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         Chapter 1:  

         The bored war

          

         From atop the mesa outside Alamogordo the world was of Fiona’s making. Smoke rose out of the south where they’d ambushed
               another fleeing group from Juarez, destroying many of their vehicles and killing or capturing the lot of them. Refugees
               streamed out of the canyon below her in a long, weary line. Ripples of rifle fire
               echoed across the high desert at regular intervals. The War of Retribution was bullshit
               and Fiona was just about done with it.

         Spring opened up the desert in a brief flash. Water from fleeting rains and winter
               melt off grew green plants, which spawned exorbitant amounts of wildlife. It also
               brought the slow death of the War of Retribution against Juarez even as the desert was dressed in the green of new life and vibrant with flowers.
               The Raven leaders couldn’t be thought weak and so Juarez had to burn for their attack on Tombstone. Fiona was given the soldiers and told to slaughter, which was precisely what she
               did.

         Over the previous winter, everything changed. Claudia Marceau was alive, not only
               alive, but thriving in the west. She’d found her way to San Francisco, which was calling
               itself the City of Broken Bridges for some jackass reason that escaped Fiona. Claudia
               also reunited with her father. Of all the impossible things to happen in the post-apocalyptic
               west, a person finding someone they lost before the war was the most commonly hoped
               for. People always said they were going to find a missing husband, brother, sister,
               father, mother, friend, whatever, but they never did—except, apparently, Claudia Marceau.
               Now Papa Marceau was Black King Marceau, the first male leader allowed into the hierarchy
               of the Ravens, and he was pushing an agenda of preserving human life. Fiona’s orders
               to slaughter were ameliorated to capture by Raven command.

         Fuck Claudia’s father and fuck his mercy, was Fiona’s opinion of that new order.

         The Lazy Ravens of Tombstone put up a hellacious fight when the men of Juarez attacked. Trump cards were played. People died. The invaders limped away with four
               captives. It’d taken months to sort all the bodies and tags from Tombstone. When Claudia Marceau resurfaced alive, they started keeping an eye out for the bodies
               of the four missing. The names were anathema to even mention, although Fiona never
               forgot them. A Raven wasn’t supposed to be captured by men. She was supposed to pull
               the pin and take her attackers to oblivion with her. A Raven captured was dead already
               or would wish they were dead in short order; the trump card grenade was invented to
               dissuade future attempts at capturing a Raven, but it only worked if every Raven was willing to pull the pin. Four were taken though and they’d already found
               three in the course of the War of Retribution.

         The first woman, Ashley, was found on the trail back to Juarez. The usual atrocities were visited on her to the point that death was probably a
               blessing when it finally came. Alondra’s riders located Ashley, so Fiona didn’t have an image burned into her head, but she’d read the report. The Juarez men who took her must have been very angry about their losses in Tombstone to do what they’d done.

         The second woman wasn’t found until a month later when the war against Juarez was already in full swing. A drug king pin turned feudal lord had taken her as a
               wife or concubine and eventually tried to use her as a human shield. Fiona didn’t
               know for certain who she was—either Heather or Linh. They pinned the drug lord down
               in the ruins of Las Cruces. He held her hostage in an abandoned convenience store and demanded they bring him
               a car or he’d blow her head off. In accordance with Lazy Raven law, Fiona ordered
               the building torched. Flamethrower units burned out the drug lord, his hostage, and
               the last of his men. All they found inside after were black skeletons, although Fiona
               could remember the girl’s face looking back when the drug lord was dragging her into
               the building. She had a badly healed broken nose and brown eyes. Heather and Linh
               were both from Little Saigon in Garden Grove, California, and Fiona hadn’t known either of them personally. Until they found the fourth body,
               she couldn’t know which died in the fire.

         The third Raven found, Josephine, was strung up beneath an off ramp sign on Interstate
               10. Of the four taken, Josephine was the only Raven that Fiona knew. She was a tall,
               nervous woman with birdlike features who worked as a combat medic for most of her
               Raven career; Veronica had always favored Josephine, calling her an angel of mercy.
               The most vivid memory of Josephine that Fiona had was of the medic sitting on a cot
               at the Raven army camp, somewhere in eastern California during the attempt to retake Barstow. She was wearing borrowed glasses to read an old, tattered Nancy Drew novel she’d
               found. After seeing her dangling from the giant freeway sign, Fiona had a hard time
               remembering her any other way. She’d been beaten, broken, cut, violated, and left
               for the vultures. It took Fiona’s trackers a week to find the group of marauders responsible.
               By that point in the war, Juarez was a smoldering crater. The men were scattered to the wind, fleeing the wrath of
               the Red Bishop’s riders. After she found them, she strung them up from the signs along
               Interstate 10 in the same condition she’d found Josephine, all fifty of them. When
               that didn’t satisfy her, she ordered the bodies riddled with bullets and new signs
               to be spray painted above them. On the green and white highway signs, Fiona’s riders
               wrote above the men in blood red letters: rapists and kidnappers will die screaming.

         Then, after months of retribution, they were supposed to preserve who they could.
               Regardless of the orders the Red Queen Carolyn gave, Fiona couldn’t do it easily and
               she refused to do it completely. There were people fleeing from the war against Juarez,
               people collected like cattle by the very men she was sent to kill, and these she begrudgingly
               showed clemency. They would become indentured servants of the Lazy Ravens with the
               chance to earn a place in the new society; this was the most Fiona could offer them.
               But the men she found, the armed men who had sought to kidnap Fiona’s sisters and
               use them as sex-slaves, those men would die and be glad that was the only punishment
               she had time to visit upon them.

         Below, in full view of the column of refugees, Fiona’s riders were executing the captured
               Juarez men ten at a time. This was one of the largest groups of refugees she’d ever taken,
               two-thousand in all. It was going to take awhile to kill the four-hundred or so marauder
               men in the group. Finding them among the flock was easy. The fools all wore gang tattoos
               from their days as enforcers of the drug cartels along the border. Men who carried
               the mark in Juarez were citizens and anyone who didn’t was a slave. It made sorting out who got a bullet
               in the brain an easy matter of finding one of the tattoos.

         Fiona nudged Molly toward the trail on the backside of the mesa. Molly, a battle hardened palomino, was her fourth mare
               of the war. She’d lasted the longest of all Fiona’s mounts, and there was a faint
               glimmer of hope in the gunfighter that she’d finish out the war on Molly. Before the
               bottom of the trail, Fiona was joined by her officers.

         They were hard women, completely loyal to Fiona, and just as angry as she was about
               the change in orders from Las Vegas. Her new scout and tracker to replace Claudia, was an older woman who had lived her
               entire life on a ranch in West Texas. Maude was a grandmother to seven, none of which survived, had gelded a thousand
               horses in her lifetime, and hated just about everyone. Of the four women in her inner
               circle, Fiona liked Maude best. The woman was short, comprised entirely of gristle,
               and had worn the hard lines of her face into a permanent scowl. Fiona glanced over
               to her as they rode down to rejoin the main column; Maude glowered at her in response.
               The other three were random strays, and like Fiona’s horses, weren’t the same three
               she’d started the war with. Christina, the blond bombshell from Oklahoma City, liked assault rifles, corny jokes, and still pined for the days of college football.
               Linda, a sullen, middle-aged native of Las Vegas, had lost half her teeth in a fist fight she didn’t like talking about, but swore
               she won; looking at the weather-beaten brunette, Fiona bet she probably did win out
               of pure determination. Linda didn’t have a drop of quit in her. Maria, originally
               from Mexico City, was the youngest of their cohort at twenty-three. She’d immigrated illegally to the U.S. with her family when she was only six, living and working in Colorado mostly. She had the survival instincts of someone used to living hand-to-mouth, and
               thus ate anything she could find, lizards, cactus, bugs, whatever, and had the stout
               physique to prove it.

         “Burn the bodies?” Maude asked as they passed by the firing squad working its way
               through the captured Juarez marauders.

         “Leave them for the coyotes,” Fiona replied.

         “What will Las Vegas say if they find out?” Linda asked out of the good side of her half-toothless mouth.

         “I don’t suspect it’ll matter,” Maria answered, “since they’re too far away for us
               to hear.”

         “Fine, what will Alondra say if she finds out?” Linda amended her question.

         “The Red doesn’t answer to the White,” Christina explained. “And the Red Bishop doesn’t
               answer to anyone.”

         Maude snorted, drawing reproachful stares from the other three.

         “She answers to the Sky Captain,” Maude said.

         Fiona could only smile faintly at this. This was true. She was still completely infatuated
               with the purple-haired pilot with the effervescent personality. Gieo was the bravest
               sane woman Fiona had ever met. Sure, everyone thought Fiona was fearless, but that
               was precisely it; she wasn’t in her right mind, never had been, which meant her courage
               was mostly craziness. Gieo was weird, no doubt about that, but she was mentally stable
               even by pre-war standards, and that made her bravery all the more impressive.

         As if on cue, Gieo’s wing of fighters roared over the mesas and canyons behind the
               column of refugees, bound for the small airstrip of the Alamogordo airport. The planes were all restored World War II fighters found in various museums
               across the southwest. Gieo’s specific fighter was a Vought F4U-4 Corsair liberated
               from the War Eagles Air Museum in Santa Teresa. The planes were all retrofitted with Slark engines, and re-skinned
               with Slark armor. The swift World War II fighters, five in all, had ruled the skies
               over the battlefields where Mexico, Texas, and New Mexico met. Gieo was only called Gieo by those who knew her personally. To everyone else,
               she was the Sky Captain or the Angry Angel. When the War of Retribution ended, a quickly
               approaching eventuality, and they turned their forces west to deal with the Slark,
               Fiona fully believed the whole of the Ravens would come to know Gieo as a savior of
               the skies.

         “Bring them in, get them fed, watered, and crated for the train to Albuquerque,” Fiona said in reference to the column of refugees. “I have a victory to collect
               on.” She launched Molly into a gallop to follow the sleek, black fuselages as they
               descended for the airfields. Her riders, excepting Maude, sent cat calls and sexy
               whistles chasing after her.

          

         ♠ ♣ ♥ ♦

          

         Gieo stood on the dusty tarmac, watching the team of horses and handful of ground
               crew pulling her plane into the hangar. The outer wings were folded over the top to
               allow for easier storage, giving the fighter something of a sleeping bird look. Once upon a time, her Corsair took off from aircraft carriers and needed to store itself
               in the bowels of a ship, thus the folding wings. The Corsairs were all beautifully
               elongated lines with extended fuselages, rear positioned cockpits to make them seem
               even longer, and incredibly lengthy wings with a little upward bend about a third
               of the way out. The other planes in her wing, three P-51 Mustangs and two P-47 Wildcats,
               looked purely functional by comparison.

         Reasons for using resurrected World War II technology abounded. People capable of retrofitting a Corsair still
               existed while people who even understood the designs of an F-22 Raptor were gone from
               the world. The City of Broken Bridges provided Slark fuel and plenty of it, meaning
               everything the Ravens brought to the battlefield ran on the strange fluid apparently
               derived from the alien fish the Slark brought with them. While there still were more
               modern fighters lying around, they relied heavily upon navigation satellites and ground
               networks that simply didn’t exist anymore. The old fighters were easier to learn to
               fly than modern jets by a factor of a hundred as well, so four months of training
               and Gieo was a crack pilot. All of the practical reasons aside, Gieo thought the era
               of aviation the planes represented was far more romantic and noble than the futuristic
               stealth fighters and bombers flying past their targets at extreme altitude and speed.
               Besides, what good was a billion dollar air superiority jet when the Slark didn’t
               have pilots or fighters of their own yet? More often than not, Gieo was shooting people
               and armored columns on the ground.

         Shooting people was easier from a plane. She’d still only killed the one man in person,
               as she saw it—the nameless scarecrow outside Truth or Consequences that she’d gunned
               down with Danny’s old rifle in what she thought was self defense, but had actually
               turned out to be a horrible mistake. Fiona’s reasons for killing in the name of retribution
               were valid though and Gieo knew the lanky gunfighter held more than passing sway over
               her. Killing people who deserved it was easy; killing people who deserved it from
               the detached location of an airplane cockpit was even easier.

         Gieo shook off the gloomy feelings that always accompanied bombing runs. She unzipped
               the front of her flight suit to waist level and pulled her arms from the sleeves.
               She let the top half of the suit dangle from the back of the waistband. Beneath she
               always wore a bikini top. There were good reasons to wear a shirt, but the cockpit
               of the Corsair was hot as hell and a bikini top somehow seemed more appropriate and
               comfortable than just a bra. Her current top was shiny black with cute little yellow
               stars on it. Fiona liked it and Gieo had every expectation her lover was already riding
               hard to catch up.

         She pulled her black goggles down from her forehead to block out the sun and began
               walking toward the south end of the airfield where Fiona would be approaching from.
               She’d cut her hair shorter into a shoulder-length flip to fit it easier into her helmet, but she still dyed it mostly purple, leaving a few
               black streaks now. When she started cutting her hair shorter than Fiona’s that winter,
               the gunfighter had taken a lock of the purple hair and kept it in the inside band
               of her hat; in solidarity, Gieo took some of Fiona’s crimson hair and kept it in the
               front pocket of her flight suit, right over her heart.

         The rest of her wing was landing behind her in the telltale rush of propellers. They
               were good pilots, men from the Colorado Air Force base who had accompanied Gieo in
               the fateful destruction of the Bakersfield oil refinery. They stamped their glories upon the sides of their planes, drank hard
               to their victories at night, and looked down upon anyone who couldn’t fly. In the
               air, they were Gieo’s closest friends, but on the ground, she couldn’t say she knew
               the men they turned into. She’d gotten a taste of the pilot’s rush as it was called.
               She did feel godly when she flew, but it didn’t seem to change her the way it had
               her fellow pilots. They were hawks or eagles and she was a different kind of bird
               entirely, or maybe a butterfly…at most a dragonfly.

         Fiona rode out of the south on her big palomino, every inch the cowgirl commander
               of the desert. She still wore her black cowboy hat and sunglasses, leather pants,
               and cowboy boots, but the Ravens somehow convinced her to wear a gray, black, and
               red uniform jacket to identify her as an officer. Her hair was getting longer and
               a darker shade of red as it grew, which seemed odd with how much time it spent in
               the bleaching desert sun. She still wore the massive Colt Anaconda on her hip and
               she still didn’t hesitate to use it.

         Gieo noticed the fundamental changes in Fiona during the War of Retribution though.
               Or perhaps she was kidding herself in thinking she’d ever lightened the way Fiona
               saw the world. There was a time, albeit briefly, when Fiona was healing the wounds
               she’d taken in killing off the last of the Hawkins House, that Gieo thought Fiona
               might be happy. After seven months of avenging the deaths in Tombstone, that tiny spark of happiness seemed like a distant memory and Fiona was back to
               being the rattlesnake everyone else knew her to be. Regardless of whether she was
               barefoot in a skirt, happily decorating a house or a hard edged killer with an itchy
               trigger finger, it didn’t matter to Gieo; she loved both sides of Fiona equally.

         Fiona brought Molly to a slow trot and stopped her next to Geio at the end of the
               runway. Gieo gently caressed Molly along the side of her neck and smiled up to Fiona
               who only smirked in response.

         “Got a smile for me in there, cowgirl?” Gieo asked.

         “What’ll you give me for it?” Fiona replied.

         They both knew what Gieo would do for it, but they didn’t talk about it, didn’t even
               talk in the area of it. It was something Fiona seemed to need and something Gieo was
               happy to give her. Even so, Gieo knew she wasn’t supposed to say the words or even
               imply the act before, during, or after.

         “You can name your price and you know I’ll pay it,” Gieo said. “Same deal you’ve always
               gotten from me.”

         Fiona smiled to her and Gieo felt better in seeing it happen.

         “If I give you a ride back into town, do you think you can behave yourself?” Fiona
               offered Gieo her hand to help her onto the back of Molly.

         Gieo accepted the hand and vaulted up into the saddle behind Fiona. Her hands instantly
               wrapped around the slender gunfighter and cupped her breasts. “Nope, and you’re silly
               for even asking,” Gieo whispered against Fiona’s neck.

         Fiona gave Molly a squeeze of her thighs and they were off toward town. The column
               of refugees was just then arriving at the outskirts, guarded by hard men and women
               in the black, red, and gray of Raven uniforms. Gieo and Fiona both watched the bedraggled
               civilians, captured and no doubt expecting execution or rough treatment. There was
               another conversation between Gieo and Fiona that dared not take place. The War of
               Retribution was nearly over. Alondra was coming down, likely arriving that evening
               on the train from Albuquerque that would then turn around and take the new indentured servants back up when it
               left. She would bring the future orders for the bulk of Fiona and Gieo’s forces to
               begin preparations for joining the main battle groups in the west.  When she saw how
               the war was ending, Alondra was not going to be pleased about the number of people
               Fiona was still killing, nor would she like the way she was doing it. The new White
               Queen fancied honor a good deal more than the old one.

         “I miss Veronica,” Fiona said absently, as if that would constitute the entire conversation
               regarding Alondra’s visit.

         “Yeah, me too,” Gieo said, although she was unsure if either of them meant it.

      

      

          

         Chapter 2: 

         Chaos tic, tic…boom

          

         Fiona and Gieo ate their late day meal at their favorite cantina in Alamogordo. The little lone standing building was once a takeout joint somehow spared by the
               destruction of the Slark invasion and several years of scavengers since. Even still,
               seating was an issue in the interior of the cantina as Alamogordo now held far more people than the occupation force’s initial two thousand troops.
               A proper civilian population was growing in the outpost as part of the indentured
               servant program.

         The little town in the southeast corner of what used to be New Mexico was the perfect city for a Lazy Raven outpost. Much of what once stood of Alamogordo was destroyed along with the old Air Force base on the southwest edge of town. There
               was still the tiny municipal airport though, and this was where Gieo set up her fighter
               wing. The space museum provided a few items of interest that many scavengers ignored
               as they held no practical use to anyone who wasn’t building a fledgling air force.
               The giant, scrap metal roadrunner statue from the north end of town survived when
               many of the buildings didn’t. Fiona ordered it hauled into the interior of the city,
               set up in the rail yard, and painted black. Someone renamed the welded sculpture “The
               Raven of Ellis Island” which stuck even among the indentured servants.

         The cloth tent roofs above the outdoor seating held out enough sweltering sun to make
               dining a leisurely prospect. A refreshing spring breeze blew in the spicy scent of mesquite trees from around the base of the low rise. Desert insects droned
               and buzzed in the heat of the day, adding a familiar white noise.

         Fiona looked up from her plate of food to Gieo, who had talked animatedly the entire
               time, and smiled to her. Gieo stopped in her lopsided conversation to smile back.
               She leaned across the table and kissed Fiona on the cheek before returning to her
               food.

         “The food is a lot better lately,” Fiona said, idly trying to participate in the conversation
               she’d largely ignored to that point.

         Beans, rice, chicken, chilies, and tomatoes were all readily available to the Raven
               outposts around Albuquerque. When they started employing indentured servants, women and children captured in
               the destruction of Juarez, Alamogordo ceased to be strictly a military outpost and began to feel like an actual town, replete
               with an authentic Mexican restaurant.

