and 

said something in a low voice. Karl nodded, turned his horse and rode around the corner of the 

rock and out of sight. After he was gone for several minutes, they heard a sound off in the 

distance like something was climbing the rock. The two riders quickly remounted, and the group 

fell into a tense silence. 

The silence was broken by a horse neighing, and a strange gurgling sound that cut off 

abruptly. They heard the hoof beats of a horse galloping back towards them. When Karl's horse 

turned the corner, Sam recoiled with shock at the horror he saw in the saddle. Karl’s hands still 

held the reins, but his head and left arm were gone and blood covered the horse’s back and 

trailed behind. He heard the sound of guns being drawn all around him, the sharp intake of breath 

as the shock of the sight overcame their training.  
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Sam’s throat constricted and he couldn’t breathe. His head swam and he swayed in the 

saddle. "Move! Ride!" Parker was shouting and riding straight for Sam. Sam heard a shotgun 

blast followed by scattered gunfire and most of the riders took off around the rock, firing as they 

went. Hoof beats approached Sam from behind. Aaron slapped Sam’s horse as he galloped past 

and she shot forward. He could see Rachel riding hard up in front of Aaron.  Parker flashed by in 

the opposite direction, gun in hand.  Sam’s horse was galloping hard after Aaron and Rachel.  

Sam had never served in the military, had never experienced the chaos of combat when 

plans break down and victory just means survival. He was not prepared for the scene that met 

him as he rode past the edge of the rock into the heart of the battle that was raging between 

Parker’s gang and the Mastu. He faltered and his horse slowed. There was no battle plan, no 

formation to outflank, just people trying to stay alive, helping their friends stay alive when they 

could spare a thought for them. The mercenaries were riding hard and firing in all directions, 

everything obscured by dust. Aaron was riding straight through the middle of the melee toward 

the forest as fast as he could, and Sam’s horse galloped after him. As he rode by, Sam saw one of 

the cowboys go down in a cloud of dust, screaming, a man whose name he'd never learned. As 

he left the rest of the group behind, he thought to himself why aren’t they riding towards the 

forest? Then it dawned on him that they were deliberately confusing the Mastu to help him 

escape. 

 He fumbled with his revolver, and jerked hard on the reins, tried to turn his horse back to 

the battle, but she stayed on her course towards the forest. He lost his balance and was seized by 

sudden terror at the thought of what would happen if he fell off his horse. He closed his eyes and 

gripped the reins as tight as he could, his heart pounding with fear. All thought of returning to the 

battle was gone and he thought only of staying on his horse. He felt her shift under him and he 
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settled back into the saddle. He was overcome with relief as he realized he wasn’t about to fall, 

and let her carry him blindly at full gallop toward the forest edge. She was faster than the horses 

carrying Aaron and Rachel, but he was only vaguely aware of passing them. He rode senselessly 

for several moments before his awareness returned and he looked back to where the battle had 

been raging.  He could see the two riders chasing him, running from several Mastu that had 

broken away in pursuit.  

At first glance, Sam thought the Mastu looked like the apes he had seen on TV running 

on all fours, long forelimbs pulling them along, shorter hindlimbs pushing their bodies forward, 

moving at an incredible speed. The dust obscured their forms making it hard to get an accurate 

count, but Sam could see at least a dozen. They were slowly gaining on Rachel and Aaron.  

He pulled the reins, slowing his horse just enough to allow the other riders to approach. 

They were riding hard, crouched low and zigzagging slightly as they rode. As Aaron rode up 

beside him, Sam could see blood running from a gash in the side of his head. Sam felt a sharp 

pain in his right arm. A rock had pierced his forearm. He pulled it out and tossed it aside. He felt 

a buzz by his head and a second rock suddenly appeared in the back of the horse’s neck. She 

whinnied loudly, shook her head to dislodge the rock and picked up speed. Sam looked behind 

him again and saw one of the Mastu windmill its right arm, clearly throwing something at them. 

Rachel screamed and nearly fell off her horse. 

"Rachel," Sam shouted and turned his horse towards her. 

