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A note about serial novels – A serial 
novel is a work of fi ction that is published 
in sequential chapters or episodes. In the 
early 1800s to the mid-1900s, serialization 
was a popular form of publishing. Works 
published in serialized form gave authors 
a much wider readership; since nearly ev-
eryone at the time read their local newspa-
pers. Many works were later revised and 
published as complete novels. 

From “The Count of Monte Cristo” and 
“A Tale of Two Cities” in the 1800s to works 
like “In Cold Blood” and “Fear and Loath-
ing in Las Vegas” in the mid-20th century, 
many seminal works of fi ction began their 
lives as serials. The following is the fi rst ep-
isode of a novel written by local author Don 
Benjamin. We hope our readers enjoy this 
limited weekly segment. Each episode can 
also be found at HighCountryShopper.com 
as they are released each week.

“Mountain: A Cautionary Tale” is an 
alternative history covering the period 
1936-1941. The story is a mystery with el-
ements of the paranormal. It’s the saga of 
a misguided man, his star-crossed family, 
and a colossal enterprise gone terribly 
wrong. Seeking to blunt the impact of a 
nation-wide economic depression, a U.S. 
government public works project employs 
thousands to erect an enormous artifi cial 
mountain range on the Colorado/Kansas 
border. Many unemployed fi nd work with 
the project. Circumstances draw others 
there. Threatened by a wealthy recluse 
who takes possession of the mountain and 
its resources, a handful of misfi ts foment 
a revolution as America is drawn into the 
global chaos of World War II. 

By DON BENJAMIN

Smoky Hill Reservoir, Kansas
September 22, 1936

Everyone felt the earthquake. The 
tremor rolled through town at dusk. Dogs 
howled, dishes fell, and windows fractured. 
It interrupted the fi lm at The Bijou, and it 
shook the Monte Vista Tavern. Drinks were 
spilled and bottles shattered, and the bar-
tender had just fi nished sweeping the de-
bris when he looked up to see Gideon Dix-
on standing in the doorway.

Gideon had felt the earthquake too, 
and he knew something about its power 
because he’d just come from the Smoky 
Hill Reservoir where he was in his rowboat 
fl oating on the water—until he wasn’t.

The old fi sherman’s coveralls were 
caked with mud, and he trailed a grimy 
track across the wooden fl oor. A battered 
hat perched precariously on his ancient 
head, its fl oppy brim only partly corralling 
the chaos of his snowy-white locks. He 
reached the bar, mounted a stool, paid for a 
beer, and drank it slowly as a dozen patrons 
surrounded him and urged him to speak.

“What say, old son?”
“Where you been, Dix?”
“Did you fall in?”
The tavern crowd continued to clamor 

until the old fi sherman fi nished his beer, 
swiveled his stool around, leaned both 
elbows on the bar, and told his tale. Soon 
people on both sides of the mountain were 
repeating the story.

Early that morning, before fi rst light, 
Gideon had driven his wagon along the dirt 
road which led to Smoky Hill Reservoir. The 
road was a luxury. Once the way had been 
no more than a cow path—a narrow, me-
andering track leading, not to the reservoir, 
but to the free-running Smoky Hill River it-
self. For years he’d traveled this direction to 
reach the river. Then three years ago every-
thing changed.

First the road was widened, then the 
way was barred for six months as massive 
trucks and heavy machinery arrived to car-
ry workers and material. The aim of this fre-
netic activity was to reach the river. Their 
mission, to construct a dam.

When the dam was completed and the 

river water impounded, a fence appeared, 
its daunting razor-wire stretching across 
the prairie, east and west for miles, leaving 
only the north-south road unobstructed. 

Next came the signposts. 
That morning he’d kept track of his prog-

ress along the roadway by counting the 
newly erected poles. A week ago, there’d 
been three poles, spaced equal distances 
apart, tall slivers of newly minted metal, 
set in concrete. Now there were six, and 
someone had bolted a square of plywood 
to each pole. There were as yet no lettered 
signs, although Gideon could guess what 
was coming. 

It was, he surmised, only a matter of 
time before the road would be lined with 
“no trespassing” notices. Which meant one 
thing. Sooner or later the gap in the barbed 
wire fence would be fi lled by a locked 
gate and his access to the water would be 
barred. But that morning, he reached the 
fence and found that a gate had yet to be 
installed. Steering his team through the 
opening, the determined old timer start-
ed down toward the reservoir, wondering 
what he would do when the signs were up 
and the gate was padlocked. 

Reaching the water’s edge, the old man 
pulled his rowboat from the wagon, slid the 
modest vessel over short grass to the wa-
ter’s edge, and anchored it in the shallows. 
He unhitched the team and led them to a 
meadow where he hobbled both mules and 
left them to graze beneath a stand of wil-
lows. It was not yet daylight when he hoist-
ed anchor and set off . 

Gideon wasn’t a young man. His hair 
was no longer dark. His beard was sparse 
and white, but his back and arms and legs 
remained strong, and he rowed expertly 
and with the kind of youthful enthusiasm 
that only the anticipation of a day spent 
fi shing can muster. Pointing his rowboat 
toward the rising sun, he used both oars 
to scull smoothly over the placid water. 
He was rowing for a place he knew well, a 
secret spot near a point of rocks. Beneath 
the rocks fl owed the hidden waters of the 
Smoky Hill River— its concealed channel 
roiling deep below the surface and still un-
tamed. Forming the life blood of the reser-
voir, the river had gouged a sweeping curve 
into the malleable Kansas mud and shaped 
an underwater cove, a secret place where 
catfi sh congregated in the cool moving wa-
ter.