         “Food beyond a certain level is just food,” Gieo said. “Fuel for running the machine.”

         Fiona nodded although she didn’t agree. Gieo had become a little weird like that lately.
               She thought in terms of machines and electronics and math and all manner of things
               that Fiona didn’t understand or care to understand. Fiona had a theory that Gieo was
               jealous the scientists of the City of Broken Bridges had figured out so much more
               than she had. Gieo had introduced herself as the last scientist for so long that she seemed upset to learn it wasn’t true. Her response, apparently, was to begin acting a little
               like a robot.

         “Tell me a joke,” Fiona said, returning her focus to the steaming plate of enchiladas
               in front of her.

         “Okay…” Gieo sat back in her chair, finished the bite of food she was chewing on,
               and wiped her mouth with the napkin from her lap. “A Higgs Boson walks into a Catholic
               church. The priest says, ‘your kind isn’t welcome around here.’ The Higgs Bosons says,
               ‘but you can’t have mass without me!’”

         Fiona rolled her eyes and returned to her food.

         “It’s funny because the Higgs Boson is called the ‘god particle’ and it constitutes
               the mass in atoms beyond the subatomic particles we…”

         “I get it.”

         “Do you really?”

         “Nope, but explaining a joke never made it funny.”

         They shared another smile.

         “What do you suppose Alondra is going to say?” Gieo asked.

         “I don’t think she’ll understand the joke either.”

         “Not what I meant.” Gieo frowned.

         “That the war is over and we’re pulling up stakes to head west. We’ll probably leave
               a token force here as a listening station, but nothing more.” Fiona, despite her natural
               inclinations toward loner-ism, had actually acclimated to the military structure of
               the Ravens far better the second time around. She knew and understood the war machine
               she was a part of. She hadn’t decided yet if she liked it.

         The waitress, an indentured servant Mexican girl from Juarez who only spoke a handful of words in English, came over to clear their table. She
               bowed and scraped as though Fiona and Gieo were dangerous people who would do her
               harm if they were displeased. Fiona supposed she was half right.

         “I need to learn to speak Spanish,” Gieo said after the waitress left.

         “You could speak whatever you want to most of them,” Fiona said. “They’re broken horses
               set to a purpose now.” The words were similar to something Veronica was fond of saying.
               Fiona didn’t like the racial implications the comment held in its current use, but
               she believed the principle was true to all people who had suffered what they had;
               the group she spoke of was entirely Mexican, but she didn’t believe it was true of
               all Mexicans. The Ravens didn’t break the horses they plucked from the wild herds
               in Wyoming and Nevada—they trained them with natural horsemanship techniques. A broken horse held a broken
               spirit and a broken mind, making them good for a single job and nothing else. This
               was largely how Fiona saw the indentured servants. The women of Juarez were from a city known for rape and decapitation long before the apocalypse. What
               happened after certainly expanded the scope of the atrocities, but wasn’t significantly
               different for them. The Ravens were the first truly new society they’d ever lived
               in and they didn’t seem to grasp the entirely alien rules.

         “That’s not fair,” Gieo said.

         “It’s too fair,” Fiona replied. Before Gieo could argue or agree, Fiona grabbed the
               first passing Raven serviceman in the area. She didn’t know him, although he clearly
               knew her from the crispness of his salute and averted eyes when she talked to him.
               He was a boy, maybe seventeen, with the career military look about him favored by
               Alondra’s men—buzz cut hairdo, clean shaven face, eager to please. “What’s your name,
               private?”

         “Westings, ma’am,” the soldier said, standing at perfect attention.

         “Private Westings, I want you to throw down your plate and declare to the waitress
               in an angry voice that it is the best damn food you’ve ever eaten.”

         “Fiona…” Gieo protested.

         “Yes, ma’am.” The young man hurled his metal plate on the dusty ground and shouted
               at the waitress when she jumped in to clean it up. “This is the best damn food I’ve
               ever eaten!”

         “Lo siento, lo siento,” the waitress apologized over and over, cowering at his feet.

         “Thank her for such immaculate service,” Fiona instructed.

         “Thank you for the immaculate service, ma’am!” the serviceman shouted.

         The waitress huddled on the ground, hands covering the back of her head, shaking like
               a leaf.

         “Okay, you’ve made your point,” Gieo hissed.

         “Dismissed, private,” Fiona said.

         The young man saluted again and walked away without another word.

         “You know your chaos tics are getting a little sadistic lately.” Gieo helped the waitress
               to her feet. She gave the woman a reassuring hug and smile, sending her on her way
               shaken, but otherwise unharmed.

         “She’s had the Raven laws explained to her,” Fiona said, “several times in Spanish.
               She should know…”

         “She’s also seen your soldiers, wearing uniforms just like that one, executing people
               and leaving the bodies in the desert,” Gieo said.

         “Not women or children, just the…”

         “How would she know that?”

         The cantina had fallen silent even as Gieo and Fiona’s voices rose to talk over one
               another. Gieo was right and Fiona didn’t have the wherewithal to even argue her faulty
               point effectively.

         “Fine, you’re right, for now,” Fiona said, “but I’m going to make things clearer on
               their terms.” Fiona pulled her hat on, slipped her sunglasses over her eyes, and walked
               out into the sweltering heat of the day with a determined slant to her shoulders.

         “You still love me, right?” Gieo shouted to her.

         “With all my increasingly irritated heart,” Fiona yelled back over her shoulder.

         “Are we still on for tonight?” Gieo called hopefully after her.

         “Yes,” Fiona replied much quieter.

         There were irksome things about the indentured servitude program that Fiona never
               quite got over. They couldn’t be made to understand that rape was punishable by death
               in Raven society—Fiona had thought the sudden lack of them being raped would help
               make this point, but even months later, the Juarez women cowered in fear of physical violence from even the most docile Raven men. A
               man striking a Raven woman was punishable by hanging, but even an indentured servant
               could expect the man’s hand smashed repeatedly with a hammer as a reminder never to
               raise it to a woman again. They weren’t exactly complex laws to fathom.

         Fiona untied Molly from the hitching post beneath the broken shade of the mesquite
               trees, leapt into the saddle, and spurred the great mare out toward the end of the
               line of the Juarez captured that was still filtering into town. She raced toward the sound of rifles
               going off, executing the worthless tattooed men who were stupid enough to surrender
               into certain death. Gieo also repeatedly pointed out that Fiona’s victory in the War
               of Retribution was so brutal and complete the men likely surrendered out of understandable
               terror of what she might do if they didn’t. Fiona didn’t care for the logic of that
               statement either, although her displeasure at the truth of the matter didn’t stop
               Gieo from repeating it constantly.

         If forced, Fiona could admit there were good things too about the indentured servitude
               program. The Juarez women were tough survivors, most knew a valuable trade or several in some cases,
               and they were numerous…far more numerous than they should have been. Fiona mulled
               over the realization. The Cascade, which was what the City of Broken Bridges egg-heads
               were calling the EMP weapon, was supposed to have killed ninety-something-percent of people. Fiona didn’t
               know the science and probably had the numbers wrong, but even still the math didn’t
               work out quite right for what was happening in Old Mexico. She would have to ask Gieo
               about it later.

         The last of the marauder men were being lined up for execution when Fiona arrived
               at the killing field. Already the air was heavy with the fetid stink of death, the
               buzzing of fat black flies, and sulfurous gun smoke from the hundreds of rounds fired.
               Fiona pulled up short beside Maude and Linda who were overseeing the last of the executions.
               Molly was antsy in the midst of so much death, but seemed to draw much of her strength
               from Fiona, and her rider was completely unafraid.

         “Pack up the last dozen or so,” Fiona instructed. “I want them for educational purposes.”

         Maude let out a loud, harsh whistle. The men of the firing squad halted their work,
               shouldered their rifles, and stood at attention. “Where do you want these shits dropped?”
               Maude asked.

         “Rail station by the gallows,” Fiona said.

         “They aren’t Raven men,” Linda argued out the good side of her mouth. “They haven’t
               earned a Raven death.”

         “And they won’t get one,” Fiona said.

         “Pack ‘em up and move ‘em out,” Maude yelled to the firing squad who were all too
               eager to get away from the field of dead. As they were riding back toward town with
               the string of bound men trailing behind the horses of the Raven death squad, Maude
               pulled up alongside Fiona’s horse. “Lunch didn’t go well?”

         “She said my chaos tics are getting sadistic,” Fiona said.

         Maude shrugged and spit to her left, away from Fiona. “It’s rare she stands up to
               you.”

         “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         “It only seems like a lot to you because nobody else would dare,” Maude replied. “But
               it’s rare from an objective standpoint.”

         “Fucking cowboy poet,” Fiona snarled. “Don’t make me ask again.”

         “That’s it right there,” Maude said. “Anyone else stands up to you ends up shot or
               worse. She’s the only one who would say anything you might take offense to since she’s
               the only one certain enough that she won’t die no matter how angry you get.”

         “You think I’d kill you?” Fiona asked.

         “I think caution is healthy around you,” Maude replied.

         It was something of a red letter day. Two people had told Fiona something she couldn’t
               argue against and both times the person was too correct in what they said for her
               to even get properly angry about it. Fiona cultivated her dangerous reputation and
               never balked at an opportunity to prove a robust fear of her was well-founded. She could hardly get mad at people for believing she
               was a dangerous psychopath. The demeanor had been a necessity in Tombstone; except, she wasn’t in Tombstone anymore.

         She couldn’t decide if the stunt she was planning would help or hurt people’s wariness
               of her. In truth, she didn’t even know the difference anymore between who she wanted
               people to think she was and who she actually was.

         The train platform, which also held the gallows built in every Raven city, no matter
               how big or how small, was surrounded by the gathered thousands of captured Juarez civilians waiting for the train to take them to Albuquerque. The hanging structure hadn’t been used once in its entire brief history in Alamogordo. The Raven men under her command knew the laws all too well while the marauder men
               weren’t even allowed into the city until that afternoon.

         Fiona slipped from the saddle, handing Molly off to Linda and beckoning for Maude
               to follow her up onto the train station platform. Instantly, she had the attention
               of the gathered civilians who had a lifetime of learning quickly who was in charge
               and who was dangerous as a course of survival. Fiona exuded both qualities in such
               a way that cut across the obvious language barrier.

         “Translate for me,” Fiona told Maude.

         Maude was Texan to her very core. She spoke functional Spanish to communicate with the Tejano ranch hands she’d known all her life. The Spanish she spoke was a directive, clipped,
               faintly accented type that boasted authority and directness, which was precisely what
               Fiona wanted. She didn’t have a prepared speech, but she thought she could muddle
               through, especially if Maude was smoothing things out in translation.

         “You’ve come here as captives,” Fiona said, waiting while Maude translated, “but you
               are not slaves or prisoners.” She seemed to have their attention after this. Dark
               eyes, dirty faces, and blank stares focused on her without emotional reaction to her
               words. Fiona’s firing squad brought the bound men onto the platform and lined them
               up. “The men before you have broken the law of the new society you can work to join.”
               Maude seemed to struggle mightily in translating this part and the gathered women and children appeared to struggle
               in understanding it. “The penalty for their crimes is death. I offer you the opportunity
               for retribution now.” Fiona thought people would practically fall all over themselves
               at the offer, or at least volunteer slowly and then get into the spirit of things
               after they were certain the proposal was genuine. Instead, the words received the
               same blank stares.

         “Did you translate it?” Fiona asked Maude.

         “Every word to the best of my ability,” Maude replied.

         Fiona beckoned one of her men holding a bound prisoner to bring him over to her. The
               hardened Mexican fighter, grown thin and ragged from time spent fleeing Fiona’s wrath,
               glared up at her with defiant eyes. He was one of the easiest to spot as a violator
               of Raven law. Tattoos on his face made it clear how many men and how many Slark he’d
               killed, but also how many women he’d raped. She fought the urge to kill the man herself.
               

         Instead, she grabbed a reluctant woman from the crowd—a younger woman who still had
               the vitality and strength to do some damage if she could be taught to fight. The woman
               struggled when Fiona brought her near the kneeling and bound man, but calmed some
               when the two Raven soldiers in attendance put their hands on the prisoner’s shoulders
               to hold him still. Fiona slid her pistol from the holster on her hip and offered the
               butt of it to the woman.

         “Tell her she can kill this man for raping and killing women,” Fiona told Maude. Maude
               translated. The young woman emphatically shook her head. “Tell her it is the law—this
               man must die for what he has done.” Again, Maude translated, and again the woman shook
               her head. “Tell her she will earn a spot of respect and importance if she does this.”
               Maude reluctantly translated this.

         The woman fell to her knees, begging first Maude and then Fiona in incredibly rapidly
               spoken Spanish. Fiona looked to Maude for explanation. “She says she’ll be good, that
               she won’t try to run away, but she can’t kill him because if they find out, the men
               will…I don’t understand all of it, but I think the gist is disemboweling through her
               crotch.” Fiona and Maude had both found the victims of the exact punishment the woman
               described; they’d responded by castrating many of their victims before execution for
               weeks after.

         Fiona slid the gun back into the holster and knelt with the woman. She took the woman’s
               face in her hands until the frightened little creature had to look her in the eyes.
               Up close, the woman wasn’t nearly as young or healthy as Fiona initially thought.
               She was worn around the eyes, which could have just been from a hard life, but her
               cheeks were hollow and her breath smelled of quickly rotting teeth. Still, she had
               enough of her faculties left to give Fiona her full attention.

         “These men are done,” Fiona said, with Maude translating. “Their power is gone. I
               have killed their leaders and soon they will all be gone forever. We are strong and
               we invite you to be strong with us.” Maude softened her voice in translation to match
               Fiona’s soothing tone. It seemed, perhaps only for a second, to reach the woman. In
               the next instant, the understanding was gone and she returned to panic and disbelief.

         The woman shook her head away from Fiona’s grasp and crawled over to the bound man,
               resting her face on the wooden planks before him. Fiona didn’t need Maude’s translation
               to know the woman was begging the tattooed man for forgiveness and mercy. She also
               didn’t need any translation for the man’s response. He called her a pinche puta and spit on her groveling form. Fiona stood, drew her pistol, and put a round right
               through his forehead. The sound of the massive .44 magnum set off a cacophony of screams
               in the crowd of captive women, but not so much as a flicker of fear from the eleven
               remaining male prisoners. It enraged Fiona to see the doomed men showing such stoicism
               while the completely safe women were fearful and simpering.

         The two soldiers who had held the executed man, whose head was leaking all manner
               of terrible things out the hole in the front and the crater of an exit wound in the
               back, stood their ground. Fiona nodded for them to haul the body away, which they
               did, depositing it in the back of a waiting wagon. The blood splattered woman who
               had begged for the man’s forgiveness had gone completely catatonic.

         “What did you hope to accomplish here, Red?” Maude asked.

         Fiona pulled her hat from her head and rubbed her forehead with the back of her hand.
               “Hell if I know now.”

         Fiona was about to give the order to her soldiers to execute the rest of the tattoo-faced
               men, who seemed far angrier than afraid at that point, when the train whistle and
               clacking of the great engine along the tracks interrupted her thoughts. Part of Fiona,
               the chaotic part that reveled in creating havoc for others to clean up, decided this
               was a mess best left to Alondra. The new White Queen could figure out what to do with
               two thousand frightened women, a bloody train platform, and eleven gathered prisoners
               for execution. Fiona really wanted to see how the composed and well-respected woman
               would handle the mess Fiona clearly made of things.

         The answer wasn’t long in the coming. The train rolled in ahead of schedule. The engine
               was a repurposed old steam vessel that Gieo had overseen the improvement of. Fiona
               could also see hints of Ramen’s influence in the train that looked at once futuristic
               and ancient. The cars it hauled were no less a muddled mix of Old West and post-apocalyptic
               chic, although the two defense cars, one immediately after the engine and another
               at the far end, had the familiar trappings of machine gun nests and fortified firing
               positions.

         The tall, beautiful White Queen, with the head of thick dreadlocks and skin as black
               as polished ebony wood, leapt from the train before it was even stopped. She was dressed
               in the gray, red, and black of the Raven’s desert command corps. Alondra walked over
               to Fiona first, the smile fading from her lips quickly, especially after Fiona’s sloppy
               attempt at a salute. They were around the same height, Alondra being a bit taller,
               although Fiona gave up nearly forty pounds of muscle and bone heft to the new White
               Queen.

         “What on earth is going on here?” Alondra asked in her booming voice that commanded
               any attention that her imposing Amazonian appearance might have somehow missed.

         “I’ve collected all the precious human life I could from the desert,” Fiona said snidely.

         Alondra, not one to take anything Fiona said at face value, walked the platform to
               figure out an answer to her own question. There was a partially headless man in the
               back of a wagon just off the end of the raised platform. There was fresh blood and
               brain matter painting the planks in one spot with a blood splattered catatonic Mexican
               woman sobbing nearby. Eleven hardened Juarez men with face tattoos, bound and under military guard, glared at Alondra wherever
               she went. And around two thousand frightened, dirty women were praying in Spanish
               within a fenced off area that used to be a parking lot.

         “How many dead are there besides this one?” Alondra asked.

         “A few hundred,” Fiona looked to Maude for confirmation.

         “Four hundred and a few,” Maude replied, looking as pleased with the number as Fiona
               felt.

         “Executed or killed in combat?” Alondra asked, her voice climbing toward a shout.

         Fiona felt a little accomplished at getting a rise out of the new White Queen, and
               the wicked little part of her that enjoyed sowing the seeds of chaos thought she might
               nurture those little seeds. “First one, then the other,” Fiona replied.

         “And the dead man in the wagon?” Alondra asked through clenched teeth.

         “He spit on a woman, so I taught him a lesson,” Fiona said calmly.

         “And would you say he learned that lesson?” Alondra asked.

         It really was a brilliant attempt at shaming a person into realizing their dereliction
               of duty; it no doubt worked wonders on her Marines up in Albuquerque, but it only made Fiona surer of her current path. The answer was supposed to be
               ‘no, ma’am’ but that wasn’t in Fiona’s vocabulary.

         “You know, I’m not sure,” Fiona said. “He seemed to be getting it, but then his brains
               splattered everywhere. At the very least, I don’t think he’ll do it again.”

         “You disobeyed an order,” Alondra said.

         “That’s for Carolyn to decide, not you,” Fiona hissed. “You want your indentured servants?
               Go ahead and take them. You can figure out how best to execute these eleven pieces
               of shit since you don’t seem to like my methods.” Fiona turned on her heels and began
               to walk away. Maude fell in behind her and they both nearly made it to the stairs
               before Alondra spoke again.

         “They’re not going to be executed,” Alondra said.

         Fiona stopped in her tracks. She didn’t even turn her head to reply. “They have to
               be in accordance with Raven law.”

         “They’ll be put to hard labor for the rest of their lives,” Alondra said. “There are
               new laws.”

         At this, Fiona turned and stormed back across the platform. She snapped her fingers
               at two of the men guarding the next prisoner in line. She pointed to the platform
               space beside the blood slick from the slain man, and the two soldiers hauled the struggling
               man over. Fiona reached the space before Alondra a second after the bound prisoner
               was roughly forced to his knees.