She righted herself, shouted "Keep moving. Don’t slow down, God damnit." 

He heard a popping noise from behind and saw that Aaron had drawn his revolver and 

was shooting behind him at the creatures. They were recoiling from his fire, slowing down and 

spreading out, forcing him to focus on them one at a time. This slowed them down enough for 
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Sam and Rachel to put some space between them and the Mastu, but it also made it much harder 

for Aaron to hit them. Aaron had to slow down to shoot at them and they were catching up to 

him. He reholstered his gun and spurred his horse to a full gallop. Sam let Aaron come up beside 

him. He looked over at Rachel, who was bleeding from her left shoulder. She was having trouble 

gripping the reins and was in danger of falling off her horse. He drifted over towards her. She 

waved him away, shouting something unintelligible. 

He looked back and saw the Mastu had recovered their speed and were catching up. He 

kicked his horse and she shot forward. Rachel and Aaron fell behind him again. Sam looked back 

and saw her barely hanging on to the saddle, a rock sticking out of her back.  She was gonna fall 

if no one helped her and her horse was slowing down. The creatures were gaining on her fast. 

Sam leaned back and pulled the reins gently to slow his horse, and she gradually drifted over 

towards Rachel. When they came up alongside, still galloping hard, Sam leaned over as far as he 

could, reached out and pulled the rock out of her back. His horse jerked to the left and he nearly 

fell again, but she soon recovered and drifted back towards Rachel. Sam grabbed the back of her 

shirt and pulled her upright in her saddle. She was barely conscious.  

"Rachel! You have to hang on. Rachel!" He shouted at her as loud as he could. She jerked 

her head towards him, knocked his hand away and took the reins of her horse.  

"Damn it, Sam, go."  

She gave her horse a kick and the horse accelerated rapidly. Sam heard Aaron shouting 

and heard more sounds of gunfire behind him. He turned and saw that Aaron had stopped and 

turned to face the enemy. There were at least a dozen of them in a mob, trying to get to him. He'd 

drawn both revolvers and was firing them at the creatures. Several lay dead already, but there 
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were too many for him to shoot them all and they were moving to surround him. He was gonna 

die. 

"Aaron, no, run!" he shouted.  

Sam turned his horse and began galloping towards him. He drew his revolver and fired 

wildly at the creatures trying to circle behind. One of them turned to face him. Sam pointed his 

gun at it, and hesitated. It was human, or maybe used to be, at least it had a human face, bright 

blue eyes framed by pale skin and thick red hair and it was grinning wildly. It charged at Sam, 

and he shot it in the face and kept riding. The other creatures had formed a circle around Aaron. 

He tossed aside his revolvers and was pulling a rifle out of a scabbard behind his leg. The 

creatures were closing in on him. Sam started riding hard towards them. From off to his right, a 

shot rang out and he saw Aaron’s head jerk. His body slumped forward and he fell out of his 

saddle.  The creatures immediately charged in and pulled the horse down. Sam looked over and 

saw Parker holding his gun. 

"You son of a bitch!" Sam shouted, galloping toward Parker with his gun pointed at him. 

Parker said nothing, pointed his gun in Sam’s direction and fired. Sam flinched, heard a squeal 

behind him. He turned to look and saw a Mastu lying a few yards away, bleeding from a gunshot 

wound to its chest. Two others had turned from the group surrounding Aaron and his horse and 

were charging in his direction. He pulled his revolver and fired several shots. One of his shots hit 

the nearest Mastu in the arm, but barely slowed him down. Sam pulled the trigger again but 

nothing happened. His revolver was empty and the creature was too close for him to get the other 

one out in time.  

Two more shots rang out and the second Mastu went down. Sam dropped his gun, 

spurred his horse and began galloping towards the forest. The injured Mastu ran up alongside, 
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veered towards Sam’s horse and ran its shoulder into her side. She stumbled and slowed but kept 

her feet. Sam nearly fell out of the saddle, but managed to hang on to the reins and stay on her 

back as she regained her balance. The Mastu caught up and veered towards them again, but the 

horse was ready this time and moved away. The creature lost its balance and slowed briefly, 

giving Sam time to pull his second revolver. When it came alongside again, Sam pointed his gun 

at it and pulled the trigger. The side of the Mastu’s head exploded and it fell forward, rolling 

several times and lying still.  