At the rocks, Gideon feathered his 
stroke, let the boat glide to a stop, seated 
the oars, and dropped anchor, playing out 
all twenty feet of line. The air was quiet, 
the water tranquil. The line twitched as the 
anchor drug bottom. The anchor bounced 
once—twice—then held as the boat swung 
gently, tugged at the line, and drew it taut. 
All sure signs that he was where he wanted 
to be, on the right spot, directly above the 

unseen current.The Smoky Hill River had 
once fl owed freely, its unbridled progress 
meandering through willow trees, coursing 
over sandbars and across mud wallows, 
carving a deep, natural waterway in the 
short grass prairie. But the mountain peo-
ple took away his river, the river where he’d 
fi shed for sixty years with cane poles and 
seines and throw lines baited with chicken 
guts. They’d taken away the river where 
he’d hauled in catfi sh as long as your arm, 
fat as barn owls. The mountain people had 
dammed the Smoky Hill. They dammed his 
river and he damned them. 

“Smoky Hill water was needed for their 
mountain,” they said. 

“River weren’t no account anyways,” 
they said. 

“Naught but a muddy creek,” they said.
Gideon cursed their troublesome hides, 

and he was spoiling for a fi ght.
But his wife calmed her volatile husband 

and asked, “Why not fi sh the reservoir—
why not fi sh the big water?” 

So, Gideon built a fi ne little rowboat fol-
lowing blueprints clipped from a magazine, 
and he worked his lathe to carve two stout 
oars with wide blades. He used his forge 
to fashion iron oarlocks and pins. Sitting 
in the boat in the front yard, the untrained 
sailor fl ailed the oars until he learned to 
row and, on the bow, he painted the name 
“Elisabeth” in honor of his smart and faith-
ful wife who’d not lived long enough to see 
him launch the rowboat. 

On the morning she died, he’d been 
awake for hours, pressing a cool cloth to 
her forehead. At sunrise her fever broke, 
and she opened her eyes. Enclosing her 
delicate white hand in his rough suntanned 
fi ngers, he promised he would think of her 
every day. When the dawn birds began 
to sing, she felt the sun on her face and 
turned toward the open window.

“Is it Spring?” she asked, and then she 
was gone.

Even when her graceful fi ngers grew 
rigid and cold, he remained at her side in 
the cane chair, in their bedroom, holding 
her hand. He held on until the neighbors 
arrived with the pine coffi  n and lifted Elis-
abeth up and lowered her in. He bowed his 
head and fl inched with each hammer blow 
as they nailed the lid and he stood in the 
doorway when they carried her to the buck-
board. 

It was ten miles to Smoky Hill Cemetery, 
a hot morning, unseasonably warm for 
April, everyone said so. The others rode, 
but he followed on foot as the mules plod-
ded uphill over the rutted road. The rough 
journey caused her coffi  n to bump side-to-
side against the wagon’s wooden walls—
much like the motion of his rowboat scull-
ing crab-wise over the big water. 

Thinking back to that April day, years 

ago, when he’d walked behind Elisabeth’s 
lonesome coffi  n, Gideon sighed. 

God, he thought, how I miss that sweet 
woman and, more than any day spent fi sh-
ing, I’d rather be by her side than all the tea 
in China. 

It was a phrase Elisabeth had once 
uttered, and he wasn’t certain he was re-
membering it correctly. But, recalling the 
advice of his dear-departed wife as his 
rowboat fl oated beneath the September 
sky, he removed his hat and looked straight 
up in the direction of Heaven.

“I’m here, Dear-Heart, and fi shin’ the 
big water. Just like you said I should. Fish-
in’ and thinkin’ of you every day and always. 
Amen.” 

Alone on the water, he sat for a moment 
while the boat rocked gently. Elisabeth 
was three years gone. He leaned over and 
looked lovingly at the bow where he’d paint-
ed her name. He sniff ed, wiped his nose on 
his sleeve, and replaced his hat.

While dawn blossomed, bathing sky and 
water in a vivid patina of red and gold, he 
set up two fi shing poles with both lines 
hugging the bottom. He might catch a bass 
down there, but it was the deep-water chan-
nel cats which he coveted most, and he sal-
ivated at the thought of cornbread-battered 
catfi sh frying on his cabin stove. 

When Elisabeth died, he’d sold the 
house, retreated to the Kansas prairie, and 
taken up residence in an old sod cabin. The 
roof leaked and the west wall was crum-
bling, but he welcomed the distraction of 
making repairs. With two small windows, 
a stout door, sleeping bench, wood stove, 
rough table and chair, and no electric lights, 
the single room was rustic and snug as a 
cave. It suited him. A bruin’s den was just 
what he and his heavy heart and his iras-
cible temper required. After a month spent 
brooding in his isolated cabin, he’d plucked 
up his courage, loaded up his rowboat, and 
gone out to fi sh the big water every week 
for going on three years.

Three years, Gideon sighed as his 
thoughts returned to the present. 

Elisabeth was gone, their former home 
abandoned, nothing left but memories—
memories and fi shing—and that day the 
fi shing was slow. 

By noon it was sweltering and he had 
nothing to show for his morning except two 
diminutive catfi sh swimming in his creel 
bucket. Not nearly enough for dinner, so 
he let the small fi sh go, pulled anchor, and 
rowed further until he reached the middle 
of the wide reservoir. The bottom there was 
too deep for his anchor, but untroubled by 
current or wind, the rowboat bobbed tame-
ly in place while he re-set the poles. 

At three o’clock, the bite was on, and 
he caught fi ve more squirming catfi sh, 
all keepers. As the afternoon wore on, no 
clouds troubled the sky and the autumn 
sun continued to shine brightly on the man 
in the boat in the middle of the water. He 
ate an ordinary sandwich and a fi ne apple 
and pulled up three beers which were cool-
ing over the side. 

After emptying the third bottle, he 
belched contentedly and reeled in his 
lines. The rowboat rocked rhythmically as 
a warm breeze began to blow. Growing 
drowsy, Gideon pulled on an oar to put 
the wind astern. Then he seated the oars, 
tucked himself beneath the rowing bench, 
and stretched out. With his head in the bow 
on a coil of damp anchor line and his feet 
pointing toward the stern, he tilted his hat 
down and closed his eyes, content to let 
the wind carry the boat. With any luck it 
would blow him back to his mules. 