         Fiona grabbed the man by the hair and yanked his head back to display his face to
               Alondra. “Do you see those markings? Not the tear drops, but the little V’s on the
               other side? Those are the number of women he’s raped.”

         “I see them,” Alondra said without looking.

         “And you’re saying he gets to live?” Fiona released the man’s hair and for a second,
               her hand itched to grab her gun. She couldn’t draw, not with Alondra so close. She’d
               jerk her iron to end the prisoner’s life but it could easily be misconstrued. She
               didn’t particularly think Alondra would let her kill the man anyway, so the gun remained
               on her hip.

         “I’m saying we don’t have enough people left to go around executing everyone.”

         “But the ruthless laws protect us from…”

         “It’s been seven years,” Alondra said. “Children who can walk, talk, and learn grew
               up entirely in a world run by us. Things have changed.”

         “After seven years of running a small corner of the world you’re willing to call it
               victory even though we spent ten thousand years having men like him run over us?”
               Fiona asked. She could see from the tiny flinch Alondra gave that she hadn’t ever
               thought of it in those precise terms and she didn’t much care for the way it made
               her feel. Fiona didn’t need to be told which two chess set commanders voted for the
               new laws. Black King Marceau and White Queen Alondra were for mercy, Black Queen Ekaterina
               was for practicality, and Red Queen Carolyn was as ruthless as ever, but ultimately
               outnumbered.

         “It’s not as simple as that,” Alondra said.

         “I don’t answer to you,” Fiona said through clenched teeth. “These eleven may be yours
               now, but you’re not going to get another one unless you’re willing to pluck their
               bodies from the desert yourself.”

         “The War of Retribution is over,” Alondra said. “We’re going to start withdrawing
               from Alamogordo. You and your men will be heading to Vegas for reassignment in two weeks.”

         “I guess I’ll have to make good use of that time then.” Fiona turned and stormed off.
               It wasn’t the first time she’d felt betrayed by the Ravens, but she was already considering
               ways to make sure it was the last.

      

      

          

         Chapter 3: 

         Decompression

          

         Gieo had announced the little adobe house surrounded by a lovely cactus garden was
               perfect for them the instant she saw it. Fiona hadn’t been so sure, but Gieo insisted
               adobe was ideal for living in the desert without air conditioning. In truth, Gieo
               had wanted the house because it was adorable and looked exactly as she hoped a New Mexico house would. She was wrong about everything else though. The house wasn’t really
               adobe, but standard brick and mortar covered with a faux adobe coating. They’d learned
               that when they were reinforcing and expanding the fence in the rear of the house to
               hold a horse and Fiona accidentally knocked some of the stucco from the wall with
               a posthole digger. The partially exposed beams that Gieo liked were also decorative
               only. And the promise of the house being cooler because of its construction didn’t
               ultimately matter. The fall was unseasonably cold, the winter colder still, and they
               were going to be leaving before the true heat of the summer was upon them. The house
               might well have remained cooler in the heat, but it was abysmal at holding warmth,
               which was the real battle they’d had.

         Gieo walked in the front door and began stripping off the items of the day she was
               to be well rid of, starting with her goggles and boots. She passed the cantankerous
               old black wood stove in the living room on her way to the bedroom. The squat little
               stove was their only source of heat during the chilly winter. The chimney clogged,
               the body leaked smoke into the room, the flue stuck, and it was so small as to require
               almost constant feeding to maintain a fire. Fiona and Gieo had to move their bed into
               the living room for much of the winter just to keep warm. Gieo was glad she wouldn’t
               have to wrestle with the irritating little stove another winter.

         Alamogordo’s electrical grid was paltry and nearly all the power they managed to produce with
               solar panels and generators was used for military purposes. They had running water
               though, freezing cold running water. Gieo finished stripping along the way to the
               bathroom and waiting shower, leaving her flight suit and bikini on the floor in the
               hall. The frigid showers were a curse in the winter, but increasingly pleasant that
               spring.

         The bathroom was closet sized and entirely tiled over in the ugliest lime green shade.
               Sadly, it was the only bathroom in the entire house, which became something of an
               issue when sharing it with Fiona. Apparently they both retained enough vanity, only
               in maintaining their looks for each other, to require a good deal of time in the tiny
               bathroom. And then there was the issue of sundry storage; they didn’t fancy the same
               soaps, shampoos, razors, or lotions, and there wasn’t room for even half of it in
               the shower, beside the sink, or in the miniscule cupboard beneath. Gieo had thought
               to put up shelving in the bathroom, but the tiles on the walls prevented her from
               doing so.

         Gieo’s selection of the house was a colossal failure. To Fiona’s credit, she never
               brought it up once as being Gieo’s fault. Fiona hated the house, but she wouldn’t
               say a word against it or question Gieo’s decision. Somehow that made the mistake in
               selection all the more burdensome.

         Gieo turned on the tap for the little shower and leapt in boldly. She had to be aggressive
               with the stream of cold water as the water certainly wasn’t going to be gentle with
               her. There was the initial shock of being doused in a chilly shower, accompanied by
               the strange difficulty in breathing. Eventually, she got used to the temperature enough
               to unclench her arms from around herself. She showered quickly, shampooed, scrubbed,
               shaved, and leapt back from the shower feeling invigorated and eager to be back out
               in the warm sun.

         She heard Fiona out back, tending Molly in their makeshift corral created from the
               house’s old backyard. Gieo stepped over the discarded flight suit and bikini top and
               bottom on her way to the sliding glass door off the teensy dining room. She was in
               such a good mood after her shower she snapped her fingers along at her sides, adding
               a little hop to her step.

         The sliding glass door and kitchen window were immaculately clean on the inside, but
               dusty and smudged on the outside. Having a horse in the backyard, especially one as
               curious and friendly as Molly meant occasionally having a horse head poking in the
               kitchen or rubbing her nose on the sliding glass door of the dining room during dinner.
               If they left the sliding glass and screen door open, there was little doubt in Gieo’s
               mind that Molly would walk right into the house to be nearer to them.

         Fiona walked past the sliding glass door on her way to the spigot on the side of the
               house, intent on filling a bucket with water. Gieo caught her attention by pressing
               her breasts against the glass. Fiona didn’t seem to recognize the all too familiar
               breasts from the other side of the door at first. When she did, she didn’t seem all
               that interested.

         Gieo threw open the sliding glass door. “Hey, walk back and give my breasts proper
               respect,” she said, adding a petulant little stomp at the end.

         “Am I crazy?” Fiona set the bucket beneath the spigot and turned to face Gieo.

         “As a shithouse rat. Why?”

         “Are you afraid I would shoot you?”

         “Not since I thought I deserved it,” Gieo said.

         Fiona gave her a puzzled look.

         “The Veronica thing,” Gieo elaborated.

         “Oh, right, that. You were afraid I was going to shoot you over it?”

         “Until I talked to you and then you seemed so sad that I wished you wanted to shoot
               me so I could at least feel like I was getting what I deserved. Guilt does weird things
               to a person’s thought processes.” Gieo put her hands on her hips, slightly perturbed
               that Fiona hadn’t commented once on her slippery, clean, and smooth nudity. “Is this
               about me saying you were becoming sadistic? Because, the more I think about it, you’ve
               always been pretty sadistic. You were spanking me the first night you met me. It was
               just lucky for both of us that I liked it so much.”

         “No…well, yes, it’s partly that,” Fiona said.

         “What happened at the train station?”

         Fiona abandoned her chores in the backyard, guided Gieo back into the house, and proceeded
               to explain everything to her. For her part, Gieo tried desperately to simply listen
               without commentary until Fiona was finished. They stood in the dining room, the fading
               sun dropping quickly in the west, silence hanging between them. Molly eventually became
               bored in waiting for Fiona to come back out and walked over to where she’d left the
               bucket and began picking it up with her mouth to drop it against the fence with a
               clatter. Gieo and Fiona both watched Molly out the window for a time. Trying to explain
               why things went wrong to Fiona wasn’t going to be easy and Gieo wasn’t eager to even
               try. Partly it was because Gieo couldn’t even begin to understand Fiona’s thinking.

         “What did you think the woman was going to do?” Gieo finally asked.

         “Take the gun and shoot the man.”

         “Because that’s what you would do?”

         “Yes.”

         “How long did it take you to see the world that way?”

         “Always, awhile, I don’t know,” Fiona said.

         Gieo sighed and placed her hand on Fiona’s cheek. “I think if you could see the world
               the way those women do, you would understand why she couldn’t.”

         “Could you?” Fiona leaned her face closer in to Gieo’s hand, closing her eyes to revel
               in the calming gesture.

         “Take that colossal pistol from you and execute a bound man in front of several thousand
               people? Not in a million years,” Gieo said.

         “So, I can because I’m crazy.” Fiona pulled her face from Gieo’s hand.

         “No, I didn’t say that,” Gieo protested. “You can because…you value ideals over the
               reality of a lot of people.”

         “And how is that different than crazy?”

         “Honestly…it isn’t, but you’re finally living in a world where that’s a viable survival
               strategy. The right ideals mixed with the right moral flexibility and a big gun makes
               you perfect for what you are and what you need to do.”

         “Which is?”

         “Keep my ass alive for one,” Gieo said with a grin. “How many times have you saved
               my life with violence?”

         “You saved me when Tombstone fell…”

         “Sure, sure, but that hardly balances the scales.” Gieo slid both her hands up around
               to the back of Fiona’s neck, pulling her in closer. “You were charged with fighting
               a war that’s only purpose was revenge. You were told part way through to not be so
               wrathful in how you took that revenge. Of course you’re confused—none of this made
               sense. The Lazy Ravens are a crime syndicate trying desperately to be a government.
               This sort of thing is bound to happen during the transition.”

         “I don’t know if I want that,” Fiona said.

         Gieo knew precisely what Fiona was afraid of. The violent, frightening world of Tombstone and Las Vegas before it was entirely in Raven hands all made sense to Fiona in ways the tame world
               that fell to the Slark never had. Fiona was a creature of chaos and freedom that chaffed
               under even the slightest societal restrictions. Gieo had also come to the realization
               that Fiona derived a certain amount of pleasure from killing people, which most polite
               societies discouraged.

         “It’s too early to know if the Ravens will even succeed in making the transition,”
               Gieo said, “and even if they do, things will never truly go back to normal.”

         This seemed to satisfy Fiona, at least in part. She extricated herself from Gieo’s
               hands and made for the bathroom. “I’m going to get cleaned up and then I need you,”
               she said.

         That was the truth of it, Gieo knew. Fiona needed her equal to or greater than how
               much she wanted her. Gieo could live with that, for the moment, but was looking forward
               to things changing when they headed west and the purpose of the war Fiona was fighting
               became clear again. If Fiona no longer viewed sex as decompression, it might go back
               to being frivolous fun, and Gieo really wanted some frivolous fun.

         In the post-apocalyptic hunter society of Tombstone, Fiona had finally found a world that made sense to her. She was useful, respected,
               and free to behave in a way that felt natural; moreover, she was rewarded for being
               the way she naturally was. Gieo knew the feeling from when she’d been a child and
               went to summer camps with other extremely gifted children. Suddenly everyone around
               her was like her, thought like her, believed the same things she did, and the work
               they were about was the work they wanted to do. Going back to her normal school full
               of normal children in the fall was always hell for Gieo. She could easily empathize
               with what Fiona was feeling, but the stakes were far higher for the gunfighter than
               they ever had been for Gieo. To add to the difficulty, Fiona didn’t seem to understand
               the very nature of the problem the way Gieo did; all Fiona knew was she’d been happy and in harmony
               with her world for the first time in her life for awhile and now she wasn’t anymore.
               Gieo desperately wanted to find a place where Fiona fit again.

          

         ♠ ♣ ♦ ♥

          

         There was a ritual to the decompression routine, although the rules to it were arrived at organically
               since conversations about it weren’t permitted. They weren’t even to speak during
               it. This was key as talking about any of it would give a chance for doubt to creep
               in. The entire operation came from a random act of experimentation on a drunken night.
               Gieo had suggested they try something mentioned before, Fiona anxiously agreed, and
               before either knew what was happening, they were in the midst of a practice that happened
               once every couple of weeks.

         Fiona emerged from the bathroom into the bedroom where Gieo had finished lighting
               a few candles for light even though the faint orange glow of the setting sun was still
               filtering in through the thin curtains. Fiona was naked, clean from the shower and
               gloriously beautiful. Gieo was waiting on the opposite side of the bed, wearing the
               red strapon with the black harness that had been given to them by Veronica.

         Fiona lay on her side of the bed with her back to Gieo. Gieo slid onto the bed behind
               her. The desert was coming alive outside the window with the sounds of bats screeching
               on their dusk hunts and coyotes with the strange, warbling calls echoing in the distance.
               Gieo pressed her body in close behind Fiona, caressing her arm, kissing her neck from
               behind, and nuzzling her face into Fiona’s red hair, still wet from the shower.

         They used mineral oil, scented with cloves to give it a pleasing aroma. Gieo mixed
               it herself to keep the intimacy entirely between them. They both inhaled deeply when
               Gieo brought out the little glass bottle with the rubber stopper. The smell was Pavlovian
               for both of them by that point. The sound of Gieo’s slippery hand caressing up and
               down the shaft of the red phallus broke the silence for a brief moment. Soon, Fiona
               was pressing back against her and Gieo’s entire job was to hold still as she did.

         The first drunken night Gieo’s offhanded comment about anal sex resulted in them actually
               trying it, what came after penetration rattled Gieo. After a few months, and more
               than ten tries, Fiona bursting into tears didn’t have the same edge it had that first
               night. It still concerned Gieo, but she didn’t panic the way she once had. From what
               little of it that Fiona would or could explain, the sex act carried a strange emotional
               component that was a mixture of taboo shame and extreme intimate trust. Gieo deduced
               that once Fiona was capable of feeling those two strong emotions, she was capable
               of feeling everything else she’d been bottling up for so long. And so, once every
               two weeks, they’d done the decompression routine where the strange familiarity of
               an infrequent sex act unwound the enigmatic tangle that was Fiona’s emotional state.

         Fiona ground herself back against Gieo, easily growing accustomed to that which had
               become familiar. Gieo took her cue to wrap her hand around Fiona’s hip and begin stroking
               down between her long, slender legs. Fiona cried silently, more and more, letting
               the tears roll down her cheeks without any vocalizations. She breathed heavy from
               the act of lovemaking and often let out tiny moans when she did finally climax from
               Gieo’s fingers stroking her clit, but the upsetting sobbing ceased after the first
               four or five times. Fiona had explained it wasn’t crying from dislike of the act or
               physical pain—Gieo knew about as well as anyone how cathartic a good cry could be
               and so she never questioned it again after the first time.

         Gieo began pressing her hips forward against Fiona’s slow grinding. The bedsprings
               creaked under the leisurely rocking of their bodies against one another. Gieo breathed
               heavily of the smell of Fiona’s hair and the sandalwood shampoo she used, reveled
               in the sensation of her breasts rubbing up and down the smooth skin on Fiona’s back,
               and adored the feel of the slippery clit beneath her fingers. The decompression was
               predominantly for Fiona, but Gieo always felt unfathomably more connected to Fiona
               during the act and for a good deal after.

         The emotionally charged lovemaking didn’t last long anymore. The pleasure and pain
               of it all, the release of so much pent up feelings, and the skill with which they
               both performed their roles sped the process a little more each time. Fiona gasped,
               bit her own lip, and climaxed. She pushed herself back against Gieo and the strapon
               while clasping Gieo’s hand between her legs.

         When she was done, Gieo wrapped her arms fully around Fiona from behind and kissed
               her on the neck. She could hear and feel Fiona’s ragged breathing. Fiona kissed her
               on the arm softly. Gieo felt Fiona’s tears on the lips pressed to her skin. She waited
               until Fiona wanted to pull away. She always waited for it to be Fiona’s decision when
               things were over. Sometimes it took a long while and sometimes it was immediate. That
               night Fiona waited longer than she ever had before and Gieo began to wonder if she’d
               fallen asleep.

         The room was dark, the sun had long since set and the candles dwindled, when Fiona
               finally pulled away, letting the huge phallus slide out of her. She walked to the
               bathroom quietly in the dark to clean herself. Gieo pulled herself to the edge of
               the bed and undid the buckles on the straps to remove the harness.

         Fiona emerged from the darkened bathroom, standing in the doorway a moment to look
               upon Gieo in the faint, flickering light of the remaining candles. Fiona was as beautiful
               as Gieo had ever seen her.

         “I feel you in my head whenever we do that,” Fiona said, speaking of the act for the
               first time since she’d created the code of phrases to avoid ever talking about it
               while still asking for it to continue.

         “I feel you in my heart,” Gieo replied.

         Gieo stood from the edge of the bed to take the strapon into the bathroom to clean
               it, but Fiona stopped her and took the harness from her hand.

         “Let me,” Fiona said.

         Gieo relented. It was the first time Fiona had ever offered.

         “Are you okay?” Gieo asked, a little louder than the whispers they’d been talking
               in so she might be heard above the running sink water.

         “I’m feeling whole and lighter at once,” Fiona said.

         Fiona returned from the bathroom, blew the candles out one by one, and slipped into
               bed with Gieo. They kissed several times, soft and sweet. Gieo found a tremble in
               her hands she couldn’t explain even as Fiona held her close.

      

      

          

         Chapter 4:

         Powerful and weird

          

         Gieo rode her mountain bike down to the airfields after having breakfast with Fiona.
               She’d encouraged Fiona to try being nice to the newly captured. If nothing else, she
               explained, it would confuse them rather than rile them. Gieo didn’t have a clear image
               in her head of what Fiona being nice to anyone but her might look like. She assumed
               it would be awkward and weird for all involved, but definitely better than the unintentional
               tormenting Fiona had been doing.

         The morning air was abuzz with birds and insects as nature seemed to truly be enjoying
               the spring. Gieo even had a roadrunner follow along beside her as she pedaled down
               the dusty trail between her house and the airport. Alamogordo and the area surrounding it were beautiful, filled with Joshua trees, saguaro cactus,
               and sage. In the pale light of early morning, Gieo was reminded of car rides to math
               classes in Orange County when she was a child. She’d always liked mornings.

         As she neared the airfields, she heard the distant roar of engines as the recon flights
               were taking off. She was on the evening rotation with two others. Without a solid
               and stationary enemy to fight anymore, the entire military operation was a series
               of scouting flights to find someone for the ground forces to attack. More often than
               not anymore, they went days without spotting anything. The desert was vast, empty,
               and the enemy was scattered and few. Gieo didn’t mind though—flying was its own reward.

         The door for the hangar her Corsair sat in was open and she could hear Ramen clattering
               about inside. A few other ground crew members were in and out of the building. They
               saluted her when she rode up on her mountain bike. She returned the salutes in her
               usual slapdash manner. She was military in name only as far as she was concerned.
               She settled her bike against the sheet metal of the rear wall, pushed her goggles
               up to her forehead, and strolled over to her plane.