Parker rode by, galloping full speed towards the forest. Sam swore, holstered his gun and 

followed him, riding hard. He turned to look back at the place where Aaron had fallen. The rest 

of the Mastu paid them no attention. They galloped at full speed until they reached the trees that 

marked the beginning of the forest. Sam was overcome by shock and pain and followed Parker 

blindly as they moved deeper in amongst the trees. Parker reined in his horse and Sam came up 

beside him.   

 "Why did you do that?" Sam started to sob. "I was there, I could've saved him." 

"Sam, look at me." Sam looked up, Parker’s face blurred through his tears. "Aaron was 

already dead and you would have been. I did him a mercy and saved your life. Now, let’s find 

Rachel, we have to move deeper into the forest." Parker spurred his horse forward.  They found 

her a few hundred yards into the trees. She was sitting on the ground looking up at them, pale, 

with tears streaking down her face, her shirt bloodstained where the rocks had hit her. Sam 

dismounted and sat down next to her, put his arm around her and hugged her to him. 

"Where’s Aaron?" Rachel asked. 

Sam felt as if his insides had been torn out.  "He’s dead. He stopped to fight them and…." 

He paused and looked at Parker, who had dismounted and stood near them.  Parker stared back at 
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Sam calmly. "And they killed him". Sam looked at the ground. "I tried to stop him, to save him, 

but I was too late." Sam started sobbing, overcome with pain and remorse. 

"He slowed them down enough for us to get away," Parker said. "We owe him a debt of 

gratitude; he sacrificed himself so Sam would make it to the forest." 

Rachel was crying quietly. She squeezed Sam’s hand, but he pulled it away, stood up and 

walked back towards the desert. I should've been the one to die. Aaron had more to offer these 

people in their fight against the enemy.  

"Sam, stay close," Parker had begun to pace around nervously. "We shouldn’t stay this 

close to the desert for too long." 

"They won’t come this far in, we should be safe here," Rachel replied. Parker looked at 

her and frowned. 

Sam ignored them both. He was looking out towards where they'd come from, wishing 

for the sounds of a horse, of footsteps, or something. He could almost hear Aaron’s voice asking 

for some whiskey. From the bushes to his left, he heard rustling, like someone was moving 

through them towards Sam. "Aaron?" Sam called out. "Is that you?" He heard a low growl and 

the rustling accelerated. 

"Look out, Sam!" Parker cried. 

Sam backed away as a large Mastu suddenly charged out of the bushes right for him. Sam 

tripped and fell back as it approached him at full speed. He threw his arms over his face and 

heard three shots ring out in quick succession. Something heavy fell across his body. Sam waited 

for the pain to come, for it to begin tearing him apart, but it lay still. He struggled but he couldn’t 

move. He was stuck underneath. The smell was overwhelming, full of power and intensity. 

Lying underneath it, Sam could feel its heart still beating, could feel its power, the fundamental 
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savagery of its existence. It was the incarnation of violence and hunger, and Sam felt it all as its 

life force drained out of it, and its heart stopped. He felt the weight lift as Parker rolled the Mastu 

off of him. Sam rolled over and pushed himself up, climbed to his feet. He tried to walk back 

into the forest, but stumbled as his head swam. Rachel rushed over and held him to her, keeping 

him on his feet. 

"Come, sit over here," she led him slowly over to a fallen log and helped him sit. "Have 

some water." She handed him her canteen, and he took a gulp. Sam looked over at Parker, who 

was squatting over the Mastu. Parker looked up and locked eyes with him. 

"Thanks," Sam said to him, "you saved my life. Again." Parker nodded and stood. He 

stepped over the body and approached them where they were sitting. 

"They're pushing farther into the forest," he said, "We have to move." He pulled Rachel 

to her feet. "Come on, get up, we have to go." Sam stood up unsteadily. They walked over to the 

horses, grabbed the reins and led them deeper into the forest. Rachel moved ahead of them, 

walking fast. 