The wind blew toward the west that day. 
Years ago, when the prairie was a level ex-
panse, it had blown the other direction. The 
mountain changed that. 

The old man tipped his hat back, 
opened one eye, and peered at the pile. 
There’d been no reason to look at it earlier. 
For three years the thing had simply been 
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there, a fi xture, like the prairie, like the sky. 
Its offi  cial name was The Kansas Steel 
Range, but to Gideon it was ‘the pile’ or if 
he felt charitable, ‘the mountain.’ 

The disagreeable mountain was ten 
miles beyond the reservoir, squatting on 
the prairie, stretching across the eastern 
horizon. Gideon had watched it grow in 
stages.

Over the course of many months, tons 
of scrap metal had been piled upon the 
prairie to create a vast artifi cial mound. 
Then the mound was shaped into a broad-
based pyramid, low at the fringes and high 
in the center where its most distinctive and 
most contrived feature, a single silver peak, 
pierced the clear blue sky. 

Because of the mountain and that un-
natural eyesore’s profane desire to create 
the reservoir, the Smoky Hill River no lon-
ger ran free. Under the infl uence of that 
unholy pile, the wind blew west. Now, not 
content with stifl ing the river, reversing the 
wind, suff ocating the prairie, and blocking 
the sky, the mountain folk were putting up 
signs. 

Some folks called it  progress. Some 
said the prairie had been tamed, but Gide-
on doubted it. He believed the prairie—
though scarred—would someday reclaim 
its domain. He’d seen it around his cabin. 
Turn your back, let down your guard, and 
the prairie was nibbling away. 

Visualizing the mountain’s demise, the 
old man closed his eyes.

Three hours later, Gideon Dixon awoke 
to fi nd that the big water had mysteriously 
disappeared. He must have slept soundly 
for he neither felt the tremor that rattled 
the town nor sensed the pull of the swirling 
vortex which gripped the once placid res-
ervoir. While he slept, Smoky Hill Reservoir 
had drained completely away, grounding 
the rowboat and stranding him far from 
shore in a vast mud pit. By the time he 
slogged back to his wagon and retrieved 
his mules, night owls were stirring, and the 
distant peak of the Steel Range refl ected 
silvery light beneath the autumn moon. 

Gideon carried his gear and the catfi sh. 
He left the boat.
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A note about serial novels – A serial 
novel is a work of fi ction that is published 
in sequential chapters or episodes. In the 
early 1800s to the mid-1900s, serialization 
was a popular form of publishing. Works 
published in serialized form gave authors 
a much wider readership; since nearly ev-
eryone at the time read their local newspa-
pers. Many works were later revised and 
published as complete novels. 

From “The Count of Monte Cristo” and 
“A Tale of Two Cities” in the 1800s to works 
like “In Cold Blood” and “Fear and Loath-
ing in Las Vegas” in the mid-20th century, 
many seminal works of fi ction began their 
lives as serials. The following is the fi rst ep-
isode of a novel written by local author Don 
Benjamin. We hope our readers enjoy this 
limited weekly segment. Each episode can 
also be found at HighCountryShopper.com 
as they are released each week.

“Mountain: A Cautionary Tale” is an al-
ternative history covering the period 1936-
1941. Set along the Kansas-Colorado bor-
der, the story is a mystery with elements of 

the paranormal. In Episode 1, an old man 

contemplated the reality of a newly 

formed mountain range—an artificial 
phenomenon which came to dominate his 

landscape and shape his existence. In 
today’s episode, an employee of the 
Kansas Steel Range Project is 
dispatched on a mysterious midnight 
mission. 

By DON BENJAMIN 

The Kansas Steel Range
September 23, 1936

At midnight, deep in the bowels of the 
Kansas Steel Range, the telephone rang.

“Captain Hershel?” the voice asked.
“Speaking,” the sleepy man responded.
“Be advised,” the voice continued. 

“Message follows.”
There were a series of clicks. After a 

pause, Hershel received orders to assem-
ble a crew, obtain two, fi fty-pound boxes of 
dynamite from the Mountain armory, load 
men and explosives onto a truck, and pro-
ceed with haste to Smoky Hill Reservoir. 

Proceed with haste in the dark with dy-
namite, Hershel thought as he hung up the 
telephone, that’s a fi ne way to run a railroad. 

He telephoned the motor pool, the ar-
mory, and the crew barracks and got things 
rolling. Then he made coff ee and thought 
of his father. A railroad brakeman all his life, 
his father used to get up early, make the 
morning coff ee, and entertain his son with 
the same irreverent poem:

I’m not allowed to run the train,
Can’t steer or ring the bell.
But let the damn thing jump the tracks,
And see who catches hell!

Smiling at the memory, he carried his 
cup to the bathroom, turned on the tap, 
and urinated while it ran. It took time for 
the hot water to reach his billet deep inside 
the Mountain. After shaving, he showered, 
then wiped steam from the bathroom mir-
ror and regarded himself as he combed 
his thinning hair. Captain Malcolm Hershel 
was a stout man, fi t for his age, graying at 
the temples, with a trim mustache. A veter-
an of The Great War, he was a retired army 
offi  cer, respected by his men who contin-
ued to address him by his former rank. 

Within an hour, he’d supervised the 
loading of the dynamite and joined his crew 
as they began their journey. Their route 
surprised no one. Like everyone else in the 
Mountain, Hershel had felt the tremor yes-
terday and, like everyone else, he’d heard 
the rumor that a subterranean fi ssure had 
opened up and emptied Smoky Hill Reser-
voir. The river was gone too. Hershel was 
no geologist, but that sounded like balo-
ney. A genuine earthquake might cause 
the river and the reservoir to disappear. 
But the modest tremor which rattled dish-
es in his stark bachelor billet was unlikely 
to have caused enough damage, subterra-
nean or otherwise, to suck a lively river dry 

and drain a hundred-acre lake. Whatever 
had caused the vibration, he suspected it 
wasn’t natural. Something else was going 
on and that something else was the source 
of the baloney.