         Ramen was busying himself checking over the sleek, black fighter. There was little
               doubt in Gieo’s mind that her dragonfly shaped automaton with the dome head was more
               familiar with the plane than even she was. Shrimp, as the mutt was called, trotted
               alongside Ramen as he moved about the plane, always sitting to inspect what the robot
               was doing when there was a task to oversee. Gieo ruffled the scruffy gray fur between
               Shrimp’s ears as she passed by. He was panting and happy to see her as he was happy
               to see most everyone. Gieo initially had her doubts about a robot raising a dog, but
               Ramen was apparently more than equal to the task, and Shrimp seemed to adore his automaton
               master.

         “The desert is hard on rubber, boss,” Ramen said as he inspected some internal hosing
               on the hydraulics for the tail rudder.

         “I imagine the pollution of southern California will be worse when we’re finally flying missions over Los Angeles,” Gieo said. “The Slark have been burning fossil fuels for quite awhile now and I
               doubt they have any EPA regulations for air quality.”

         “We’re really leaving then?”

         “In a couple weeks,” Gieo said. “Alondra says the war is over.”

         “You don’t sound so sure.”

         “Fiona doesn’t think it is.”

         “Tall boss has taken all of this personally,” Ramen mused.

         “She’ll get past it in time.” Gieo began her own check of her plane. She walked the
               areas already cleared by Ramen, finding them in better than tip-top shape. The Corsair
               was a work of art before the upgrades, but after them, it was a miracle of alien technology
               combined with the finest flight platform the Chance Vought aeronautical firms could
               build. Gieo ran her hands along the black Slark armor the plane had been re-skinned
               in. It always felt cool. Even after flying for hours in the desert sun when black
               metal should be boiling to the touch, the Slark armor was colder than the air around
               it. The scientific part of Gieo’s mind wanted to run all sorts of metallurgic experiments
               on the alien metal to figure out why, but she lacked the equipment, know-how, and
               time. It was lighter and stronger than any human metal and easier to work with, once
               they figured out how—more importantly, it was immune to Slark laser weapons. Gieo
               had to satisfy herself with knowing it did work, even if she didn’t know how.

         “Can I tell you something I’ve never told anyone?” Gieo asked Ramen.

         “I have repositories of a great deal of just that kind of information already, boss,”
               Ramen said. “Password protected and triple encrypted for safety.”

         Gieo grinned at his answer. As confidants went, her robot companion was far superior
               to any human. “And your discretion is greatly appreciated,” she said. She took a deep
               breath before actually saying what she’d been keeping secret for almost a year. “It
               may seem like miraculous serendipity that Fiona was someone I had a celebrity crush
               on in high school, but the truth is, I had a lot. There were probably three dozen
               singers, actresses, models, scientists, and one perky cooking show host I could have
               run into and had the same reaction.”

         “It’s still pretty remarkable considering how many people died in the invasion and
               cataclysm,” Ramen said. “Do you want me to calculate the probability based on the
               increased figures of thirty-six possibilities?”

         “No, that’s okay…maybe later, actually,” Gieo said. “My point was that I’ve been acting
               like this whole thing is a lot more fated than it actually is. It’s one thirty-sixth as fated to be specific.”

         “You’re not lacking for girlfriend options now,” Ramen said. “The Ravens are ten to
               twenty percent same-sex attracted depending on region and you are one of the top crushes
               listed on informal polls.”

         “How did you get your hands on the poll data?”

         “I offered to help calculate it since I am the most advanced functional computer in
               human hands right now,” Ramen said. “Would you like to see it?”

         “Yes, definitely, but later,” Gieo said.

         “You’re concerned the fantasy of Fiona may not match up with the reality of who she
               is,” Ramen said. “It is a typical concern in literature and movies of the romantic
               comedy types.”

         “Oh, I know the reality of her doesn’t match up with my fantasy of her,” Gieo said. “When my
               crush on her formed, I didn’t even understand such a person could exist. After I actually
               met her and got to know her…I like who she is more than I ever could have liked the
               idealized version of her I had in my head in high school.”

         “That sounds like a good thing, boss.”

         “It is, kind of, at times anyway, but my utter devotion to her makes me do and say
               questionable things and it also skews how I might normally react to her more extreme
               behavior,” Gieo said.

         “Examples for the database?”

         “She shoots and kills people on a pretty regular basis,” Gieo said. “In Tombstone she shot that Jackson guy and chopped off his hand, then she shot that rain slicker wearing guy in a duel
               for reasons I’m still fuzzy on—I think his name was Steve or something, and she killed
               Rawlins and Zeke, which I guess was understandable. It’s just that she’s killed a
               lot of people, many of which were executed, and her reasons aren’t always entirely
               clear to me. Shouldn’t that bother me more than it does?”

         “That depends,” Ramen said. “How much does it bother you and what is the typical threshold
               for this sort of thing?”

         “It doesn’t bother me at all and the tolerance threshold of someone’s spouse being
               a rampaging murderer is generally pretty low.”

         Ramen let out a low whistle. It wasn’t a real whistle, but a sound wave she’d liberated
               from a movie with another wisecracking droid that she installed on him. It still tickled
               her whenever he used it.

         “That’s bad, huh?” Gieo asked.

         “I have no idea,” Ramen replied. “I lack the logarithms to sufficiently make a determination
               on this specific human behavior that as far as I know is unique to you. I was more
               curious about the word cloud matrix created by tracking how you talk about Fiona.”

         “What does it show?”

         “Over the past few months, the word ‘spouse’ has supplanted the other primary placeholders
               for that category of ‘girlfriend’ and the lesser used ‘partner’.”

         “What are the most common description words?” Gieo asked.

         “Beautiful, cunning, crazy, and sexy in that order.”

         “Where does sadistic and murderous show up?”

         “Long tail keywords at best,” Ramen said.

         “I think I must be going crazy then,” Gieo said.

         “You actually describe yourself that way more often than you describe Fiona as crazy,”
               Ramen unhelpfully reminded her. “Although your presenting behavior…”

         “…doesn’t match any known mental illnesses in humans,” Gieo finished for him. She’d
               triggered that same conversation routine so many times she could repeat it word for
               word in Ramen’s exact cadence.

         “Did I help you figure out anything important?” Ramen asked.

         “Only what I already knew. My emotional attachment to Fiona is as powerful as it is
               weird.”

          

         ♠ ♣ ♥ ♦

          

         The afternoon was in its infancy when the morning recon planes returned. Gieo was
               in her hangar awaiting her turn to fly. The Corsair was fueled and prepped for her
               flight. She was playing Texas hold ’em with Ramen and Christina of Fiona’s riders. Ramen was thoroughly beating them both, making Gieo glad they were only playing for
               dusty old M&Ms from a vending machine. At least, she thought they were M&Ms, and she
               wasn’t about to put one in her mouth to see. Christina seemed to want to use her breasts
               to good advantage in the poker match, unbuttoning the top button on her shirt to show
               more cleavage and leaning over fairly often, which might have worked on Gieo, but
               was ultimately irrelevant since Ramen was beating them both.

         Shrimp leapt from his bed and scampered to the front door of the hangar when the fighters
               began landing. His tail wagged excitedly and he kept looking back over his scruffy
               shoulder to see if anyone else was as excited as he was. Gieo folded her hand of an
               off suited three and seven. She decided a walk to the edge of the hangar’s shade might
               do her some good since her card luck was so lousy.

         Lieutenant Patrick Johns in his P-47 Wildcat was the last to land. Unlike the usual
               guise of a cat most World War II pilots painted along the side of the plane, Johns
               had painted a red Chinese dragon onto the black armor. It made his fighter look a
               little like an Asian street racer’s car to Gieo. Johns was a good man though, taste in fighter paint styles not
               withstanding. He was one of the soldiers she’d brought down from the hunting lodge
               in Colorado and she’d flown with him on the legendary battle to destroy the oil refineries. He’d
               captained the biplane wing launched from her dirigible, earning him a special place
               in Gieo’s heart.

         She waited at the edge of the shade with Shrimp at her side. The mutt was panting
               in such a way that he looked to be smiling. He glanced up to her and then to the planes
               over and over as though asking for permission to chase one. Behind them, Gieo could
               overhear Christina losing the last of her candy pieces. She was going all in with
               what she had left, and Ramen let out the little whistle noise, which was about his
               only tell. Gieo was glad she’d folded—he must have good cards.

         Patrick Johns was out of his plane and off running toward her the second the propeller
               wound down. He was a young man, a sliver over thirty. His hair was a wild mane of
               blond with a matching beard. All the Colorado men looked vaguely like Vikings or country folk singers to Gieo. She stepped away
               from the shade, pushed her goggles down over her eyes as she entered the light, and
               walked out to meet him with Shrimp trotting along at her side. Behind her, she heard
               Christina curse loudly at Ramen’s hand beating hers in a just barely sort of way.

         Johns peeled his helmet off, letting loose his hair and beard, sweaty and made wilder
               from the restriction. He was out of breath from the run, red-faced from the heat,
               and had a feral look in his brown eyes. He saluted her crisply, to which Gieo gave
               him her best effort at a salute in response. The other pilots still called him Lieutenant,
               the lowest rank among them, but by the Ravens standards, he was a White Rook, a fairly
               impressive accomplishment, especially for a man.

         “Where’s the fire, Johns?” Gieo asked.

         “I found the rest of the Juarez men,” Johns said.

         “All of them?”

         Johns nodded. “I think so, at least, more than I thought still existed. They’re clumped
               up outside Carlsbad, massing for something—four hundred, probably more by now.”

         “They no doubt saw you,” Gieo said, already the gears turning in her head.

         “Took a few shots at me too,” Johns replied. “They’ve got some heavy guns on fast
               moving vehicles—fifty cals maybe. If they’d been more prepared, they might’ve even
               hit me.”

         “Four hundred isn’t nearly enough to take on Alamogordo,” Gieo said. “We’ve got two-thousand riders and air support.”

         “Not enough to attack the town, but more than enough to take a train,” Johns surmised.

         Gieo sighed. “Shit.” It made sense and it would swing things to a full war again if
               the Juarez men took back all of their slaves, killed the White Queen, and destroyed the rail
               lines supplying Alamogordo. She could tell Alondra or she could tell Fiona. She couldn’t even venture a guess
               at what Alondra would do, but she knew Fiona’s response would be violent and bloody.

         “Whatever you’re planning, you better make it quick,” Johns said, glancing meaningfully
               past Gieo to Ramen and Christina approaching from behind.

         Johns was smart and could read her like a book both on the ground and when he flew
               as her wingman. He’d back her play perfectly regardless of what she decided to do
               with the information. It’d be a grand thing if she had the faintest clue what was
               the right course. It felt like a hand worth playing, but she was a lousy judge of
               that sort of thing and thus a spotty gambler.

         Hedge. She would hedge her bets.

         “Where is Fiona?” Gieo asked of Christina when she came close enough to hear.

         “Up at the cantina, trying to make nice with the indentured,” Christina said. “Your
               influence, no doubt.”

         “Go find her,” Gieo said. “Tell her we’ve found a big target worth marching on, but
               we’ll have to move fast.” Gieo kept her back turned to Christina so she wouldn’t see
               the nervousness painting her features. She’d turned her head only part way, glancing
               at the buxom blond rider out of the corner of her eye. Christina seemed wary, but
               also too pleased with the news to be entirely reticent.

         “Gladly,” Christina said. She didn’t salute Gieo; she never did. The red set doesn’t
               answer to the white set—she was fond of saying and it pervaded every interaction she
               had with other members of the Ravens. Christina ran back for the edge of the tarmac
               where her horse was tied up in the shade of the hangar. Shrimp chased her for a few
               dozen feet, a little caught up in the excitement.

         Gieo waited until Christina was mounted and Shrimp had returned to them before turning
               her full attention to Ramen. “Where is Alondra?”

         “At the old courthouse, boss,” Ramen said. “She’s overseeing the transition team’s
               plans.”

         “Wait until Fiona’s riders are mustered and then tell Alondra there is a sizeable
               force of Juarez men outside Carlsbad that we have reason to believe will be targeting
               her train,” Gieo told him.

         “You got it, boss.” Ramen fluttered away at low altitude, blowing dust from the airstrip
               as he did. Shrimp followed him off.

         When they were both well out of range, Gieo turned her attention back to Johns. He
               had a bemused smirk on his face and an expectant upward curve of his eyebrows. “Fiona
               takes the reds out, leaving Alondra with no other choice than to pull her own men
               of the white set from the train to defend Alamogordo, delaying her departure and preventing her from marching after Fiona. Good plan,
               but it won’t make the White Queen happy.”

         “If she asks, we can blame it on the dog.”

         Johns chuckled and shook his head. “What do you want me to do?”

         “Get the wing ready to fly,” Gieo said. “I want full fuel tanks and anti personnel
               armaments to spare. We’re wheels up in an hour.”

         “If we start the dance without the Red Bishop…”

         “She’ll still be alive to be mad at me,” Gieo said. “The red set wants it one way
               and the white set wants it another. But it’s high time someone fought this war the
               right way, and I mean to do just that.”

         “You’re the one to do it, ma’am,” Johns said with a smile and another salute. “Death
               from above, Angry Angel.”

         Gieo returned the salute. “On wings of fire, Dragon Rider,” Gieo replied with the
               rest of the little mantra her pilots had concocted after the Bakersfield mission to destroy the oil refinery. Their call signals were asinine, by Gieo’s estimation,
               but she was told on several occasions they were supposed to be. Angry Angel wasn’t
               so bad, but among her pilots there were also men called Dragon Rider, Fart Lighter,
               Dirtbox, Jelly-belly, and Red-5.

         Patrick Johns ran back toward his plane, barking orders at the ground crew. He had
               a little hop in his step and an edge of battle glee in his voice. It was a good hedge and a safe play, Gieo thought. Alamogordo would have its defenders, Fiona would see the end of the Retribution War clearly
               so she might move on, and Gieo could make sure they didn’t lose anyone in the doing
               of it. She’d bet all her dusty M&Ms on it.

      

      

          

         Chapter 5:

         Whole again

          

         Gieo couldn’t have been happier with how things went in the early afternoon. Fiona
               gathered her men, the fastest vehicles and riders she could find in the bunch, and
               had nearly seven hundred ready to roll into the desert in modified trucks and dune
               buggies with two hundred more mounting up to follow on horseback should the need arise
               for reinforcements. Alondra was up in arms, but with only a hundred men at her disposal,
               ordering Fiona’s column to turn around wasn’t going to do any good, especially after
               the engines of nearly a hundred off-road vehicles fired up—Fiona was leaving no matter
               what she was told at that point.

         The battle plan was the same tried and true tactic they’d used to good effect for
               months. Fiona would get her line set up in a superior position if one could be found.
               High ground worked best, which wasn’t hard to come by in that part of the desert.
               She would use green smoke canisters to easily mark out her position for the air support.
               And then Gieo and her pilots would drive the Juarez men into the open crescent of Fiona’s line. It was colorfully referred to as “penning
               sheep” where the ground forces played the role of the pen and the fighter planes the
               role of sheep dogs. Increasingly, the Juarez forces they found ran willingly into the pen to surrender as they were outmanned,
               outgunned, and had no answer for Gieo’s air force.

         One last penning of the sheep and that would be the end of it. Gieo didn’t have any
               illusions about Fiona’s plan once the battle started. There were good hills around
               Carlsbad to set up on, and the presence of heavy machineguns among the Juarez forces did little to change the fact that Gieo’s fighters were all but untouchable.
               As much as Gieo disliked the idea of unmitigated slaughter and no-quarter tactics,
               she didn’t plan on playing the role of sheep dog so much this time as she planned
               on playing the role of wolf.

         She’d always thought the War of Retribution was a costly waste of time and resources,
               and Fiona’s declining emotional state only confirmed Gieo’s initial beliefs that they
               were fighting the wrong enemy and facing the wrong way. She’d been so completely certain
               in this belief until recently too. Standing next to her Corsair, awaiting Ramen’s
               return, she spotted the wavers. That’s what the other pilots had taken to calling
               the dozen or so indentured servant women who stood beside the airfield, just outside
               the cyclone fencing, to watch the airplanes take off. They waved at each one as it
               rolled down the tarmac in the early stages of taking off. Initially, there had only
               been a couple women, but as the weeks wore on, the numbers increased. They never approached
               the pilots to speak with them and they were nowhere to be found for landings, but
               during takeoffs, especially when the planes were heavy laden for battle, the women
               were out at the fence, watching and waving. As much as Gieo hated the War of Retribution
               and disliked the toll it was taking on Fiona, she had to admit, the wavers were far
               better off now than if the Ravens had never thought to punish Juarez.

         She waved to the women who didn’t wave back. It was strange. They knew who she was,
               knew her plane, waved vigorously at her when she took off, but when she was on the
               ground, it was if she were a ghost to them. Where the lack of recognition might have
               angered Fiona, it only served to make Gieo very sad for them. They were confused,
               frightened, and beholden, but a twisted little weed of hope was growing in them despite
               everything they knew of the world. Even still, hope for the wavers didn’t even rate
               on Gieo’s reasons for finishing the war; she was doing it for Fiona, plain and simple.

         “We’ll have a hell of a parade for you to wave at when we get back,” Gieo muttered
               under her breath to the distant shapes of women standing at the fence.

         Ramen’s propellers and Shrimp’s barking sounded their return from their errand at
               Alondra’s makeshift command post at the courthouse. Ramen landed on the back of the
               Corsair between the cockpit and the tail. He opened the hatch for what used to be
               the storage area directly behind the pilot intended to hold survival gear. Gieo had
               reshaped the hollow area to fit Ramen in much the same way he once sat in the nosecone
               of her dirigibles. From the vantage point behind her, he could hook himself into the
               plane’s systems. Granted, the Corsair was significantly less reliant upon him as a
               targeting computer and manager of the weapons suite, but she still felt better having
               him aboard and he did provide some support beyond just morale. Once he was situated
               at his station, she climbed up into the cockpit.

         They flew through the preflight checklist and were rumbling down the tarmac just as
               quickly. The Corsair raced down the dusty runway, rising at the end with gravity tugging
               at the bottom of Gieo’s stomach in an increasingly warm and familiar way. Her wing
               of fighters followed her out, soaring into the clear blue skies of spring. Gieo slowed
               to settle into the point of the triangle formation around her. The pilots checked
               in across the shortwave radios as they slowly yawed to the east. Dragon Rider, Fart-Lighter,
               Jelly-belly, Dirtbox, Red-5, and finally Gieo said into her own mouthpiece, “Angry
               Angel.”

         Fiona’s drive would be a hundred and fifty miles, taking three hours at best or much
               more if she waited for her cavalry. Gieo didn’t have to loop around on the road to
               the north of the old national park. Her path was literally as the crow flies. A hundred
               miles of flying at more than four hundred miles per hour would put her on the approach
               to the target long before Fiona would even pass the halfway point.

         As her wing neared the location of the Juarez rallying camp by Carlsbad that was pinged by Johns, they found nothing but a few stragglers with broken down vehicles. They were enough to worry about,
               but not enough to dedicate the full wing to. The main force of Juarez men, knowing they’d been spotted by aerial recon, would have set out to find the
               train, most likely to the northwest. Unwittingly, they were probably fleeing right
               into the teeth of Fiona’s soldiers, but that wasn’t what Gieo wanted.

         “Jelly-belly, Dirtbox, light them up,” Gieo said into the shortwave radio.