"This way," she said. 

"Slow down," Parker snapped. "We’re not safe in here." He grabbed Rachel’s arm. "The 

forest people won't tolerate our intrusion, we have to take care." 

"They won’t hurt us." Rachel pulled her arm free and kept moving. Parker stared after 

her. 

"How can you be so sure?" Sam was confused. Why isn't she afraid? Parker and Sam 

followed her warily as she headed deeper into the forest. Sam looked back. 

"They aren’t following," Parker said. "I don’t think they're ready to come this far in, not 

yet anyway." 
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"You were surprised it came in as far as it did, weren’t you?" 

"Yes," Parker replied. "But I haven’t been here for a long time. Many years have passed 

and things may have changed." He was frowning, watching Rachel leading them into the forest. 

"We haven’t had much contact with the forest people recently." He looked around, eyes alert. 

"You’re expecting trouble." 

"Our relations aren’t so good with the folks who live here. Particularly mine." 

"Why you?" Sam was looking around for signs of movement. 

"I called their chief a coward."  

Rachel jerked her head around and stared at Parker. 

That’s great, Sam thought to himself, although he wasn’t particularly surprised to hear it. 

 "Halt, or I’ll put a bullet in your brain," a voice suddenly rang out from the trees ahead. 

They heard the sound of guns being cocked. 

Sam froze and watched as Parker and Rachel stopped and held up their hands. Parker 

nodded at Sam and he raised his hands slowly over his head. 

"Who the hell're you?" Whoever it was, he was angry. "You shouldn’t have come, if the 

Intruders followed you…." 

"The Mastu wouldn’t follow them this deep," A powerful voice cut him off. "Not yet 

anyway," she said. "But that doesn't mean you're welcome here. What do you want?" 

"Not what we want," Parker answered. "What we have." 

"What do you have?" 

"The answer to a riddle." Parker paused and looked at Sam. "We bring The Stranger 

foretold by the elders." 

"That’s a lie," the first voice snapped back. 
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"Probably," the older voice added. "But an interesting one." She was silent for a moment. 

"I know your face, Parker, but I can’t see your companions. Which of you is supposed to be The 

Stranger?"  

Sam turned towards the voice. Rachel looked up. Silence fell over the forest. 

"This is…," the woman began, voice full of shock. "This isn’t possible." 

Suddenly, there were footsteps and two men strode from the trees into view, carrying 

shotguns pointed at Parker. They were followed by an older woman who walked straight up to 

Rachel without a word. Sam noticed for the first time that Rachel was crying. The old woman 

hugged her.  

"I’m sorry, Mother," Rachel sobbed. 

"No, you were right to come back, I should never have sent you away." 

Sam opened his mouth to speak, but Parker gave him a quick shake of the head and he 

remained silent. The old woman released Rachel, held her at arm’s length and looked in her eyes, 

smiling. She turned towards Parker and Sam and the smile faded. She looked grim and Sam 

could feel the tension build between her and Parker. These two had been enemies, even Sam 

could see that. He held his breath as they looked at each other.  

"How did she come to be with you?" 

"She followed me from my world," Sam said. He opened his mouth to continue. 

"He saved my life out there," Rachel interrupted. "The Intruders would have killed me if 

it hadn’t been for them, I owe them my life." 

The old woman looked at Sam, and then back to Parker. 
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"Then I guess I should be grateful to you for returning her safely to us." Sam breathed a 

sigh of relief as she held out her hand to Parker and he took it. The two men who had come with 

her lowered their guns. She turned towards Sam and took his hand.  

"And you, Stranger, thank you for your part in returning her to us." She held his eyes in 

silence. "Your arrival is a gamechanger for all of us." 

Sam was speechless. All this time, they were bringing Rachel home, just as he'd promised 

himself he would.  He watched as Parker and the old woman shook hands again. Parker looked at 

Sam and smiled. For the first time since he'd been drawn into this world, Sam saw hope in his 

eyes.  