Though he had orders to hurry, the cu-
rious captain halted the truck on a bluff  
overlooking their destination. It was a clear 
night and the gibbous moon was riding 
high. From the lofty bluff , Hershel should 
see the moon’s refl ection on the surface of 
the distant reservoir. And yet, below in the 
moonlight, he saw only a dull gloss of prai-
rie grass and an enormous black hole. 

So, he thought, the rumors are true. 
The reservoir was empty, which was 

unusual. But the fact that the big water 
was gone failed to explain why the cap-
tain—accompanied by a rookie driver, two 
dozen roughnecks, and a truckload of ex-
plosives—had been sent out here in the 
middle of the night. 

The hastily assembled midnight crew 
had been ordered to drive to the southern 
campground. The question of why they’d 
been dispatched remained unresolved 
and, whatever the reason, Hershel sus-
pected he wasn’t going to like the answer. 

Forty minutes later, when the truck 
reached the isolated campground, the 
captain had only to see who was waiting 
there to have his answer. Clearly, they’d 
been summoned to this isolated spot to do 
something disagreeable. 

As the advancing truck bounced down 
the steep access road, the vehicle head-
lamps illuminated a cluster of men wait-
ing below. When the truck bumped to a 
halt, Hershel could discern four fi gures. 
Two were burly men who wore uniforms 
of the Mountain Regiment. The other two 
were dressed in matching gray suits and 
these he recognized as De Soto Valdez, 
his unctuous rival, and Petterson, Old Man 
Hendrix’s oily surrogate. The soldiers wore 
holstered pistols. Petterson held a lantern. 
Valdez had a knife.

“Rogue’s gallery,” muttered Hershel.
“Huh?” asked the driver.
“Never mind. Keep the headlamps on,” 

Hershel ordered. 
The captain picked up his oversized 

canvas bag, wishing he’d remembered 
to bring his revolver. Then he opened his 
door and started to climb out of the high-
wheeled truck.

“Turn off  your damn lights!” shouted 
Petterson.

“Captain?” asked the driver.
“You heard the man,” said Hershel. His 

voice refl ected the measured calm of a 
fi eld offi  cer, a tone designed to reassure 
his men that—despite appearances—their 
commander remained in charge. Stepping 
down, the captain clutched his bag and 
made his way across the uneven ground, 
halting just short of the waiting men.

“You’re late,” said Petterson.

“Says who?” asked Hershel. He ignored 
Petterson and grudgingly acknowledged 
the presence of the Mountain’s other ex-
plosives expert. “Valdez,” he intoned the 
name in two extended syllables like a phy-
sician describing a fatal disease. 

“Captain,” said Valdez. The arrogant 
man had sheathed his knife, but his greet-
ing was coldly formal and it did not escape 
Hershel’s notice that Valdez made a point 
of starting, then suddenly failing, to touch 
the edge of his broad-brimmed hat. It was a 
fl eeting gesture—perhaps a subtle insult—
the movement made all the more bizarre by 
the deformity of the man’s hand.

Missing digits, Hershel thought. An oc-
cupational hazard, no doubt.

“You understand your work needs to be 
completed before daylight,” Petterson said.

“Those are my orders,” Hershel replied 
as he glanced over his shoulder. “And here 
we are.” Hershel’s crew had climbed out of 
the canopied truck bed and descended the 
ground to cluster in a group behind their 
captain. For a heartbeat the two groups 
stared at one another. 

“Your move,” Hershel grinned. 
“Your men need to go with my guards 

and pick up lanterns. My men will show you 
where,” Petterson said.

“Follow the soldiers,” Hershel told his 
crew.

When everyone else was out of earshot, 
Petterson led Hershel and Valdez aside. 
The three walked ten yards into the unoc-
cupied campground to sit at a rough wood-
en table.

“So, you called us out here for a picnic?” 
asked Hershel.

While Hershel’s men were put to work 
fi lling and trimming lanterns, Petterson 
turned up the wick on his own lantern 
and whispered cryptic instructions. There 
were four huge pipes in the middle of the 
reservoir and their boss, Old Man Hendrix, 
wanted those pipes destroyed. Petterson 
laid out a map of the pipe locations and a 
diagram of a single pipe and said nothing 
more. Throughout Petterson’s presenta-
tion, Valdez, who’d taken out his knife again 
and seemed to be carving something into 
the tabletop, remained silent.

“Are all these so-called pipes the 
same?” Hershel asked as he squinted at 
the documents. Clouds had obscured the 
moon and he could barely make out the 
blueprints by lantern glow. “And, for pity’s 
sake, how about shedding a bit more light 
on the subject?”

“All the pipes are identical and, as for 
light, the Old Man’s orders are to use lan-
terns only,” Petterson replied.

“Flames and dynamite, that’s a fi ne 
idea,” Hershel muttered.

“Pardon?” Petterson asked.
“Reinforced concrete I see,” Hershel 

studied the diagram, his uncompromising 
tone suggesting he had no intention of re-
peating himself.

“A problem?” asked Valdez without look-
ing up.

“Nothing enough dynamite won’t solve 
and I brought plenty.” They’d told Hershel 
to bring two boxes. He’d loaded twice as 
many, just in case. “You never know, right?”

Neither man responded.
“I don’t suppose,” Hershel continued 

as he rolled up the documents and placed 
them in his canvas bag, “you’d care to tell 
me the reason.”

“What reason?” asked Petterson.
“The reason for blowing up the barn 

door after the horse is gone.”
Petterson blinked. Apparently, the anal-

ogy was lost on him. 
“You have your orders,” Petterson 

growled as he stood up and returned to 
his truck. Valdez remained behind, his grin-
ning, pock-marked face glowing in the light 
of Petterson’s abandoned lantern.

Hershel watched Petterson go, then he 
turned to Valdez. 

“Is this your mess I’m cleaning up?” 
asked the captain.

“What do you think?” asked Valdez.
“I think one of your nitro charges set off  

in bedrock yesterday felt nothing like an 
earthquake.”

“To you maybe,” Valdez said, his craggy 
features twisting to form a hideous grin.

