
So far, the red Chevy Malibu with New Jersey plates had not
been spotted by law enforcement agents anywhere west of
Tennessee all the way to the Texas line. While Claybert combed
through every rest stop and motel along the interstate looking
for Chris, he used all his influence and his police fraternity
privileges to make certain that the boy had not been picked up
already or written up for speeding and let go anywhere along the
way. If the boy did turn up somewhere, he wanted to be the first
one on the scene. He had dibs. But now into Texas, the sheriff
was just free-floating across the country, just like the kid, not
knowing where he was headed.
As Claybert drove aimlessly through the panhandle, with no
particular destination and very little gas, he began to wonder if
he would ever come across the orphan murderer who killed his
brother. It made him mad as hell to even consider the possibility
that the little fiend might actually get away with what he did.
Right now, however, the gas gauge, whose needle had been
pinned in the red zone for the last fifty miles, drew most of his
attention and his ire. Spotting a sign on the highway indicating
that there was a gas station at the next exit, he took it and pulled
up to the pump.
As he was filling the tank, he took a quick look around at
the desolate landscape. The expansive desert plains left him
with a feeling of isolation and dread. It only reinforced his fear
that the boy had simply vanished into thin air, never to be seen
again. Then, much to his appreciation, he noticed that a small
bar (a saloon, he reckoned it was called in these here parts) was
attached to the gas station. Being sober for way too long,
Claybert could not resist the opportunity. He paid for the gas
and then stepped into the adjoining bar.
The place was practically empty, dark and rank, country
music coming from an old juke box. None of these things
bothered Claybert, except for the country music, which was all
he could get in his car since he’d crossed the Appalachians. He
turned the radio off completely when he went through Little
Rock and had not put it back on since. Still, the shady hole was
a welcome relief from the heat and sun he had been driving in
all day.
He barked for a whiskey on the rocks and the bartender
hobbled over on one bad leg carrying a bottle and a dirty glass.
He placed them both down on the bar in front of Claybert, but
did not let go of them until the sheriff slapped a fifty and his
badge down next to the booze.
“Leave it,” he instructed the bartender, then poured himself
a shot. He threw back three quick ones, pausing before the
fourth to take a look around the bar. There were only three other
people inside. They were all standing around a pool table in the
back, shooting and drinking beer. There were two young
roughnecks in leather jackets, chugging Lone Star Beer and
posturing for the girl who was among them. She had piercings
clustered all over her face—ears, nose, lips, eyebrows and one
on her tongue. She had dirty blonde hair, and when she saw
Claybert watching her she looked over at him and smiled. She
also had a silver hoop in her navel. She whirled around and bent
over the table to take a shot. The denim shorts she was wearing
rode up the crack of her ass, the cotton so thin Claybert could
see that she was not wearing underwear. Tufty, light-colored
pubic hair peeked out around the thin fabric near her crotch and
he caught the gleam of yet another metal piercing. Her legs were
long and tanned. She seemed to pause in that position a long
time before the smack of the billiard balls was heard and she
stood up again. She looked back and smiled even wider at
Claybert when she saw that he still had his eyes on her.
He swallowed another shot as she walked around to the
other side of the table, watching Claybert the whole time. The
dark-haired fella put an arm around her shoulder. Both of the
brutes were looking over at Claybert now, amused and
sanguinary expressions on their faces. Then the light-haired one
leaned over and said something to the dark-haired one and they
both laughed as they continued to stare at him.
“Yeah, it looks like we got ourselves a genuine dirty old
man,” Dark Hair said loud enough for Claybert to hear.
Claybert poured himself another drink and watched as Dark
Hair made his way to the bar.
“Three more beers, pops.”
As he stood beside Claybert and waited, he eyed the money
and the badge on the bar.
“You a cop?”
“What’s it to you?”
“Thought maybe you’d like to buy some time with Sandy
over there,” Dark Hair said, then reached down and placed his
hand on the fifty. “Saw the way you were looking at her.”
Claybert lowered his big right hand down on the top of the
kid’s wrist, applying just enough force to keep him from
moving. In the same motion, Claybert reached for something
behind the bar with his other hand. He came away an instant
later with a small basket full of darts. Black Hair wriggled his
fingers helplessly under the giant hand.
“Hey, what are you doing, man? Let me go.”
Claybert removed one dart from the basket and raised it
above his head. Dark Hair could only scream as the dart came
down and the tip bore through the back of his hand and into the
scratched and stained wooden surface beneath. As Dark Hair
wailed in agony, Claybert quickly removed a second dart and
stuck it through the punk’s other hand, pinning him to the bar.
The sheriff frisked him, since he was already in the position,
and removed a wad of money, several vials of colored pills, and
a small bag of weed, all of which he tossed onto the bar.
With this one out of the way, Claybert whipped out his .45
and turned around just as Light Hair was approaching with his
own gun drawn.
Claybert fired first.