         Two of the three P-51 Mustangs tilted their wings by way of visual acceptance of the
               order and dropped out of formation. The sleek, black bodies of the two Mustangs fell
               fast into their dive, breaking off at a ceiling of less than a thousand feet. They
               came in hot on the sitting duck targets, peppering the green and tan desert floor
               with the bloom of red explosions and the black smudges of smoke and charred vehicles
               in their wake. Gieo banked the rest of her wing in a long support circle at five-thousand
               feet. She glanced out to the right and a little up during the bank to watch the progress
               of the attack. Jelly-belly and Dirtbox crossed back around from the east, finishing
               off the stragglers and chasing down a handful of runners with their machinegun fire.
               Unceremoniously, the two P-51s climbed to rejoin the formation on the next circling
               at cruising elevation.

         “There’s a pretty obvious trail heading north along the old highway, boss,” Ramen
               buzzed into her helmet.

         Following the tracks left by the Juarez men was easy, even at five-thousand feet. The trails across the desert floor were
               rutted and irregular. Clearly they weren’t under a single command as a whole host
               of vehicles were striving to be the vanguard, if the tracks were any indication. That
               worried Gieo. If they were already likely to splinter on their own, they certainly
               wouldn’t stay in a cohesive cluster when she started raining fiery death on them.

         She fanned out her wing to increase the amount of space they could cover and drove
               into the northwest, following the tracks. She had to hope she could catch them on the move and use
               their own disarray against them.

         “Stay frosty,” Gieo said into her shortwave. “This bunch is already on the jumpy side.”

          

         ♠ ♣ ♥ ♦

          

         Fiona rode atop the M20 Greyhound armored utility car at the head of her vehicle column. The six-wheeled monstrosity from World
               War II rumbled across the desert of New Mexico as it once had against Rommel in the North Africa Sahara campaigns seventy years
               ago. The armored utility car’s plates over the windows were all down to allow the
               interior to breathe easier during the drive. Fiona’s riders crewed the vehicle expertly
               while she sat in the relatively exposed gunner turret on the top. They’d replaced
               the big block Ford engine in the Greyhound with the Slark engine from Fiona’s old
               hunter car. The Greyhound weighed four times as much as her old car, and so the top speed with also a fraction of the two-hundred
               miles per hour the car used to boast. The engine also sounded different inside the
               massive body of the armored utility car, although it was familiar enough to cause
               Fiona to pick the Greyhound as her command vehicle. She’d relied on the engine for
               years, knew its quirks, and trusted it to get her through.

         Fiona leaned down a little into the cabin of the armored car and beckoned for her
               field glasses with a few quick snaps. Someone pressed the binoculars into her hand
               and she stood back up into the turret. There were smoke pillars on the horizon that
               could only be burning vehicles. She focused in through the binoculars to find the
               Juarez force under full attack from the air. Fiona’s column crested a low bluff, giving
               her a vantage point enough to see clearly across the remaining three or so miles between her and the target. Gieo was torching the enemy with abandon.
               The black forms of her planes were diving and nipping at the edges of the Juarez formation.

         “Fan them out,” Fiona shouted down to Christina on the radio. “We’re going to have
               to try to net any runners.”

         “What is she doing?” Linda asked.

         “No earthly clue,” Fiona muttered, far too softly to be heard above the roar of the
               Greyhound’s engine.

         Fiona’s column spread out into a thin dragnet and struck their smoke flares to identify
               themselves to the aerial forces as friendly. They began the slow crawl across the
               rough desert toward the battle. Nearing the Juarez formation, Fiona’s impression of the battle shifted. She initially thought the ground
               forces were trying to solidify to fight off the airplanes, but upon closer inspection
               it looked far more like they were trying to splinter, but the attacks were preventing
               them from doing so. Gieo’s pilots were raking across the outsides of the formation,
               creating roadblocks of bombed out craters and dead vehicles. Even if Fiona wanted
               to, she didn’t think she could penetrate the field of death around the exterior of
               the Juarez formation any more than the men inside could escape it.

         Crawling ever closer, streaming green smoke, Fiona’s column created something a bracket
               shape around the western side of the Juarez formation. She watched Gieo’s pilots closely. To accomplish what they were attempting,
               they had to manage some truly remarkable flying. They were holding it together, for
               the moment, but just barely. Gieo’s Corsair was the easiest to spot amongst the zipping
               black forms in the sky. It was larger than the rest of the planes by a quarter and
               tended to stay above the fray, circling slowly and no doubt disseminating orders.
               Fiona knew that was the smarter way of a commander, but she’d never been any good
               at it. She led from front and center and often had no idea what was going on with
               her distant flanks because of it. Gieo took in the big picture, viewed the field from
               a distance, and delegated well to accomplish the plan only she knew the entirety of.

         A couple vehicles, modified pickup trucks with gunners in the backs, broke free of
               the billowing black smoke and burned out husks. They made their panicked dash right
               at the hardest part of Fiona’s line. She yanked the bolt on the 50 caliber machinegun
               mounted to the turret on the top of her Greyhound. The vehicles beside her followed
               the tracer rounds of her heavy machinegun as they tore through the fleeing Juarez trucks. The repetitive whumpwhumpwhump of the 50 cal felt reassuring to Fiona. When her soldiers added their various firepower
               to her own, the trucks dissolved into little more than heavily riddled scrap metal
               and splattered bodies.

         The battle became unsatisfactory cleanup of stragglers that barely managed to escape
               Gieo’s deathtrap. Fiona’s column felt like a pack of hungry dogs, fighting over the
               chance at the tiny scraps making it through to them, or perhaps that was just how
               Fiona felt. She knew on an instinctive level that she was witnessing the glorious
               end of the War of Retribution, but even that was cold comfort when compared to how little she was actually
               participating in it.

         Lulled, that was the word for it. They’d become lulled. There were grander implications
               than just Fiona’s particular line in that particular battle. In general, she knew
               she’d been lulled by the six years since the cataclysm. The chaos of the early days
               of Vegas was a distant memory and so the truly frightening monsters from the war before
               were nearly forgotten.

         And then they weren’t forgotten anymore.

         The sound heavy crawlers made wasn’t like anything Fiona had ever heard. It was so
               strange, so alien, and so otherworldly that human languages almost seemed insufficient
               to describe it. In the early days of the war, when the sound wasn’t commonplace yet,
               Fiona could clearly remember people arguing over what it sounded like and it was as
               though everyone heard it a little differently. There was the high pitched wail of
               weapon batteries charging—that was the part that always preceded imminent death. Below
               that, like a thundering god’s hammer, were the huge legs striking earth that set the
               ground to tremble. Metal clanking against metal was another segment, although it was
               the most familiar of the entire cacophony. The strange part, the one nobody could
               agree on, was the way the crawlers screamed. Fiona didn’t know if it was an alarm
               meant to dishearten an enemy or the natural product of some Slark technology’s intended
               function. To Fiona, it sounded like whale calls but deeper and more foreboding. Others
               said it sounded like an orchestra all playing sharp notes at once. Others still said
               they heard alien voices screaming in their language within it.

         After six years of not seeing or hearing one of the crawlers, the noise was instantly
               remembered and the terror remembered with it. The massive black crawler, large like
               a walking city, rumbled out of the south. The United States military, once the most
               powerful force humanity had ever seen, bled itself nearly dry trying to fell the crawlers
               and failed to inflict even a tenth of the casualties on the enemy that were inflicted
               on them in the process. Fiona’s motley forces of a few hundred lightly armed and armored
               vehicles were mosquitoes before an elephant and strewn mosquitoes at that. Fighting wasn’t an option and so they fled.

         The crawler didn’t seem as interested in the pyres of green smoke as it did the billow
               of black smoke beneath Gieo’s deathtrap. It rumbled toward the chaos of battle, wailing
               as its weapon batteries charged up to make its entrance back onto the stage of the
               war after a long absence.

         “Get us out of here,” Fiona shouted down to Maude. “Tell everyone to scatter and meet
               back at Alamogordo.”

         Fiona watched the crawler dive into the concentrated Juarez forces, obliterating everything in its path. Unadulterated fear coursed through Fiona
               as she imagined it did everyone who saw the return of a giant crawler. The six-legged,
               black monstrosity represented focused destruction on a scale humanity had never managed
               and it was back to the work of eradication. Her vehicles seized upon the opportunity
               to flee provided by the dying Juarez forces, but even at this, many weren’t fast enough. That was the other thing Fiona
               had nearly forgotten about the crawlers. With a tank or most human weapons, there
               was a business end to avoid; with the Slark giant crawlers, they could fire in every
               direction at once and often did. There wasn’t a field of range for their weapons—there
               was a sphere of death surrounding every giant crawler. Lasers struck out from the
               sides of the monster, hitting several of Fiona’s fleeing vehicles before they could
               even get turned around.

         Fiona watched the black dots of Gieo’s fighters, suddenly even smaller when compared
               to the behemoth of the Slark’s giant crawler. The planes weren’t done with the fight
               yet and they weren’t running. Gieo had said she’d felled one of the giant crawlers
               in her destruction of the oil refinery, but that one was barely running on diesel
               while this one looked to be fully functional on Slark fuel; she’d also had three full
               dirigibles with bombardment armaments.

         The laser weapons favored by the Slark against aircraft weren’t able to shoot down
               the re-skinned fighters. Fiona could see the red beams painting the planes to no appreciable
               effect. Gieo’s antipersonnel ordinance, most of which was spent, didn’t do much against
               the Slark crawler though.

         “Run, run already,” Fiona murmured as she watched Gieo’s wing engaging the crawler.

         Gieo didn’t fear the Slark. All alone she’d flown homemade blimps against Slark fortifications
               for years. Fiona couldn’t fathom where she came by the confidence, but she knew Gieo
               fully believed she was more than a match for the Slark.

         The stalemate between the fighter planes and the giant crawler broke with a single
               strike. A missile made a glancing blow on Gieo’s Corsair, and the plane sprouted a
               plume of smoke on its way toward the desert floor to the southeast. The remaining
               fighter planes, after seeing their commander go down, broke off the attack to flee
               in good order to the north as if to draw the crawler away from Gieo’s crash site and
               Fiona’s retreating column.

         Fiona’s brain, cracked as it was already, broke to a more appreciable level at seeing
               Gieo’s plane fall from the sky. She leapt from the top of the moving Greyhound and
               made to scramble down the side to chase after the falling plane on foot. The armored
               utility car slammed on its brakes before she could jump off, which nearly threw her
               from the side. She made it a good ten feet into the desert before a rope snapped tight
               around her shoulders. Maude hauled her back toward the Greyhound while the rest of
               her riders leapt free of the truck to grapple with her. Fiona snapped at them, unable
               to get her hands free of her sides from beneath Maude’s lasso. She bit one of them
               several times or maybe all of them once, it was difficult to tell how much damage
               she’d done with her mouth before they managed to stuff a rag in it. They dragged her,
               kicking and trying to scream, back to the Greyhound and drove away. Even hogtied and
               gagged on the floor of the fleeing armored car, she was fighting to escape her bonds
               to chase after Gieo. She didn’t feel the needle pierce her left butt cheek, but the
               sudden burst of calming drugs across her mind was unmistakable. She’d been sedated
               in such a way before.

         The fight drained out of her, no matter how hard she struggled against the sedative,
               until she was completely limp. Sound came back to the world slowly; she hadn’t even
               noticed it had gone until it was on its way back. Her head bounced against the metal
               floorboards of the armored car and she cried weakly. One thought repeated in her drug-addled
               mind, “If she dies, I will never be whole again.”

      

      

          

         Chapter 6:

         Scattered

          

         Fiona was still a little loopy when they drove into Alamogordo and the chaos there didn’t help her disorientation. Along the ride, she’d convinced
               herself Gieo wasn’t dead. If she were dead, Fiona assumed she would know on some innate
               level, as asinine as that sounded, even in her head.

         Word had clearly reached Alamogordo ahead of them. Maude and her riders within the armored vehicle didn’t seem interested
               in what the city was doing. They drove directly, spoke sparingly, and ignored much
               of the clamor around them. Maude directed while Christina drove. Linda and Maria silently
               kept watch through the armored shutters along the sides. Fiona didn’t need to be told
               what was happening outside that was making so much noise. Alondra would be gathering
               up everything she could, adding extra cars to the train as needed, and then she would
               be racing back to Albuquerque with whatever she could carry.

         Fiona didn’t suppose Albuquerque would be any more likely to defend against one of the giant crawlers. Alamogordo certainly couldn’t though and maybe the White Queen had a trick up her sleeve in
               her home city. None of that mattered to Fiona though since she didn’t plan on going
               with them.

         They pulled up somewhere, stopped, and turned off the engine. The sun was setting,
               leaving it nearly dark outside by the time they reached their destination. Maude came
               over to Fiona, approaching her from behind as Fiona was lying on her side, pointed
               toward the back of the Greyhound.

         “There was no way you were going to make it across the killing field of that crawler
               on foot. Do you believe me?” Maude asked her. The older woman’s voice was so stern
               that her words cut directly through the drug haze brought on by the sedative. It was
               all true too. Fiona could remember, as could most of surviving humanity, that the
               crawlers would shoot lone humans in their field with the same lasers used to bring
               down jets, destroy tanks, or sink battleships. The result was shattering the person
               into ash that floated away on even the smallest breeze. Maude hadn’t said so, but
               she’d saved Fiona’s life in lassoing and sedating her, and Fiona knew it.

         “I do,” Fiona replied.

         “I’m going to cut you loose now,” Maude said. “You’re not going to save anyone if
               you’re dead, so let us help you do this thing right.”

         “I’m fine now.”

         “We can’t go back out at night,” Maude said. “We’d end up lost ourselves.”

         “I know,” Fiona growled.

         Maude cut away the ropes with the big hunting knife she kept on her belt. Fiona refused
               to rub the chapped ring on her wrists or her shoulders and legs made sore and stiff
               from being held in the uncomfortable position. She instead found her hat that was
               kicked into the corner of the cab. She pulled it on tight and opened the side door
               to exit the Greyhound. Her head was still spinning a little and her senses were fuzzy—the
               drugged sensation was actually faintly familiar from her life before the invasion,
               although she usually woke up in a hospital or hotel bed afterward.

         Her riders had driven her to her own house. Her desertion was obviously not the only
               treasonous thing about to happen. Fiona led them into the little faux-adobe home.
               Linda and Maria immediately set to lighting the candles around the living room and
               dining room areas while Maude built a fire in the squat, black woodstove.

         “Could you feed Molly for me?” Fiona asked of Christina.

         Christina nodded her agreement and slipped out the sliding glass door to tend to the
               horse who seemed a little irritated at being left out of so much and having her dinner
               arrive so late.

         Fiona flopped into the chair beside the front window. Her head still felt funny and
               she was increasingly looking forward to the drugs wearing off. Maude put a kettle
               on the woodstove. Christina returned from tending Molly. Maria and Linda stored their
               carbines in the gun rack beside the front door.

         “We’ll have to abandon the Greyhound.” Maude sought out the canister of desert flowers,
               pine needles, and other herbs combined to create a makeshift tea from what grew naturally
               in New Mexico.

         “Alondra will be draining the fuel depot as we speak and we rolled in on fumes,” Maria
               agreed.

         “Horses then,” Linda said out of the good side of her mouth. “There should be plenty
               of those left wandering around come morning.”

         “First light, we ride out to find the crash site then,” Christina agreed.

         Fiona sighed and shook her head. Her riders were loyal, possibly even too loyal in
               this case. “You all are planning on joining me in desertion then?”

         “Hell, Red, we’re scattered to the wind here,” Maude said. “We could turn up in Vegas
               next month and say we’ve been on the run the entire time.”

         “It’s not like there’s a Raven protocol for rallying after a giant crawler attack,”
               Linda said.

         “Tell us you think she’s dead and we’ll skip the whole thing,” Christina said.

         “I don’t think she’s dead,” Fiona said quietly. “She’s walked away from more crashes
               than most of humanity combined at this point—I have to believe she had a plan for
               when she got shot down.”

         The kettle began whistling. Maria poured out the tea water into the pot and left it
               to steep. They waited in silence awhile, listening to the fire crackling in the stove.
               The heated iron and wood smoke had a familiar, warm smell that reminded Fiona of winter
               mornings with Gieo.

         “Christina, saddle up Molly and ride down to the airfields,” Fiona finally said. “If
               any of her pilots make it back, we might be able to get some information out of them
               about where she went down.”

         “You got it, Red.” Christina gave a quick salute and made for the back door.

         “Stay out of sight,” Maude reminded her. “Alondra will probably have people watching
               the fields too.”

         “I know how to sneak,” Christina said.

         And it was true. Fiona wouldn’t have pegged the curvy country girl as a natural at
               clandestine ops, but she proved again and again that she could be as obvious or obscured
               as she wanted. Fiona asked Christina about it once. Her answer was cryptic and delightful.
               She had to sneak off a ranch guarded by her father and four brothers to go meet her
               boyfriend, and then she had to sneak back on with the sun coming up. Getting punished
               with whoopings and chores was deterrent enough to not want to get caught, but she’d
               said her real motivation was in the reward of having wholly satisfying teenage sex
               in her boyfriend’s old Dodge Neon.

         They drank the desert tea and looked over a few old forest service maps of the area
               while they waited for Christina to return. Fiona didn’t mind the strangely earthy
               tea, although she would have killed for real coffee again. There were rumors among
               the Ravens that people drank coffee and ate donuts in the City of Broken Bridges,
               but Fiona had heard other bullshit rumors about giant robots building train sets in
               the ruins of San Francisco, so she didn’t hold out hope that she would ever taste coffee again.

         Christina returned faster than she should have. She had Johns with her, but she also
               had Alondra and a couple of Alondra’s Marines. Christina had a hangdog look about her, although Fiona couldn’t blame her
               since she imagined Alondra had people waiting for the pilots as well.

         Fiona didn’t have her gun anymore. Maude had taken the huge Colt from Fiona’s holster
               after she hogtied her and she hadn’t given it back yet. “I’m not leaving without her,”
               Fiona said before Alondra could even object. She’d wanted to add a comment about shooting
               her way free of town if she had to, but she didn’t think the threat would hold much
               weight with an empty holster on her hip.

         “I didn’t expect you to,” Alondra said, “but I can’t let you take the Greyhound or
               your officers when you go.” The White Queen didn’t look angry, betrayed, or frightened.
               She actually looked a little sad and worried, which made the whole thing a lot more
               difficult for Fiona. “Think about it, Fiona. Your soldiers are going to the front
               soon. Do you really want them going with an entirely new face as their commander?
               I understand your need to go after Gieo, but there are two thousand other people to
               think about too.”

         Fiona looked at her riders from one face to the next. Maude would be the obvious choice
               to take over the command, but Fiona found the old woman’s scowl impenetrable. If she
               offered Maude the job, Fiona fully believed her scout captain would tell her to go
               fuck herself. The crazier part of Fiona wanted to do it just to hear Maude’s response.

         “Maude…” Fiona said when the chaos tic got the better of her.

         “Fuck off, the both of you,” Maude said. “I’m not going to the front until I’m good
               and ready.”

         “Fine,” Alondra said through clenched teeth. “You can keep Maude, but I’m taking the
               rest.”