“And I think your fake earthquake had 
nothing to do with sucking the Smoky Hill 
River underground and emptying the res-
ervoir.”

“You interest me,” said Valdez. “Any-
thing else?”

“I think these so-called pipes are morn-
ing glory spillways.”

“Of course. Spillways for the fl ood con-
trols, no?” grinned Valdez.

“Flood controls,” Hershel scoff ed. “You 
want to control a fl ood, you put your spill-
way on a forty-foot tower so when the lake 
rises your emergency outlet is at the top, 
where it belongs. Do you see any towers?”

“No towers,” Valdez agreed.
“So, I think there’s only one reason to 

put a cluster of gaping morning glory spill-
ways at the bottom of a reservoir.”

“And that reason is?” Valdez prompted.
“I think they’re there to steal the water.”
“And I think, amigo,” Valdez grinned, 

“that you think too much.”
“Force of habit for those of us with half 

a brain,” Hershel continued and he noticed 
Valdez stopped grinning. He also noticed 
that the diminutive, but wiry man, had yet 
to sheathe his knife. “Why do you suppose 
the Old Man has chosen me for this job in-
stead of your extremely talented self?” the 
captain wondered.

“You are too kind,” said Valdez as he 
stood languidly up, folded his knife, and 
sheathed the weapon. Straightening his tie, 
the unhurried man adjusted his suit cuff s. 
“Perhaps Senor Hendrix felt this was a job 
for a fi eld man.”

“Perhaps,” Hershel noted. “And perhaps 
the truth is you don’t want to get your fancy 
gray suit dirty.”

“Hasta la vista,” said Valdez. “On my way 
to Heaven, may I meet you coming down.”

“Likewise,” the captain grinned.
Hershel watched Valdez’s receding 

form until the small man’s outline vanished 
in the shadowy darkness. Then he picked 
up the lantern and expanded its pool of 
light in order to read what the crazy old dev-
il had carved on the tabletop: 

Lo que la sangre desca, lo toma.

Except for casual phrases, Hershel’s 
Spanish was rusty, but he’d seen the sen-
timent before and—although its meaning 
continued to elude him—he recognized 
the literal translation:

What the blood desires, he takes.

Shrugging, the captain gathered up the 
lantern and his bag, then crossed the pic-
nic ground to organize his crew. He had 
no more contact with the four rogues. Af-
ter the soldiers unloaded the last of the 
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lanterns and extra tins of kerosene, they 
joined Peterson and Valdez in their truck 
and drove away. Hershel was glad to see 
them go. The last thing he needed was the 
Old Man’s toadies hanging about, espe-
cially if those unwelcome trespassers were 
armed. 

Petterson’s information had been de-
ceptive and mostly useless. One glance 
at the map had told Hershel what needed 
to be done and his conversation with Val-
dez had confi rmed why. He and his crew 
were expected to destroy evidence that 
the Mountain was stealing water—a griev-
ous sin in a region where water remained 
a scarce commodity. For a fl eeting second, 
the captain entertained the idea of dis-
obeying his orders. But he suppressed his 
scruples in favor of seizing the opportunity 
to accomplish what Valdez seemed incapa-
ble of doing. He had no doubt that, where 
the task of destroying evidence was con-
cerned, Valdez had been the Old Man’s fi rst 
choice. But it was equally apparent that the 
pompous rascal had been unable to work 
out how to fi nd the targets in the dark. So, 
the Mountain leadership had been forced 
to call the clever captain. 

Knowing his success would annoy Val-
dez, not to mention rankling Petterson, 
Hershel pressed forward with his plan. The 
map indicated that the pipes—he correct-
ed himself—the spillways were in the mid-
dle of the reservoir. The openings would be 
clustered about a central point and the key 
to fi nding them was to locate that center. 
Valdez knew nothing about improvising in 
the fi eld or he would have realized the solu-
tion. But there was the diff erence: Valdez 
was not a fi eld man and Hershel was. 

As soon as Petterson and the others 
were out of sight, Hershel dispatched his 
truck with orders to drive around the reser-
voir and drop a man with a lantern at three 
key points. While the truck made its rounds, 
the captain gathered the remaining crew 
in a circle, explained his plan, answered 
questions, and issued further orders. He 
told them all they needed to know, but pur-
posely omitted any mention of his spillway 
suspicions. 

As far as his men were concerned, their 
mission was to unclog some pipes. As his 
crew made ready, Hershel spent twenty 
minutes double-checking the contents of 
his canvas bag and reexamining Petter-
son’s documents until the truck returned. 
Then he carried his bag and a lit lantern 
to the edge of the mud pit which had once 
held the waters of Smoky Hill Reservoir. He 
directed his steps toward the fl agpole he 
knew would be there. Reaching the expect-
ed pole, he put his bag down, then raised 
and lowered the lantern several times 
while staring intently at the opposite bank.

“Come on, Roswell,” he muttered.
“You need me, Captain?” asked Roswell 

who was standing beside him.
“Sorry, Joe, you’re on this side of course. 

I meant your brother.”
“No harm, sir. Even our ma couldn’t tell 

me and Roland apart in such a darkness.”
Joe Roswell was right. The clear sky 

had vanished behind a suff ocating layer of 
clouds. It was two o’clock in the morning 
and undeniably dark. No moon, no stars, a 
black sky, an empty lake.

“Show your light, man!” Hershel shout-
ed. There was no chance that Roland Ros-
well on the far bank could hear, but Hershel 
shouted anyway until, at last, a light ap-
peared in the far distance. 

“There, Captain!” the nearby brother 
yelled.

“Good!” said Hershel. “Now, let’s get 
ours up.”
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From the Count of Monte Cristo and A 
Tale of Two Cities in the 1800s to works 
like In Cold Blood and Fear and Loathing 
in Las Vegas in the mid 20th century, 

many sem-inal works of fiction began 
their lives as serial novels. The following 
is the third episode of a novel written by 

local author Don Benjamin. We hope our 
readers enjoy this limited weekly segment.  
Each episode can also be found at 
HighCountryShopper.com as they are 
released each week.