The round tore into Light Hair’s upper arm and he dropped
his weapon before it could be discharged. Bits of leather and a
piece of his formidable biceps spattered the girl behind him. As
Light Hair sank to the ground with a yelp, the girl started to
scream.
Dark Hair began kicking the bar. “I’m gonna kill you, you
cocksucker!” he yelled. Claybert just poured himself another
shot of whiskey and drank it down. Then he pulled the bloody
bill out from under Dark Hair’s hand. It tore around the point of
the dart and he just tucked it back into his wallet.
Claybert looked at the shocked bartender. “The boy’s are
buying my booze,” he said, motioning toward the wad of
money. “Keep the change.” Claybert grabbed the bottle to take
with him, but as he turned to leave someone came out of the
men’s room holding a .38 loosely in one hand. The sheriff was
already in a firing stance, but he eased off when he saw that the
man was old and perhaps senile, with a severe nervous tick. The
gun was shaking so violently in his hand that he would not have
been able to hit water if he were standing on a beach. He did not
look to Claybert like he was going to be any trouble to anybody
but himself. He was not even looking in Claybert’s direction,
just staring off distantly.
Suddenly Dark Hair managed to pull one of his hands free
from the bar, the tip of the dart still protruding from his palm.
He was then able to use his full body weight to pull his other
hand free. In a rage, he whirled around to face Claybert.
The eyes of the man who came out of the bathroom went
wide with terror then. “It is Him!” the man shouted. “The Christ
child! He’s come seeking vengeance because I turned Him away
from my motel!”
Claybert was so taken in by the man’s abject fear that he
almost did not turn around in time to avoid Dark Hair’s flailing
arms. Claybert took one step back and, with an amazingly quick
display of hand speed, managed to get in four solid blows to the
side of Dark Hair’s head with the butt of the gun. As Dark Hair
fell unconscious to the floor, Claybert turned back to the old
man. He continued to rant about God, Satan, Armageddon, and
a kid in an old red Chevy, but the body-pierced whore in the
back drowned most of it out with her squawking.
“SHUT UP!” Claybert yelled as he spun around and fired
one time. The girl was instantly silenced as the slug tore through
the center of her neck and severed her spinal cord. He fired once
more, this time hitting the jukebox and muting the endless opus
of the mundane that droned from its speakers. Then he turned
and approached the man with the twitching face. Claybert
grabbed him by the collar and pushed him up against the wall.
“Tell me about the kid in a red Chevy,” Claybert said.
“What did he look like?”
The man closed his eyes. Viscous, white foam escaped from
the sides of his mouth as he spoke. “Blond hair. Blue eyes.
Scared. He doesn’t know the power he possesses.”
“Where is he?” Claybert asked.
“New Mexico. A place called Caldera. It tricks you. Uses
you. You can’t tell the difference between good and evil. Don’t
go there. Armageddon is already underway. The casualties are
already mounting. There’s nothing anybody can do now. I tried
to escape, but I have nowhere to go. Satan took my soul. He’ll
take yours too.”
The man reached into his jacket and pulled out a
prescription, but it promptly fell out of his trembling fingers.
Claybert saw that there was no cap on it and that it was empty
when it struck the ground.
“Only God can save us now,” he said, and began to convulse
in Claybert’s arms.
The New Jersey sheriff released the man at this point and he
fell to the floor, where he began to shudder violently. Thick
strands of saliva, now tinged with blood from biting his tongue,
poured from his mouth.
“There’s no way out of this,” he gurgled as he guided the
barrel of the .38 into his mouth with an unsteady hand. He
chipped a few teeth before he finally pulled the trigger. The
smell of gunpowder and blood was strong, but it was curiously
more pleasant to Claybert than the scent the bar had before all
the carnage.
Gimps, prostitutes, thugs, and pill-poppers; what a town, the
sheriff thought as he headed for the exit. He holstered his piece,
pocketed his badge and carried the whiskey out with him.
Leaving the bar like he was walking out of a Quentin Tarantino
movie, it barely registered in his mind that two people were
dead, two others were seriously injured, and he was largely
responsible for it. He was so blinded by his quest for vengeance
that he did not grasp the irony of a lawman killing and maiming
in the name of justice. He was entirely without remorse.
Whether it was called revenge or justice or something else
altogether, Claybert felt the need to destroy Chris and
everything in his path more intensely the further west he went.
Outside now, the Texas sun had a sobering affect on
Claybert. He stuffed himself into his cruiser, got back onto I-40,
and opened his road atlas.
New Mexico.  Caldera.  C-5.
And there it was. Just a few hundred miles further west.
Claybert may not have known where to find Chris, but Rand
McNally sure did.
One small break was all he needed. Just like in police work,
a witness or snitch is usually all it takes to bring the guilty to
justice when hard evidence is hard to come by. Claybert’s luck
was suddenly changing, and Caldera had better brace itself, he
thought as he barreled along at ninety plus miles per hour,
because he was not about to leave any stone unturned until that
boy got what he had coming to him. And that was a world of hurt.
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