         Fiona immediately regretted saying only one name. She was fairly certain at least
               one or two others might have had the same reaction. Still, Alondra was right. Her
               troops would need an officer who had their best interests at heart, especially if
               they were to be rolled into Carolyn’s battle group. Fiona also had no illusions about
               how many officers they might lose now that the giant crawlers were back. Having a
               chain of command three deep might not even be enough when the killing started.

         “Christina,” Fiona said, “the men are yours to command until I get back.” In truth,
               Fiona thought Linda would probably be a better leader, but Christina was the least
               likely to die and she didn’t take shit from anyone in the hierarchy she didn’t have
               to. From a preservation standpoint, Christina was ideal. Besides, Fiona wasn’t sure
               she was coming back even if she did find Gieo and Christina had the most promising
               career with the Ravens.

         “Yes, ma’am,” Christina said with a crisp salute.

         “Best that you three get the men organized to leave on the double,” Alondra said to
               Christina, Linda, and Maria.

         Christina looked to Fiona rather than doing as she was instructed by Alondra. Fiona
               nodded and then her riders took their leave, excepting Maude. The two Marines in escort of Alondra departed with the three women, likely to make sure they
               didn’t abscond with the Greyhound. Fiona shook her head at this—Alondra didn’t trust
               any of them.

         In the quiet darkness of the tiny living room, Fiona, Maude, Johns, and Alondra waited
               until the Greyhound engine started and the massive armored truck pulled away. The
               drugs were wearing off fast and Fiona was beginning to lose her patience all over
               again.

         “I circled back around after we drew away the crawler,” Johns finally said. “I’ve
               got a map to the crash site, except…” Johns looked to Alondra for a moment and then
               back to Fiona with a slight edge of trepidation sneaking into his voice. “There were
               men already there. Not Juarez from the look of them; they had horses.”

         The Juarez men didn’t use horses. Fiona knew that—everybody did. There was a temperament issue
               or an unwillingness to take that technological step backward or maybe they were too
               busy raping, decapitating, and selling drugs to ever learn to ride a horse. Regardless,
               they filled their clunker trucks, ATVs, and motorcycles with junk gasoline and whatever
               else they could burn to keep them going even as the vehicles belched smoke and rattled
               themselves into early graves. Horses meant Ravens or more likely a third party.

         “I wouldn’t have even come to talk to you if Johns hadn’t seen other people at the
               crash site,” Alondra said. “It’s the Apache Nation or West Durango scouts.”

         “What or what?” Fiona asked.

         Alondra took a seat unbidden on Gieo’s chair next to Fiona’s. The whites of her eyes
               were startling in the dim room against the darkness of her skin. She stared intensely
               at Fiona for a time before replying. “The Apaches Nation is just what it sounds like.
               The Apaches started collecting on the reservations shortly after the invasion. We
               don’t know how they saw the cataclysm coming, but they didn’t lose anywhere near the numbers everyone else did. They’re
               calling themselves an independent nation again. The Raven policy with them thus far
               was to leave them alone since they don’t trust white people and they’ve been killing
               Slark that wander onto their land.”

         Fiona had heard stories of the Apaches taking down a giant crawler on their own even
               before the cataclysm. She hadn’t believed it at the time. There were so many false
               rumors flying around in the earliest days of the invasion that only a fool would believe
               a tenth of what they heard in refugee camps. She did wonder how they knew the cataclysm
               was coming. Survival was a crap shoot for everyone else when the world’s electronics
               and technology suddenly all joined in on a chain reaction exploding electrical dynamo
               weapon—everyone with a cell phone or MP3 player in their pocket was fried and ever
               nuclear power plant became a small nuclear bomb.

         “And what is West Durango?” Maude asked, rattling Fiona out of her grim memories.

         “General Mackenzie, the marauder who took part of the U.S. Army with him at the fracturing,
               set himself up as a feudal lord somewhere in Texas,” Alondra said. The next part of the explanation stuck in Alondra’s throat. Her honor
               or her pride halted her speech. “When I took over Albuquerque, I had an assassin infiltrate his raiding band to poison him. She didn’t make it
               out and he somehow survived, although we think he was crippled. After that, he stopped
               attacking Raven settlements. West Durango is the country, I guess you could call it, that he rules somewhere in old Texas.”

         Fiona didn’t need to be told whose idea it was to send a killer into Mackenzie’s camp.
               Alondra clearly took the blame for the failed assassination, although Fiona didn’t
               doubt that Veronica had ordered it. The Ravens had specially trained women within
               the Voron Daggers for just that job and Veronica hadn’t been remotely shy about using
               them.

         “So I’m guessing this General Mackenzie isn’t a friend of the Ravens,” Fiona said.

         “Definitely not,” Alondra replied, “although, he’s no maniac. He’s a smart man, a
               former soldier, and honorable in his own way. I don’t think he’d execute Gieo just
               for being a Raven, although I could only speculate on what he would do with her.”

         “Say I check out the site for myself and she’s not there anymore, how do I find the
               Apache Nation or West Durango?” Fiona asked.

         “If you head southwest of Juarez, the Apache will probably find you,” Alondra said, “but I don’t know where West Durango is. Texas and northern Mexico covers over three-hundred thousand square miles. Hiding fifty-thousand people spread
               over a few towns in an area that big…you could spend two lifetimes looking on horseback
               and never find it.”

         “How do you even know about West Durango?” Maude asked the question that hadn’t even occurred to Fiona.

         Again the long, pause of dishonor. “We caught a scout we believed was meant to retaliate
               for the assassin…”

         “And Veronica had it tortured out of him,” Fiona finished.

         Alondra nodded. “We know it exists, what it’s called, and about how big it is, but
               not where it is.”

         “I’ll mark on your map approximately where I saw Gieo’s crash site,” Johns said to
               break the uncomfortable pause in the conversation. He crossed to the map on the dining
               room table and began measuring out the location. He was an excellent recon scout pilot
               and so Fiona figured when he said approximate he really meant GPS accurate.

         “If we find the Apache Nation, would they know where West Durango is?” Maude asked.

         “The rumors are that there isn’t much they don’t know about the desert,” Alondra replied.
               “If you do find them, I would ask a favor.”

         “Want us to give them small pox infested blankets and offer a peace treaty?” Maude
               asked sourly. “Or maybe just try to poison them.”

         “Find out how they brought down the giant crawler,” Alondra said. “In the Grand Canyon, they killed a giant crawler without using tanks, jets, or ships. We need to know
               how they did it. We can’t fight this war on two fronts. We need to kill the crawler
               you saw before it starts destroying Raven settlements or walks up into the plains
               to burn our food source.”

         “We’ll try to remember to ask them if they don’t scalp us on sight,” Fiona said.

         Johns returned from the map and then he and Alondra departed quickly. “Sneak out in
               the morning when the town is still in chaos,” Alondra said as a parting comment. “You’re
               a bad penny, Fiona. I’m trusting you to turn up again and hope you have the information
               we need when you do…and Gieo.”

         Maude and Fiona sat in the dwindling light of the candles and the fireplace. Fiona’s
               head was nearly clear of the sedative, bringing with it a headache, and her wrists
               hurt from where the rope chaffed her. She brought her teacup to her mouth and sipped
               the tea. It was lukewarm and tasted terrible all of a sudden.

         Maude snorted and crossed her arms over her chest. “They might not kill Gieo. She’s
               charming and non-threatening like that. But they’ll sure as shit kill us. My guess
               is Alondra is glad to see us both gone.”

         Fiona laughed, perhaps a little too long as she knew her laughter, more than anything
               else about her, spoke of her questionable mental stability. She couldn’t hear it herself,
               but she’d been told on numerous occasions that she laughed like a lunatic. All her
               life, she had people telling her not to laugh—her mother, her agent, her handlers,
               past boyfriends and girlfriends all found her laugh unsettling. Gieo was the only
               person she’d ever met who liked her laugh. She could tell from the disgusted look
               on Maude’s face that she was part of the majority opinion.

         “I don’t think Alondra’s stance on this is so simple. But you’re probably right about
               the Apache and you’re dead on when it comes to Mackenzie’s men,” Fiona said. “We leave
               the Ravens and make it clear we left under unhappy circumstances if we plan on living.” She’d abandoned the Ravens before to survive in Tombstone where Ravens were despised, and she could do it again. “We’ll have to kill to prove
               ourselves, but if I could convince Zeke I wasn’t with the Ravens anymore, I can convince
               anyone.”

      

      

          

         Chapter 7:

         Not scary

          

         Gieo awoke within the confusing confines of an air pillow. All around her she could
               feel the airbags she’d installed into the cockpit of the Corsair, but aside from knowing
               they’d functioned well enough to save her life, she knew little else about how they
               came to be deployed. Her face was slippery with something, blood probably. She touched
               her fingertips to the line where her hair met her forehead and found what she thought
               was a tooth. She brought the possible tooth in front of her face to inspect with her
               blurry eyes and found it was actually a cube of safety glass. She ran her tongue across
               her own teeth just to be sure they were all still there—they were. Her helmet was
               pushed back and askew from the crash. She unclipped the chinstrap and pushed it off
               entirely.

         The airbags began to deflate and she found she was on the ground, as she expected,
               with her plane kind of keeled forward on a bent frame. Directly ahead of her, visible
               through the shattered cockpit canopy, was the front of the plane. If the bend had
               occurred any farther back, she might have been crushed or trapped.

         “Ramen?” Gieo called out hoarsely. Her head was throbbing and she felt like she might
               be sick at any moment. Finding Ramen could wait until after she’d extricated herself
               from the cockpit. The only thing worse than crashing was crashing and then throwing
               up on yourself; she’d learned that the hard way on her first and second dirigibles.

         She couldn’t even precisely remember how she was on the ground. She remembered flying
               around just fine and…then apparently she wasn’t. Gieo pushed away the top of the canopy,
               which fell to the side on its hinges and then fell free of the plane entirely. She
               could smell smoke, which didn’t alarm her as much as it should. The scent was faint
               and not accompanied by the crackling sound of fire, so she wrote it off as unimportant.
               Climbing out of the cockpit wasn’t nearly as easy as she thought it should be. Her
               head felt like it was full of wet cement and her right ankle felt like it was full
               of ground glass; everything was full of something it oughtn’t be. Still, as painful
               and difficult as the whole thing was, she managed to haul herself from the cockpit
               to stand on one leg upon the wing, leaning back against the fuselage.

         The sun was setting. There weren’t any sounds of battle although she could see the
               haze in the air to what she guessed was the northwest, based on the setting sun, which
               spoke of the battle’s end. The pink and orange of the sunset across the desert sky
               put an odd juxtaposition to the black pillars of burned vehicles combining into a
               single dark cloud of smoke.

         Fresh air and standing a bit cleared her head some and dispelled the need to throw
               up. She still felt wobbly and weird from the crash, and didn’t imagine she would be
               walking on her ankle anytime soon, but she still felt good about her overall condition.
               It didn’t climb to the level of ‘any crash you could walk away from…’, but she figured
               any plane crash that didn’t outright kill a person was probably at least fair to good.

         Hoof beats in the distance heralded riders coming up from the south. She could see
               the dust cloud they were kicking and hear them long before she could see them. From
               the south made sense. Something had gone wrong in the battle, although she couldn’t
               quite remember what, that would necessitate taking the long way around. To drown out
               the approaching horsemen, she heard the familiar drone of one of the P-49s from her
               wing. She squinted into the haze of dusk to spot the red dragon on the side of Johns’
               plane. When she looked back down to the approaching riders, her heart sunk. They were
               dressed like run of the mill cowboys and certainly not wearing uniforms to identify
               them as Ravens.

         Gieo slowly and painfully limped, hopped, crawled, and awkwardly snuck around below
               the tail of the plane, which was sticking up in the air at an odd angle after the
               crash. She had to grit her teeth through horrible pain whenever her right ankle even
               so much as touched something. By the time she’d hidden on the other side of the plane,
               her ankle was throbbing and she once again felt like throwing up.

         “I done told you it was a plane,” one of the men said as the horses slowed to a stop
               near her crash site.

         “And I done told you it were black like one of them things the lizard folk fly, and
               it is,” the other man replied.

         “Then who wins the bet since we was both partly right?” the first man asked.

         The second man seemed to think things over awhile, sucking at his teeth loudly before
               spitting just as loudly. “I reckon we have to see what was flyin’ it to know that.
               I reckon it might just look like a plane. If’n it’s got a dead lizard in it, then I win. And if it’s got a dead
               fella’ in it, then you win.”

         The two horses clip-clopped a little closer to the wreck and Gieo could hear the strain
               of leather tack as both men likely stood up a little in their saddles to peek into
               the cockpit.

         “Ain’t nothin’ in there,” the first man concluded.

         Gieo became increasingly aware she was unarmed. Not that she thought she could shoot
               two men on horseback before they could shoot her, but she at least wished she knew
               where her grenade was. That was a question she’d wrestled with for a long time—could
               she actually pull the pin on her trump card if it came down to it. As it turned out,
               the first real instance of possibly needing to and she’d left her grenade somewhere
               in the plane…or maybe even back at the hangar. She really wasn’t very good at keeping
               track of the thing.

         They were making their way around the plane, no doubt to look for the pilot to settle
               their bet. Gieo knew she couldn’t run, held no ability to fight, and couldn’t even
               play a trump card if the need arose. The men weren’t speaking Spanish though, which
               ruled out Juarez. They actually sounded like standard country-boy Texans. So she made up her mind
               to try talking. She stood up on her good leg, leaning heavily against the plane, dusted
               herself off a bit, and wished she could do something about her face, which was no doubt covered in blood from the cut on her forehead. She tried to smile.

         The two cowboys made their way around the plane and almost rode right past her. It
               was as though her existence was too confusing for them to even fathom on first blush.
               Gieo cocked her head to one side and waited. The second man in line, who was actually
               the first man who had spoken, nearly fell from his horse when he finally saw her.

         “I knew it! It’s the Japanese!” the man said.

         The two were dressed like proper cowboys. Russet hats, chaps, deeply tanned skin,
               pistols on their hips, and scraggly moustaches, one had dirty blond hair and the other
               brown. They also looked young, probably not even thirty yet, which was a little surprising
               from the gravely edge to their voices.

         “You did not say it was a plane flown by a Japanese school girl,” the man with the
               brown moustache corrected the other. “Ain’t nobody ever guessed that for anythin’.”

         “Close enough, and she sure as shit ain’t no lizard,” the blond mustached man said.
               “You speak English, Jap-girl?”

         “I’m Korean and I’m twenty-four,” Gieo said.

         The brown moustache man laughed at his friend. “I done told you before, can’t never
               tell the age of an Asian just by lookin’ at’em.”

         “Okay, fine, Korean-girl, what’s your name and how’d you get this plane?” the blond
               moustache man asked.

         “I’m Gieo and I liberated the plane from an air and space museum,” Gieo said. “What’s
               your name?”

         “I’m Darrel and this is my buddy Tyler,” the brown moustache man said. “Did you see
               which way the big crawler went?”

         “Big crawler?” Gieo asked.

         “Yeah, the one what shot you down,” Tyler said. “Darrel here thought you was helpin’ it, but I didn’t think they’d go shootin’
               their own people down, even by accident.”

         Gieo couldn’t remember any of that happening, but she’d have to take Tyler’s word for it since she clearly was shot down by something. “Nope, I’m definitely
               not with the crawlers.”

         “You sure don’t look like one of them lady gangsters either,” Darrel said.

         “Look it or not, she is one on account of there being that red, black, and white flag
               on the tail of the plane,” Tyler said.

         “She might’n stole it,” Darrel retorted.

         “I don’t know many who would steal from them crazed gangster ladies,” Tyler countered.

         “Them other lady gangsters took off though. Didn’t even send someone over to check.
               Now who would do that to someone they called kin?” Darrel asked.

         “I reckon we ought to ask her,” Tyler said.

         “I reckon we ought,” Darrel snapped.

         They both looked at her.

         “I think I have a concussion,” Gieo said. She really wished she could think faster.
               The two cowboys were talking way too quickly for her and she was having a hard time
               keeping up with her brain all scrambled from the crash.

         “I vote we leave her here,” Darrel declared. “Thief or not, them lady gangsters come
               lookin’ for her, I don’t want to be found with her.”

         “But she’s seen our faces and knows our names,” Tyler said. “They come along, pick her up, she’ll tell them who we are. Mackenzie’s always
               sayin’ not to get caught because they’ll torture us up good.”

         Mackenzie, the name sounded familiar, but Gieo couldn’t remember from where with her
               muddled thinking. She could see that Tyler’s words were reaching Darrel though and suddenly leaving her alone wasn’t going to
               be an option. Both cowboys had instinctively placed their hands on their guns, but
               hadn’t yet drawn them. They would have to kill her, or…

         “Take me prisoner,” Gieo said. “I’ll be valuable as a bartering chip and General Mackenzie
               will want to talk to me.” Her mind cleared just enough to remember Alondra telling
               her about Mackenzie and the fracturing. “I have news for him about Zeke, and the fracturing,
               and important messages from the lady gangsters.” She had none of the above, but it
               all sounded properly dire and important.

         “She might just be tellin’ the truth,” Darrel said shrewdly.

         “She might just,” Tyler agreed.

         “You ain’t goin’ to try runnin’ away on us, are you?” Darrel asked.

         “I don’t think I could,” Gieo said. “My ankle is messed up.”

         “We’ve got a doctor back at the…” Tyler began before Darrel shot him a sharp look, “…back at the place we’re headed.”

         “Let me just grab my things then,” Gieo said with a smile. The two men seemed pleased
               enough with the plan to smile in return. Gieo struggled to climb up to the cockpit
               and pulled open the rear canopy where Ramen was held. She expected her little automaton
               to be lying in wait to hear her instructions. She could tell him who took her and
               he could likely figure out where and let Fiona know. The quickly fading day left Ramen’s
               alcove dark, but even still she could tell something was wrong. There weren’t the
               telltale noises of his internal cooling fans running or the faint glow of his power
               lights. “Ramen?” Gieo whispered to him. Panic rose in her chest. She unclipped the
               mountings for him and frantically tried to pull him from the encasing. “Ramen?!”

         “What’s she sayin’?” Darrel asked.

         “Somethin’ about soup,” Tyler replied.

         Darrel and Tyler dismounted and rushed over to help her. Something about the frightened
               sound in her voice seemed to set off their chivalry response and for a moment they
               forgot she was supposed to be a prisoner. With their help, she managed to pull Ramen
               from the plane. He wasn’t running and had sustained significant damage to both his
               body’s shell and to his head.

         “That ain’t soup,” Tyler surmised.

         “What is it?” Darrel asked.

         “It’s my…” Gieo didn’t really know how to answer in a believable way. She didn’t even
               realize she was crying until her tears started dropping onto Ramen’s motionless form.

         “Never you mind that now,” Tyler said. “Grab it up and we’ll get goin’.”

         Gieo climbed back up to the cockpit briefly while Tyler and Darrel set to strapping
               Ramen to the back of one of their horses. Her ankle was a five alarm fire by then
               and she really didn’t relish the thought of riding on a horse. She found her toolkit
               beside the seat and beneath one of the deflated airbags. Next to the leather roll
               of her tools was her trump card. The round little grenade called to her on some level
               and she nearly reached for it. She closed her trembling fingers into a fist before
               grabbing it. She picked up the toolkit instead and slipped back out of the cockpit.
               If she could fix Ramen, he could fly back to Alamogordo, mapping all the way, and lead Fiona right back to her. She wouldn’t need the grenade
               if she could just fix Ramen.