“Mountain: A Cautionary Tale” is an 
alternative history covering the period 
1936-1941. Set along the Kansas-
Colorado border, the story is a mystery 
with elements of the paranormal. In 
Episode 2, an employee of the Kansas 
Steel Range Project was dispatched on a 
mysterious midnight mission. In today’s 
episode, a crew of men explore a muddy 
expanse in search of hidden targets. 

By DON BENJAMIN

Smoky Hill Reservoir, Kansas
September 23, 1936

Joe Roswell knotted the halyard to the 
lantern’s handle then hauled away, careful-
ly guiding the glowing lantern up the fl ag-
pole. Captain Hershel watched until their 
lantern was in position. Then he turned his 
attention to the dark reservoir, scanning the 
distant shoreline in all directions, looking 
for the other lights. Roland’s light was di-
rectly across from them on the north shore 
and there should be two more, one east 
and one west. Joe was searching too and 
he off ered his binoculars to his captain, but 
Hershel waved them away. For his plan to 
work each lantern burning atop its fl agpole 
must be visible with the naked eye. So, he 
peered into the darkness a moment longer 
to be certain that all three distant lanterns 
were readily discernible. 

When Hershel was sure of his dispersed 
lights, he summoned his search crew. 

“Markers are up, men! To me now, quick 
as you can!”

Four men hurried forward and knelt be-
side their captain. Each man wore a min-
er’s helmet, the wick unlit. The lead man 
carried a lighted lantern. The next two 
clutched stout branches freshly cut from 
shoreline willows. The last man had four 
unlit lanterns packed in canvas bags, along 
with two wrapped tightly in place across 
his chest and two more secured around his 
waist. 

“Joe has walked out several yards al-
ready and the mud is not deep.” Hershel in-
formed them. “But prod with your poles as 
you go. And Bill, trust the others to do the 
prodding, you keep your head up and nav-
igate. Jimbo, mind those lanterns, it won’t 
do to break one.”

“Yes, Captain.”
“Now, Bill, we’re counting on you. Keep 

this fl agpole and the far one straight across 

lined up as you go forward. You’ll be going 
south to north, understand? Go straight 
until the east and west lights. See them? 
There and there. Keep going straight until 
they align with your shoulders. That’ll be 
your center-point. Then everyone light-up 
your helmets and work together in circles 
until you hit pay-dirt. And remember, be 
careful. Those pipes you’re seeking are 
deep and we don’t have time to be fi shing 
you out. Any questions?”

“No, Captain,” the men answered in uni-
son.

“Good lads,” said Hershel. “Go fast and 
go careful. And good hunting!”

Hershel watched his men move swiftly 
in single fi le down the steep bank and into 
the mud. Instantly, their shapes were lost 
against the murky background of the emp-
ty reservoir. Only the intermittent fl ash of 
their single lantern marked their progress 
and soon that vacillating beacon was lost 
in the darkness as the line of advancing 
men blocked their leading light. When the 
lantern disappeared, Hershel smiled. Not 
seeing their lantern was a good thing. It 
meant they were maintaining their heading, 
keeping their line in good order, and going 
straight. Satisfi ed, the captain sat down, 
leaned his back against the fl agpole, stared 
up at the glowing lantern, closed his eyes, 
and prayed to God to look after his men and 
that Petterson’s map was accurate.

If the map was correct, the spillways 
were clustered around a central point and 
the key to locating that center was the align-
ment of the fl agpoles. There were four fl ag-
poles placed at exact intervals around the 
reservoir bank. To the casual observer their 
purpose might seem obvious, but Hershel 
doubted if the poles had been placed there 
out of patriotic zeal. They were markers 
plain and simple, or at least they had better 
be. He was counting on the accuracy of the 
markers, the native wisdom of his men, and 
the shallowness of the mud. Otherwise, 
this job was going to be impossible.

Hershel hadn’t been part of the army of 

workers who constructed Smoky Hill Res-
ervoir but, like other new recruits in the 
Mountain’s Science and Engineering Unit, 
he’d been obliged to read about the work 
in project reports. In most respects it was a 
classic operation. The Smoky Hill River had 
been temporarily diverted and project bull-
dozers had set to work scraping the Kansas 
prairie down and down and down until they 
reached a layer of sand and gravel, a kind 
of native cement. Once this deep and rela-
tively solid lakebed had been established, 
the dam was erected, the Smoky Hill was 
returned to its original channel, and the 
reservoir rapidly began to fi ll. 

Hershel had read the project reports as 
a recruit and he was certain those reports 
had made no mention of any extracurric-
ular pipes. As soon as Petterson handed 
him the diagrams and Hershel saw the 
telltale funnels extending down below 
the lakebed, he understood. The standard 
method of fl ood control was to build a tall 
hollow intake tower with an outlet at the 
top. A top outlet would siphon off  excess 
water and prevent the reservoir from crest-
ing the dam. 

Instead of installing the usual device, 
Mountain workers had drilled through the 
solid lakebed and inserted four wide circu-
lar morning glory spillways at the bottom. 
The concrete tubes forming the spillways 
were wide and round at the top and tapered 
at the bottom, resembling funnel-shaped 
morning glory fl owers. The four broad 
outlets were positioned at the center of a 
concentrically sloping lakebed and they 
straddled the river channel to generate 
maximum drainage. Opening two spillways 
would rapidly swallow the river. Opening all 
four would take everything else. 

It had been a long morning and there 
was still much to do. Hershel kept his eyes 
closed and was soon asleep. 

While he slept, he dreamt that his plan 
had worked. He dreamt that the men had 
used the lantern markers to fi nd the central 

axis. Locating the center using the lantern 
markers was an exercise in basic orienteer-
ing and a bit inexact, but he was confi dent 
the men could do it. He dreamt that from 
the central axis the men had explored the 
lake bed in ever widening circles. A twenty-
foot-wide concrete funnel was not exactly 
a needle in a haystack and, far from miss-
ing the spillways, the searchers would be 
fortunate not to tumble into one. He dreamt 
that the men had been cautious, that they’d 
used their probing sticks until their tar-
gets—four broad, deep depressions in the 
otherwise shallow mud—were discovered. 