         Ramen was strapped onto the saddle behind Darrel. Tyler offered Gieo a hand up and pulled her into the saddle behind him. As Gieo expected,
               her ankle shot through with pain whenever she tried to clench her legs to the horse.

         “Our scoutin’ camp is…” Tyler said, cutting short again when Darrel glared at him, “…wherever it is. Never you
               mind that.”

         “It’s close enough,” Darrel said. “We can brace that ankle of yours and put you on
               the stage back to…where you’re headed.”

         As strange as it was to even think, Gieo was glad Tyler and Darrel had come along when they did. She didn’t necessarily want to be captured,
               but she also didn’t want to sit wounded and concussed in her plane all night knowing
               Ramen was broken and a giant crawler was on the loose. If she were found by the Juarez men, she would need to use her trump card to avoid unspeakable things. Of the choices,
               captured by reasonably polite cowboys wasn’t too bad. She clung to Tyler as they rode off, gritting her teeth as every bounce of the horse sent a shock of
               pain through her head and ankle.

         The ride wasn’t as short as the two men made it out to be. Gieo kept considering the
               gun on Tyler’s hip. It was an old .45 automatic held in one of the thick leather holsters similar
               to Fiona’s. She knew how Fiona would handle the situation. She would snatch the gun,
               shoot both Tyler and Darrel, and then ride the horses back to Alamogordo, forgetting the men’s names before the sun even rose. Fiona was fire, burning bright
               and hot, leaving only ashes in her wake. Gieo didn’t think she could even get the
               gun out of the holster without arousing ire, nor did she think she could shoot Tyler
               and Darrel. Aside from the physical actions that would be required to take the gun
               and shoot them both, which she didn’t think she could manage, there was the mental
               block still in place of killing people, especially people who seemed rather cordial
               and actually trusted her far more than she probably deserved. They’d been a little
               afraid of her, or at least a little afraid of those she represented. That made a lot
               more sense after the War of Retribution; Gieo was a little afraid of the Ravens too.
               Still, she didn’t like them being afraid of her.

         The camp they rode up to in the black of night wasn’t really a camp. She’d expected
               tents, and there certainly were some of those, but there were also two rows of clapboard
               buildings, five in all, flanking a dusty road that was really little more than a wide
               trail. They circled around the back of the largest building to a corral in the rear.

         Tyler lowered Gieo to the ground to stand beside the corral’s gate while he and Darrel
               walked their horses into the pen. An older Mexican man with a salt and pepper moustache
               walked out of the back of the largest building. He wore a stained apron over his stocky
               frame and worried a dishtowel between his hands at seeing her.

         “That’s Paco,” Tyler told Gieo. “Hey, Paco.”

         “Buenas noches,” Paco said. “Who is this?”

         “This is our prisoner,” Darrel explained as he slid the saddle from the back of his
               horse. “She’s one of them gangster ladies. Mackenzie’s goin’ to want to talk to her.”
               He scooped up Ramen and carried him gingerly over to where Gieo was standing to tilt
               him against the fencepost Gieo was leaning heavily upon.

         “Why’d you bring her here?” Paco asked. “My wife is here,” he added almost at a whisper
               as though Gieo wouldn’t hear him.

         “Where else would we take her?” Tyler asked. “Don’t worry. She’s unarmed.”

         “Si, pero, they corrupt women with their words,” Paco said.

         Gieo struggled not to laugh at that. She held her hands up and shrugged. Paco certainly
               had her number on that count.

         “Then don’t let your wife talk to her in the next six hours,” Darrel said. “She’s
               in rough shape, Tyler and me are tired, and you ain’t talkin’ sense.”

         “I’ll help her inside, but she needs to go in the morning,” Paco said.

         “That’s the plan,” Tyler said.

         Paco reluctantly came over to Gieo. She rested her arm over his shoulder. They were
               around the same height, although he probably doubled her in weight. She leaned lightly
               on him on the way into the building, taking all the weight off her ankle in the process.
               Paco looked so uncomfortable with the situation that he might jump out of his skin
               if she made any sudden moves. Upon closer inspection, the building didn’t even have
               a foundation. The little camp couldn’t have been more than a couple years old, although
               the desert sun, driving winds, and sandstorms put an ancient film over the entire
               place. At the end of the building, suspended by rusty chains, hung a sign that identified
               the little town as ‘Black Sage.’ Near the backdoor of the main building, which was
               two very rickety stories by the look of it, she could smell fresh tortillas cooking.
               Floating above the appealing smell of cooking food were the dulcet tones of a woman
               singing hymnals in Spanish.

         Gieo wondered, with no small sense of amusement, who are these people?

      

      

          

         Chapter 8:

         Dusting over

          

         Fiona struggled to sleep despite telling herself over and over she would need her
               rest for the work to come. When the sandstorm started battering her house, she practically
               bolted from her bed. Wind whipped against the flimsy windowpanes, setting them to
               rattle in their frames. The gritty sound of sand and dust joining the wind gave the
               storm a far more tangible edge, like a million insects trying to get in the windows
               all at once.

         She pulled on her pants, a shirt, and her boots. Maude was already awake when Fiona
               rushed out into the black house in the middle of the night. The storm’s force was far more
               pronounced in the main room where sand blowing down the chimney had already smothered
               the fire.

         “This is going to make things harder,” Maude said.

         Fiona could barely see the old woman’s outline sitting up on the couch she’d formerly
               been sleeping on. Fiona sighed and rubbed her sleepy eyes with the heels of her palms.
               Maude was a superb tracker, but Fiona didn’t suppose even she could find a trail after
               a sandstorm. If the storm was wide enough and strong enough, the sand around Gieo’s
               crash site might be in Texas or Arizona or both by morning.

         “We should check the site all the same,” Fiona said. “Maybe it’s blowing north to
               south.”

         “Maybe,” Maude replied.

         “Alondra wants us to go talk to the Apaches,” Fiona said. “She’s probably pretty happy
               with the weather.”

         “Alondra has a bigger picture to consider,” Maude replied. “You don’t believe she
               sent the storm, do you?”

         Part of Fiona did. She knew the paranoid, irrational belief came from the same insane
               place as her chaos tics, but that didn’t keep her from feeling it. “Yeah, kind of,”
               Fiona said. “I know she didn’t, but you can’t turn off crazy.”

         “She may not control the weather, but that doesn’t mean she cares about our goal or
               doesn’t believe we’re expendable,” Maude said. “Risking us to find out how the Apache
               take down giant crawlers is a safe bet and a smart play.”

         “Why do you consider them our goals?” Fiona asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you even have a conversation with
               Gieo.”

         “My reasons are my own and I’m not about to explain them to anyone,” Maude snarled.
               “Do you want my help or not?”

         “Fine, keep it to yourself, old woman. It’s not like I cared anyway.” Fiona hoped
               the darkness in the room covered her smile. Regardless of how Maude might have felt
               about her, Fiona couldn’t help but adore the bristly rancher woman.

         “Then take your crazy self back to bed and get some sleep,” Maude said. “It’s not
               my damn job to answer jackass questions you don’t even care about.”

         Fiona did as she was told. The bed was cold, lonely, and entirely too big without
               Gieo. Still, rather than worry about her missing lover, she couldn’t help but think
               more about the crotchety old woman in her living room. Fiona knew a good deal of what
               she did in the world was related in someway to never having a father and having a
               worthless mother. She’d gunned down the closest thing she’d ever had to a father figure
               in the streets of Tombstone. Killing Zeke was the only time she’d ever had a hint of hesitation in her gun hand.
               Hesitation or not, he’d been faster, like he always said he was, but he’d been empty
               and there was no way he hadn’t known it beforehand. Even though he was unarmed, injured,
               and completely at her mercy, she’d shot him all the same. She’d done it to avenge
               Veronica and correct a mistake she’d made; at least, that’s what she told herself.
               More likely she’d done it because when she drew her gun, something needed to die.

         Gieo had once asked her how many people she’d killed. Fiona made up a number that
               she thought would sound high, but believable. In truth, she didn’t know, nor could
               she even remember what number she’d told Gieo. Strange that she could only clearly
               remember killing Zeke when she’d killed so many who were completely forgotten in the
               moment after.

         Fiona returned to sleep wondering what Gieo would have been like if the Slark had
               never invaded, if she’d been allowed to live out her life as Stacy. She believed Stacy
               wouldn’t have loved the coked-up underwear model Fiona would have been even though
               she might not have been a killer of men if the Slark hadn’t invaded. No, if Gieo had
               been allowed to live out her life as Stacy, she would have been beautiful and happy
               with a long string of letters and titles after her name, but not nearly long enough
               to match her list of accomplishments, while Fiona would likely have died of a drug
               overdose before her thirtieth birthday, barely warranting a twenty-second afterthought
               on Access Hollywood or TMZ. They were heading in drastically different directions
               when the Slark invaded and their paths likely never would have crossed. How Fiona
               managed to sleep through such a realization was remarkable.

         Fiona awoke after a short, dreamless sleep. Maude was already up and about despite
               the sky outside barely graying with the coming dawn. Fiona didn’t need to get dressed
               much more as she’d slept in the clothes she’d put on to go out to talk to Maude when
               the storm started. She strapped on her gun belt, pulled her beat up, tan duster on,
               and settled her black hat over her long, red hair. They ate a cold breakfast quickly, spoke little, and
               were ready to depart before the sun was even fully clear of the horizon.

         In the corral that used to be the backyard, Fiona found Molly had taken shelter in
               the lean-to on the side of the house during the storm. She emerged anxious and cowed.
               Her beautiful bay coat was splattered red in places by the dust that managed to find
               its way through her shelter. Fiona brushed out the sand and gave her a little tender
               talking. By the time Fiona was sliding the saddle over her back, Molly was her old,
               confident self again.

         Geared up and ready to go, Fiona rode Molly out to the front of the house to find
               Christina, Linda, Maria, and Maude were waiting for her. Maude was mounted on her
               horse, a half-and-half speckled appaloosa gelding with as foul of a temperament as
               his rider. Shrimp was standing next to Christina looking as lost in the world as Fiona
               felt.

         “They thought we ought to take the robot’s dog,” Maude said. “If anyone’s got a reason
               equal to your own to find them, it’s him.”

         Fiona shrugged. She didn’t really care where Shrimp went. She wasn’t a dog person
               although she knew Maude was. Still, the cattle dog mutt might have enough tracking
               instinct to be of some use.

         “I also wanted to give you this.” Christina held out her Beretta 9mm in its shoulder
               harness for Fiona to take. “There are fights coming where you’ll need more than six
               heavy slugs.”

         Fiona took the offered gun and slipped on the shoulder harness, concealing the weapon
               beneath her coat. She already had Danny’s old Winchester, her Colt Anaconda, and the Wakizashi she’d once used for decapitating Slark, but
               she always thought there was luck in a gifted weapon and Christina was a good person
               to receive a gun from. “Thanks,” she muttered.

         “Give those scaly fucks hell,” Maude told the departing three riders.

         “It’s about time we started spilling some green blood to go with the red,” Maria said.
               “Time to make California look like Christmas.”

         “We’ll try to save some for you,” Linda added, “but no promises.”

         Linda and Maria climbed back into the Greyhound, but Christina lingered at the side
               of Fiona’s horse for a moment.

         “I’ve gotten used to having you around, big sister,” Christina said. “Make sure you
               come back, yeah?”

         Fiona smiled down to her. “Count on it.”

         “If you two blushing school girls are done braiding each other’s hair, we’ve got shit
               to do,” Maude said.

         Christina walked back to the Greyhound shaking her head. “If things get hairy, feel
               free to use Maude as a human shield,” she said. “That’s what I plan to do with Maria.”

         The three riders pulled away in the Greyhound, leaving Maude, Fiona, and Shrimp to
               depart to the east. They rode off slow at first, keeping an eye to the south where
               Alondra was still in the midst of pulling up stakes to skip town.

         The ride out to the crash site took most of the day. They spoke little, riding straight
               east across the desert plains of the old national park. Shrimp didn’t struggle to
               keep up with them, jogging alongside much of the way and then falling in behind the
               horses whenever they had to wind their way up or down a little bluff or mesa. The
               hot, clean air of the desert served to clear Fiona’s head and bring the purpose of
               their mission into starker relief. Even if they found Gieo waiting eagerly at the
               crash site, she thought she might still head down to the Apache nation to bring back
               the information Alondra wanted. Then she could ride back up to Albuquerque and shove the total success into Alondra’s face just to prove she was the better
               woman.

         As they neared the crash site in the late afternoon, these dreams evaporated like
               a muddy little puddle in the desert. The sandstorm hadn’t moved north to south, which was an overly optimistic hope anyway. In fact, it looked like the area around Carlsbad had taken the worst of it. With the sun at their back, the black fuselage of the
               Corsair should have been easily visible from miles away, but as they approached the
               coordinates given to them by Johns, they couldn’t see anything but dusty Joshua trees
               and rocks. They were almost close enough to spit on the crash site before they saw
               it. The black armor of the Corsair was so coated with desert dust that even the telltale
               airplane shape was obscured.

         “Gieo!” Fiona shouted upon approach. Only the incessant buzz of insects responded.

         They circled the crash site a couple times, finding only their own tracks in the loose
               dust and sand blown in from all over. The plane only spent a night out in the desert,
               but the sandstorm made it look as though it had been there a thousand years. They
               dismounted and began poking around the wreckage. The cockpit was empty, as was Ramen’s
               compartment in the back. Both were filled with sand, dust, and the tattered remains
               of airbags shredded by the winds of the storm.

         Fiona rifled through the contents of the cockpit, hoping to find a note or anything
               left behind by Gieo that might indicate where she’d gone. Gieo’s toolkit, which was
               never far from her person, was gone. But she found the grenade. Fiona pulled herself
               from the cockpit and tossed the grenade to Maude.

         “What do you suppose that means?” Fiona asked. Maude knew tracking and Fiona wasn’t
               remotely objective in her thinking on the matter. It seemed a hopeful sign, but she
               believed Maude would cut to the quick of what it really meant.

         “The trump card wasn’t played,” Maude said, clipping Gieo’s grenade onto her bandolier
               next to her own. “Could be she wasn’t given the chance.”

         “Better than finding it played, I suppose,” Fiona said, desperately trying to find
               a silver lining in the shitty situation.

         Shrimp was sniffing around the crash site, as Fiona hoped he would, but he didn’t
               seem to be coming up with much. After the sandstorm, Fiona assumed a whole pack of
               red bone hounds from the finest Alabama prison probably couldn’t find a scent trail anymore, never mind an untrained cattle
               dog without a reference point.

         “We should camp here, at least one night,” Fiona said, “in case she’s nearby. Johns
               saw men at the site, but that doesn’t mean she was still here when they were.”

         “Are we planning on riding out to find the Apaches tomorrow?” Maude asked.

         “It’s that or pick a direction at random and start riding,” Fiona said.

         “Sounds like the same plan, if you ask me.” Despite the comment, Maude began unpacking
               her horse to set up camp.

         Fiona set out on foot to collect what little wood and brush she could to start building
               a fire. It’d need to be big, smoky, and visible from a great distance. She would set
               up a beacon for Gieo to find from miles away, even in the dark. There wasn’t any fear
               of Juarez men finding them. Giant crawlers didn’t leave many survivors and the one that had
               caused so much trouble walked right into the killing field. Optimism wasn’t Fiona’s
               way, but she still hoped they might be found by Gieo or the Apache Nation before morning if they built a big enough fire.

         Shrimp followed her through her chore of collecting wood. She assumed he’d been named
               for his size, although now that he was grown, he was probably a good deal larger than
               Ramen. Whenever she’d stop to pick up a stick, he would look up expectantly at her
               with his strange, pale blue eyes. She thought he might want to play fetch, but when
               she hurled a stick, he simply watched it flutter off into the desert, and then resumed
               looking up at her.

         “What the hell tricks did that weird little robot teach you?” Fiona asked.

         Fiona returned to the camp at the crash site without an answer. She couldn’t get Shrimp
               to sit, fetch, roll over, stay, or do anything else she told him to do. He followed
               her, watched what she was doing, and waited whenever she stopped, but beyond that,
               the gray brindled mutt didn’t seem to know anything else of value.

         Maude was in the middle of pulling the meager survival supplies from the emergency
               cache in the tail of the plane when Fiona returned with the wood. Fiona began setting
               up the campfire, digging out a little pit as Maude had shown her. Fiona’s heart sunk
               a little at seeing all of Gieo’s survival gear still in the plane.

         “I’ve got some snares set up around camp,” Maude said. “We only brought enough food
               and water for a few days. So we’ll need to make some use of the land if this stretches
               on too long.”

         Fiona nodded her understanding as she constructed the little log cabin of kindling
               around the primary hunk of wood she’d found. She’d eaten a lot of lizard and snake
               over the years in Tombstone and even more during the War of Retribution. If she’d told her nineteen-year-old
               self that her favorite food would someday be armadillo meat, she…might actually have
               believed it—she believed most of what she was told back then.

         “Are you basically the same person you were before the Slark invasion?” Fiona asked.

         “The hell kind of question is that?” Maude grumbled. “Is anyone? Are you?”

         “I think I’m a better person now,” Fiona said.

         Fiona saw something strange flash over Maude’s hard, jagged features. Maybe it was
               pity, although Fiona couldn’t say she’d ever seen Maude express pity before. It was
               a queer little flicker of emotion and just as quickly as it appeared, it was gone
               and the sternness was back. Being pitied by anyone else, even for a split second,
               would have aroused a violent anger in Fiona, but from Maude it only made her feel
               a little self-conscious.

         “It’s a waste of time to worry about shit like that,” Maude finally said, her voice
               a degree softer than usual. “We’ve got what’s ahead of us and we’re better off focusing
               on that than mulling over what-ifs.”

         “Yeah, I suppose.” Fiona turned her attention back to building the fire while Maude
               departed to walk her snares before the setting sun didn’t leave her light to check
               them by.

         They sat on opposite sides of the roaring fire, roasting caught lizards on little
               impaling stakes at the edge of the pit. The meat smelled good and there were enough
               to fill them both and even feed up Shrimp who had already gobbled down the skins and
               guts from the lizards when the extraneous parts were offered to him during cleaning.

         “You wouldn’t know it to look at her, but Gieo’s quite the sneak,” Fiona said. “She
               infiltrated a camp of dangerous cultists in Tombstone, dodged all their traps, and spiked their methanol with a hallucinogen.” It was the
               broad brushstrokes of what had happened, although the particulars were a little kinder
               to Gieo than the truth would have been. Maude didn’t need to know that Gieo would
               have been caught on the way out were it not for Fiona and Ramen’s timely intervention.

         “Might be she ran off and hid,” Maude said. “Hard to walk away from a crash like that
               though.”

         “She plans for stuff like that,” Fiona argued.

         “You know her better than me,” Maude replied.