His men were out there following or-
ders, searching in the dark for indentations 
in the mud. Hopefully they would accept 
the notion that their intended targets held 
nothing more than ordinary concrete pipe. 
His plan might work, if his men contained 
their curiosity and providing no one fell into 
a gaping glory hole. 

Hershel muttered in his sleep. Joe Ros-
well, who sat on the bank nearby, thought 
he heard the word “glory” and presumed 
the captain was praying. In reality, Hershel’s 
slumbering brain was beginning to dissect 
the morning’s events. He focused on the 
picnic table. After a single glance at Petter-
son’s documents, followed by his conver-
sation with Valdez, Hershel knew one thing 
for certain: there’d been no earthquake. 
The river and the reservoir were gone, not 
because some mythical earthquake fi ssure 
had sucked them away, but because some-
body, somewhere had deliberately opened 
the spillways. And the motive behind all 
this drama was the theft of water. 

But why steal the water? And why the 
hell did Valdez carve his cryptic message 
on the tabletop?

The slumbering captain was turning 
these questions over in his dreaming mind 
when he was awakened by Joe’s gentle 
nudge and the man’s equally subtle an-
nouncement.

“Got ‘em,” he said
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Episode 3: Mud
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From the Count of Monte Cristo and A 
Tale of Two Cities in the 1800s to works 
like In Cold Blood and Fear and Loathing 
in Las Vegas in the mid 20th century, many 
seminal works of fi ction began their lives 
as serial novels. The following is the fourth 
episode of a novel written by local author 
Don Benjamin. We hope our readers enjoy 
this limited weekly segment.  Each episode 
can also be found at HighCountryShopper.
com as they are released each week.

“Mountain: A Cautionary Tale” is an al-
ternative history covering the period 1936-
1941. Set along the Kansas-Colorado bor-
der, the story is a mystery with elements 
of the paranormal. In Episode 3, a crew of 
men explored a muddy expanse in search 
of a hidden target. In today’s episode, Cap-
tain Hershel deals with dynamite. 

By DON BENJAMIN

Smoky Hill Reservoir, Kansas
September 23, 1936

Captain Hershel opened his eyes to see 
his determined searchers climbing wearily 
out of the mud and up the bank. Beyond 
the returning men he saw four points of 
light clustered around the middle of the 
reservoir, each point of light indicating a 
lantern, each lantern marking a target and, 
unbeknownst to the men, signifying a se-
cret spillway. Thanks to Hershel’s logic and 
the strong-willed obedience of his men, it’d 
taken less than an hour to locate all four 
targets. 

Hershel sent the truck to retrieve the 
fl agpole men. Then he assigned teams of 
four to carry dynamite boxes and shovels 
to each target. Each box contained raw, 
unfused dynamite—each stick individually 
wrapped in its own spark-proof covering. 
One man carried a lantern and two shovels, 
another pair conveyed one box apiece, and 
a fourth man carried a collection of blasting 
caps. Naturally, the lantern and the explo-
sives were segregated from one another. 
Plus, for transporting purposes, dynamite 
and caps were to be kept strictly apart until 
each team’s most experienced man com-
bined them as a precursor to the coming 
pyrotechnics. As the assigned teams trun-
dled into the mud, still others were dis-
patched with orders to erect their captain’s 
sandbag shelter and place his detonation 
plunger inside.

Time advanced and when his crews 
were fi nished, it was Hershel’s turn.

The captain ordered everyone into the 
truck. Then he shouldered his canvas bag 
and walked alone to the shoreline. The 
bag was heavy and the broad strap cut 
into his shoulder. It contained rolls of det-
onating cord, a handful of spare blasting 
caps, rope, extra canvas, and Petterson’s 
map and diagram. Hershel didn’t carry a 
lantern. It would be easy enough to follow 
the pathway his men had trampled through 
the mud. For a few heartbeats, he paused 
on the shore and peered forward into the 
darkness, committing to memory the spots 
where his men had left lanterns burning 
on the lakebed. As he studied the scene, 
memories cascaded into his thoughts.

Years of boredom and terror in the 
trenches of Belgium and France had pre-
disposed the war-weary captain to circum-
spection. Haste spawned mistakes and 
mistakes were often redeemed in blood. 
Hershel had entered The Great War as a 
young man who was already cautious by 
nature. 

That pitiless confl ict had annihilated 
his comrades. Day after relentless day, sol-
diers who broke bread with him at dawn 
were dead by noon. Their faces became a 
blur, their names forgotten. The few who 
escaped the sudden slaughter of shrapnel 
and the cloying agony of gas were stalked 
and killed by disease. 

The hourly spectacle of death refi ned 
Hershel’s vigilance into something ap-
proaching purity. The captain had long ago 

ceased to be governed by the ebb and fl ow 
of human emotion. His reactions had be-
come intuitive. He appeared to be a person. 
He had, in fact, become an animal—testing 
the breeze, listening to the night, sniffi  ng 
the air. Suppressing intellect, he was guid-
ed by instinct.

Returning his mind to the present, the 
captain stood stock-still, a frozen statue 
lingering on the reservoir’s stranded shore-
line, waiting as moments slid past, wait-
ing until he was absolutely certain it was 
safe. At last, he surrendered to action and 
started toward the fi rst lantern—trusting, 
as he advanced through the mud, that his 
men had heeded his orders to place their 
dynamite cargos far away from the lighted 
wicks. He’d sloshed twenty yards through 
the sucking mud when he became aware 
of a pungent odor and occasional crunch-
ing. He paused and then soldiered on, ig-
noring the unseen carpet of dead fi sh he 
was pulverizing with each step. 

When he reached the fi rst lantern, he 
raised and lowered the light to signal that 
he was in place. Then he heard an en-
gine start and watched headlamp beams 
bounce over rough ground as the truck 
moved further up the bank. Hershel had 
ordered everyone a prudent distance away. 
Dynamiting was a tricky business. An er-
rant spark, a puff  of wind, a tank of gasoline, 
and things could quickly go terribly wrong. 
When he saw the truck stop and saw the 
headlamps switched off , the captain set to 
work. 

The spillways were positioned just as 
the map depicted them: clustered around 
the middle of the Reservoir and nestled 
in a muddy depression about the size of a 
baseball infi eld. And, appropriately enough, 
just like infi eld bases, they were spaced an 
equal distance apart so their geometric ar-
rangement made it a simple matter for Her-
shel to measure, cut, and splice four equal 
lengths of detonating cord to connect his 
charges.

He worked alone. This was standard mil-
itary procedure. One man laid the charges 
and that man set them off . Working swiftly 
and skillfully, he slogged from site to site, 
connecting and playing out blasting cord, 
until he had implanted three targets with 
enough dynamite to reduce the hidden 
concrete spillways to dust. He was making 
good time until he arrived at the fourth tar-
get where he encountered something un-
expected. 

The fi rst three targets had been muddy 
but otherwise unobstructed. The fi nal tar-
get was diff erent. Target number four was 
partially blocked by an abandoned row-
boat—an unanticipated obstruction which 
was stuck in the mud precisely where he 
needed to place his fi nal cache of dyna-
mite. Unaware of the precision required, 
his men had placed their quota of dynamite 
a bit off  target and no one had mentioned 
the boat. But why should they? Dead fi sh 
and abandoned boats were probably the 
most normal things they’d encountered out 
here in the dark. 

Hershel tried, but there was no moving 
the boat. So, the resourceful captain knelt 
in the muck, scooped out a pocket under-
neath the hull, lined the pocket with canvas, 
and packed half the nearby dynamite into 
that space. Then he struggled to his feet, 
crossed the oars, strapped the remaining 
charges to the blades and handles, and 
left them resting on top of the problemat-
ic rowboat. It wasn’t an ideal set-up and it 
wouldn’t explode as effi  ciently as the other 
three charges, but it would do.

Connecting the detonator cord, the cap-
tain checked his watch and was about to 
tie off  the charges and proceed to his shel-
ter when he thought he heard a faint mur-
mur of voices wafting across the lake-bed. 
Sound shouldn’t carry that far. Neverthe-
less, he pivoted toward the spot and stared 
back toward the southern fl agpole. 

The darkness was complete. He could 
see nothing except the single elevated lan-
tern, yet he was certain the men had dis-

obeyed his orders. He was certain the en-
tire crew had left the safety of the truck and 
descended the hillside in order to return to 
the lakeshore. For a moment he wondered 
if they had moved closer out of concern for 
his safety.

Are they standing there to lend me mor-
al support—albeit from several hundred 
feet away? He asked himself. Or are they 
merely curious? 

Doubtless a combination of concern 
and curiosity had drawn the men to the 
shoreline and they had clustered closer to 
have a ringside seat. Probably they would 
never have a better chance to see a man 
blown up. 

Regardless of their motives, Hershel 
had no time for further speculation. It was 
still dark, but fi nishing on time would be a 
near thing. Among the bizarre conditions 
attached to this weird assignment was the 
order that he must set off  the charges and 
report to Hendrix in person before sunrise. 
He might just have time to do both, if he 
moved quickly. 

The captain made his fi nal splice, then 
spooled out thirty yards of detonator cord. 
He had just enough shock cord left to reach 
the sandbag shelter. The special cord was 
not exactly waterproof, but it was the best 
option in this wet mess. Unlike ordinary 
primer cord, the shock cord was a modern 
innovation. It was one of many novelties 
which the Mountain’s fearless leader, Old 
Man Hendrix, famously conjured up when-
ever his scientists or engineers or carpen-
ters ran across a problem they couldn’t 
solve. 

A rumor was fl oating around the Moun-
tain that Hendrix—a known opportunist—
had once worked as a federal patent clerk. 
In this position of trust, or so the rumors 
maintained, he’d exploited his situation by 
pinching thousands of pioneering ideas 
before they could be registered by their 
original inventors. Some believed the Old 
Man managed this by slightly altering an 
obscure element of each design, then 
manipulating the process to make certain 

his application was processed ahead of 
the true owner’s paperwork. Some be-
lieved Hendrix kept these stolen patents 
hidden away in a secret vault deep inside 
the Mountain. Unlike most of the gossip 
and mythology circulating around the Steel 
Range, the story of purloined patents was 
one rumor which Hershel believed. 

Otherwise, Hershel had asked himself, 
how can one account for so many marvels?

Take, for example, the Mountain’s ef-
fi cient wind turbines. The devices were 
miles—or should he say kilowatts—ahead 
of contemporary machinery. Moreover, the 
Mountain Regiment was equipped with ad-
vanced fl ying gyro-copters and sophisticat-
ed weaponry which the captain had never 
encountered in any military arsenal. And 
then there was the shock cord—impervi-
ous to electrical current and radio waves 
and water resistant—an innovation about 
which Hershel’s counterparts outside the 
Mountain knew nothing.

The captain’s mind had begun to wan-
der as he added a fi nal row of sandbags to 
the top of his shelter and he chided him-
self for his inattention. A wandering mind 
was not ideal when one was about to blow 
something to kingdom come. He needed 
to refocus. So—as he’d done thousands of 
times during the Great War and hundreds 
of times during the uneasy peace which 
followed; as he’d done using the war’s na-
ked black powder and with peacetime’s 
increasingly sophisticated dynamite—he 
took a deep breath and made ready by the 
numbers.

1. He split and stripped the shock cord.
2. He made certain the switch at the bot-

tom of the plunger was in the off  position.
3. He attached the cord to the plunger.
4. He pulled the plunger up to set the

magneto spinning.
5. He reached down and turned the

switch on. 
6. He took a fi nal look over the sandbags 

to make certain of his nearest charge.
7. He said a prayer, pushed the plunger

down, and ducked.
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