         When darkness fell, the night sky exploded above them in crystal clear stars. Even
               next to the roaring fire, Fiona could see every single glittering gem in the sky as
               though they were all close enough to reach out and touch. They ate their lizard dinners
               quietly under the inky canopy of the desert sky. Maude and Shrimp fell asleep suspiciously
               close to one another; the dog was clearly looking for comfort after losing his anchor
               and master in the world while Fiona couldn’t rightly say why Maude had taken such
               an interest in the dog.

         Fiona remained restless and awake for a time. Every sound in the desert brought her
               hopeful attention. She expected again and again to see Gieo walking into the halo
               of light cast by the campfire.

         Part of Fiona began craving the decompression as well. She was stressed by the disappearance
               of Gieo, more than she even had the capacity to express, and she’d become so accustomed
               to the ritual of anal sex when she felt the way she did. She hadn’t told Gieo about
               the connection the act had to Veronica, about the strange intimacy they’d found in
               the parking structure in Barstow all those years ago. She liked feeling clean before the intimacy, sensing Gieo behind
               her, the slow pain giving way to something else entirely, and the closeness brought
               on by the unhinging of emotion. She resolved to talk more openly with Gieo about it
               when she next got the chance.

         A visitor came upon the camp even as Fiona was drifting off to sleep, thinking fondly
               of feeling Gieo plunging the strapon deep inside her from behind. The horses, which
               were Fiona’s reliable warning signal, didn’t notice the intruder, nor did the dozing
               dog at Maude’s side. Fiona didn’t even hear the visitor before she saw it.

         At the edge of the glow of the campfire, watching her with eyes set to faintly glow
               by reflection of light, was a coyote. The lanky animal had such a strange stillness
               about it that Fiona wasn’t even sure of what she was seeing until it licked its lips.

         Fiona plucked a half-eaten lizard from one of the impaling stakes beside the fire
               and tossed the morsel toward the coyote. The canine’s eyes remained focused on her
               the entire time. “Fine, don’t eat it,” Fiona muttered. She leaned her head back against
               her saddle that she was using as a pillow. After a few moments, her curiosity got
               the better of her and she glanced over to find the coyote and piece of \were gone.

      

      

          

         Chapter 9:

         It used to be quite the place

          

         The upstairs room Gieo was shown to spoke of captivity in a way most of the rest of
               her experience hadn’t. The door had no handle on the inside, although it was flimsy
               enough that she imagined a large man with enough of motivation could probably knock
               it from its hinges. The lone window opposite the door was small, but had metal bars
               on the outside of the glass. Again, Gieo imagined someone strong enough could probably
               kick the entire frame out of the wall. A cot sat in the corner with a thin mattress
               atop it and even thinner blanket and pillow. Clearly they’d taken captives before,
               but the room wasn’t intended for lengthy internment.

         Gieo sat upon the cot and waited. The room smelled strongly of cedar and desert dust,
               reminding her of Tombstone. Paco left her as quickly as she was settled and so she waited in the relative darkness
               with the door left open enough to allow a tiny crack of light from the lanterns downstairs.
               After a few minutes, Paco and Darrel thumped up the stairs. Darrel was carrying Ramen
               while Paco had a plate of food that amounted to fried cactus strips and refried beans.
               They also provided her with a gas lantern to see by and a strange three sided box
               with leather straps.

         At first Gieo imagined the box was a torture device to question her with, but Paco
               settled it over her injured leg with such care her fears were quickly allayed. He
               packed the edges between the wood and her leg with rags and then tightened the leather
               straps to hold the entire thing in place. It wasn’t a true splint but it immobilized
               her ankle enough to keep it from jostling about, which was the primary source of pain.
               She thanked him, although he seemed more skeptical of the nicety than anything else.

         “We decided to leave your stuff here with you,” Darrel said. “Don’t go thinkin’ you
               can escape though. These walls is paper thin and you’ll find that out soon enough
               when Paco starts to snorin’.”

         “I’m not going anywhere,” Gieo said.

         “Good, alright then,” Darrel said. “Goodnight.”

         Darrel and Paco took their leave, locking the door from the outside with what sounded
               like some pretty basic latches. Gieo sat for a time in the dimly lit room simply breathing
               and thinking. In truth, she was fairly charmed by the entire experience to that point
               and didn’t feel all that captured. She was far more alarmed by the gaps in her memory
               and the extensive damage to Ramen. Her capture by the strange throwbacks to the Old
               West didn’t even overshadow her clothing issue in direness. Her gray flight suit and
               boots were fine for the moment, but underneath, she was wearing a purple, sparkling
               bikini. She’d never suspected she would be captured by anyone, which was a little
               silly since she had a history of being shot down. Still, she’d put on the bikini initially
               because she thought Fiona might like finding it beneath the flight suit—obviously
               a celebratory striptease wasn’t going to happen anytime soon and so she would need
               to eventually find her way into more reasonable attire, or start sunbathing to make
               better use of the clothing she did have.

         She’d heard somewhere, probably from a TV show, that a person shouldn’t sleep after
               a concussion, which was fine by her. She didn’t feel tired and she had more pressing
               concerns. As good as the food smelled, she also didn’t feel like eating, although
               she did feel compelled to do so to not insult her captors. She tried a few tentative
               bites and ended up devouring most of the food once her appetite found its legs. By
               the time the fork was scraping along the metal camping plate, her nausea had returned
               and she regretted the speed with which she’d eaten. Sitting back a moment and breathing
               settled her stomach and she relaxed a little when the entirety of her late dinner
               didn’t come back up. The room was small and she knew if she had to spend the entire
               night in close vicinity to her own vomit, she would be in really rough shape. Just
               the smell of throw-up usually caused her to sympathy hurl.

         As promised, Paco’s snoring began reverberating through the entire building. Gieo
               had planned to stay awake as long as possible, but when the eclectic rumbling snorts
               began, she didn’t believe she could sleep anyway. The walls were thin, thin enough
               to see between the planks in some places, and Paco apparently had a lot going on with
               his nasal passage that created an entirely irregular snoring cacophony that included
               not just grumbling but also whistles and coughs.

         Gieo was left with two problems she might deal with: her ankle and her broken friend.
               She decided against removing her boot to take a look at her ankle. If her ankle was
               broken, and she had every reason to suspect it was, the only thing keeping the swelling
               down was the restrictive leather of her combat boot. If she took the boot off, she
               imagined getting it back on wasn’t going to be easy or painless and she apparently
               hadn’t reached the end of her journey yet.

         That left her the option of trying to figure out what went wrong with Ramen. She unrolled
               her toolkit and sat on the floor next to the banged up robot. It took her awhile working
               around the dents and dings in the low light to remove much of the casing to get a
               better look at his innards. She moved the lamp closer once his inner workings were
               exposed to survey the damage. He was a mess. Hydraulic fluid was pooled at the bottom
               of his casing. Several of the batteries were dislodged and broken. And wiring was
               fried throughout. This was fine, all of it was fine. She could build him a new body.
               The body wasn’t important when it came to a robot—the ghost was quite literally modular
               from the machine in Ramen’s case. She turned her attention away from the body to open
               up the head.

         Her fingers were shaky and she realized only after the fact that she was crying onto
               the dusty wok shape of his head. She wiped away the tears from her cheeks with the
               back of her hand and continued unscrewing and unfastening the various toggles holding
               the robot’s saucer-shaped cranium together. The news beneath the dented brass cover
               was no better than it had been beneath the casing of his body. She needed her computer
               and diagnostic equipment to be sure of anything, but the visual inspection alone told
               her things were bad. She didn’t have replacement parts anywhere for much of what was
               broken. The hard drive, the information cluster that contained the essence of who
               Ramen was, appeared to be intact. She couldn’t be sure until she had a functional
               CPU to run it through, but there wasn’t any obvious damage. She’d at least had the
               foresight to build a protective cage, not unlike the human skull, around the inner
               workings of the head, which apparently had served well enough to preserve the data
               storage apparatuses.

         Gieo was no longer charmed by her captivity. She needed to get back to Alamogordo, get to her computer, and see if Ramen was truly still alive within the hard drive.
               The rest of the computer that functioned as his nervous system was shot and she didn’t
               know if she would ever be able to replace any of it. The components were beyond rare
               and had taken a good deal of work to even connect. But the actual artificial intelligence
               programming, memories, and personality were all contained on the hard drive, which
               meant he could live in some tiny fashion if she could get him hooked up to her laptop.
               Then he might even help her in designing his new platform.

         Even knowing it might be fun to build an entirely new platform for Ramen, she mourned
               over the broken old body all the same. He was the finest creation she’d ever built,
               possibly the finest achievement in robotics since…she had to stop herself at this
               thought. There were rumors about the City of Broken Bridges and the remarkable jumps
               in robotics they’d made based off captured Slark technology. Ramen’s programming was
               the truly astounding advancement, and if the people of the City of Broken Bridges
               could build even better robotic platforms, then the little solar-powered dragonfly
               body she’d built for Ramen could be drastically improved upon—maybe with flamethrowers.

         She didn’t just need to escape to Alamogordo. She needed to get to San Francisco!

         First things first though. She needed a plan and not just the zenith of a plan. There
               were enough usable parts within Ramen’s destroyed body to create a great many things
               that might help her. Sadly, there wasn’t anything to use as proper clothing. The first
               task, and one she suspected would keep her busy all night, was to breakdown the entire
               wreck and sort the parts from salvageable to utterly destroyed. A scale—she would
               need to devise a scale. She removed the little chisel from her toolkit and began etching
               the scale into the floorboards. The work was exhilarating and chased away much of
               the remaining fuzziness from her concussion, although not enough to make her feel
               normal again.

         “Both our brains took a rattling,” she said to Ramen’s hard drive. “We’ll both be
               fine in time though. And maybe we can rebuild you with jet engines…or fingers!”

         Working through the night wasn’t anything Gieo hadn’t done before. In fact, while
               creating Ramen in the first place, she would often go days without sleep, finally
               culminating in an exhausted crash that ate up huge chunks of time. She made good use
               of the blanket and pillow as well, although not to sleep on. She was so engrossed
               in her work that she barely noticed the dust storm as it blew through outside, rattling
               the windows. Even Paco’s snoring became such familiar background noise that she actually
               began predicting the apnea pauses in his breathing before they happened. By the time
               the light through the window began overshadowing the light of her little gas lantern,
               Gieo had the task nearly completed and ready to move.

         The parts that were entirely unsalvageable were relatively few and these she left
               in the circle she’d carved into the floor labeled trash. She bound and organized the
               rest of the items using strips of the torn blanket and deposited them into the pillow
               case in a highly organized manner so they wouldn’t rattle around too much while being
               transported. Finally, she constructed a new casing to safely hold the precious hard
               drive containing Ramen, using elements of his armor and desiccant she’d salvaged from
               elsewhere in his body. He was as safe as she could make him and she was more than
               ready to travel via stage, whatever that meant.

         She wasn’t like Fiona. She couldn’t just shoot her way free of a town, ride across
               the desert, and return herself to civilization triumphant and unscathed. The fastest
               way out of her captivity was through it. General Mackenzie would ask her questions,
               she would charm him, and then he might send her on her way. Sure, she would probably
               have to build some things for him, fix other things, and teach someone math or science,
               but that wasn’t anything she hadn’t done before. In fact, she’d walked away from several
               crash rescues that turned into captivities in the same way. Everything had changed
               when Fiona rescued her, but the skill of talking her way out and trading tech for
               release wasn’t anything new to her.

         A clattering of horse tack and creaking of metal and wood outside aroused enough of
               a commotion to draw Gieo to her one good foot. She hobbled over to the window and
               looked out through the dusty glass pane and bars to find an old fashioned stagecoach
               parked outside between the two rows of buildings. It had a team of six horses and
               looked to be modified with a few modern trappings, but nothing that might be called
               machinery. Darrel and Tyler were in front of the building, talking to the stage driver
               and the man riding shotgun while Paco and a few other Mexican men saw to unloading
               the items packed inside and on the back of the stagecoach. In a strange turn of events,
               the stagecoach crew, who didn’t seem happy about what Darrel and Tyler were telling
               them, dismounted the stage and walked off. Gieo was a little afraid they might storm
               up to her room, but instead they handed off the ski-goggles they were wearing and
               the shotguns they were packing to Tyler and Darrel before tromping into one of the
               buildings across the street. Gieo wondered if her two initial captors had pulled rank
               on the other duo. A strange society where Darrel and Tyler are in charge of other people, she mused.

         Her thoughts were interrupted by the door unlocking and swinging open. Paco didn’t
               even make it across the threshold before dropping the plate of breakfast he was carrying.
               “Ay Dios mio,” he muttered.

         Gieo glanced back at the sorting system carved into the floor, much of which was modified
               by labels in Korean and a few math equations to make it look extra chaotic. She also
               imagined he didn’t approve of the use of the blanket and pillowcase in bundling the
               items. It probably all looked like witchcraft vandalism to him.

         “Um…I had a busy night,” Gieo said, “productive though.”

         Darrel and Tyler came in next. They too glanced with wonder at the strange carvings
               on the floor, but didn’t seem nearly as concerned by them as Paco. “It’s about that
               time,” Darrel said.

         “Those are my things.” Gieo pointed to the pillowcase on the floor in the section
               marked, ‘don’t forget these.’ Tyler scooped up the bag even as Gieo was hopping over to take Darrel’s offered hand. As
               she passed Paco she tried her warmest smile. “Sorry about your floor and I think you
               have sleep apnea.”

         Paco ignored the comment, falling to his hands and knees on the floor after Gieo,
               Darrel, and Tyler departed. She glanced back over her shoulder to spot him desperately
               trying to wipe away the carved marks and clean up the hydraulic fluid she’d spilled
               in the disassembly process. Gieo grimaced at his reaction. Apparently their temporary
               cell for prisoners hadn’t been mistreated to that point.

         “I feel bad about the floor,” Gieo said as Darrel helped her down the stairs.

         “Not near as bad as he’s goin’ to feel when his wife sees it,” Tyler said.

         Darrel chuckled at this. “He’s goin’ to wish you spoke some feminist mumbo-jumbo to
               her to make her run off when she’s done with him.”

         The more she heard Darrel and Tyler speak of the Ravens the more she wondered where
               they came by their estimation of the group. To hear them talk, it sounded like the
               Ravens were lady gangsters, torture fanatics to be feared, and apparently possessed
               the power to seduce women to their side with feminist talk or spells. Gieo hadn’t
               even been a Raven for a year yet, but it all sounded like a somewhat whimsical slant
               of an accurate estimation to her. She had a slightly more favorable view of the Ravens
               than Fiona did, but she knew well they were dangerous and shady.

         “Feminism and mumbo-jumbo aren’t welcome around here?” Gieo asked.

         They reached the stagecoach before Darrel or Tyler took a stab at answering the question. Darrel gingerly helped Gieo up into the waiting
               cabin of the stage and Tyler handed the pillowcase full of Ramen parts in to her before shutting the door.

         “I wouldn’t reckon mumbo-jumbo is too welcome most places,” Tyler finally said, “but I wouldn’t say we go out of our way to dissuade it.”

         “Feminism ain’t looked upon too kindly though,” Darrel added, “least not that California or New York type.”

         “That ain’t new around here. Texas was always a bit old fashioned,” Tyler said, “and West Durango ain’t no different.”

         Darrel shot him a harsh look at actually naming the place they were supposed to be
               keeping a secret for some reason.

         “I mean, the place we’re goin’ ain’t no different from…oh, hell, Darrel, what does
               it matter if she knows where we’re goin’?” Tyler asked. “She’s a prisoner and a right friendly one at that. Besides, she’ll know the
               name of it when she reads the signs. Unlike most of our prisoners, she’s proper literate
               in English.”

         “Fine, we’ll just up and tell her all of it then and save her the readin’ of it,”
               Darrel grumbled. “We’re headin’ down to the heart of West Durango to a town called Fort Ranchero. Best get comfortable. It’ll be good and dark before we get there.” Darrel stomped
               off to climb aboard the driver seat. The horses apparently were changed out and ready
               to go by then as a few of the laborers who had unloaded supplies were walking the
               spent horses to the corral for tending and rest.

         Tyler lingered a moment at the side of the stage next to where Gieo was sitting. “We’re
               goin’ to be headin’ through old Marfa,” he said. “Used to be a place where strange
               folks watched for UFOs.” He rubbed his nose thoughtfully with a dusty glove. “They
               don’t seem so strange no more.” Tyler followed Darrel to the front of the stagecoach and climbed aboard sending the whole
               contraption swaying on its shocks.

         With a couple snaps of the reins and a shout, they were clattering out of the camp
               on a bumpy ride down a dusty trail. Gieo sat back in the bench seat, doing her best
               to find a position where the vibrations of the road wouldn’t translate directly into
               her broken ankle. She wondered if it would be okay to sleep at that point, but decided
               she wouldn’t be able to even if she wanted to with how uncomfortable the ride was
               looking to be. They’d clearly made some modifications to the stage to take advantage
               of advances in the last century, which made it somewhat smoother and faster than she
               guessed the antique stagecoach originally was, but even still, she preferred the train
               between Alamogordo and Albuquerque.

         They pulled around the town and started heading south with the still rising sun to
               their left. The stage skirted a well-hidden trail on the eastern edge of a quickly
               drying up reservoir. What once was likely a huge manmade lake looked to have drained
               out to mostly cracked mudflats with only a distant scrap of water a ways from what
               once was the shore. The mostly empty reservoir reminded Gieo of Truth or Consequences,
               New Mexico, and the first man she’d ever killed. She still thought about the lost scarecrow
               of a man. The way he’d jabbered to himself without hearing a word she’d said. And
               then the way he’d died from a bullet hole she put through him because she’d thought
               he had a gun that could still fire.

         “That’s Red Bluff Reservoir,” Tyler shouted down to her, barely intelligible over the clattering and creaking of the
               stagecoach. “Used to be quite the place.”

         Gieo smirked at this last comment. That was the truth of most of the world at that
               point. “Earth, it used to be quite the place,” she said to herself. She thought Ramen
               probably would have appreciated that joke.

      

      

          

         Chapter 10:

         A friendship’s worth

          

         Fiona, Maude, and Shrimp were back on the trail by first light, heading southwest
               into the open desert with no greater goal than simply being found. They rode slow
               to conserve their horses and made no attempts at concealing their trail. The desert
               wouldn’t necessarily be kind, and Fiona didn’t know how long they would have to wander
               before finding some sign of the Apache, but she hoped, if they were obvious enough,
               Alondra’s prediction would come true and the Apache would find them.

         She and Maude both kept sharp eyes to the desert around them, which was how they spotted
               the coyote at about the same time. The lanky animal was following along beside them
               at a distance of a few dozen yards, occasionally glancing over to keep the two riders
               in sight.

         “That coyote bitch has been following us for miles now,” Maude said.

         Fiona couldn’t tell the gender of a coyote on sight, but she believed Maude could.
               She hadn’t even considered the coyote to have a gender the night before. It was simply
               a strange, unknowable, wild animal. “Yep,” she said.

         “Looks like you made yourself a friend,” Maude added.

         “I wasn’t looking to,” Fiona replied. “I just gave her a half a lizard.”

         “That’s usually how a person starts a coyote friendship.” They rode on in silence
               for awhile before Maude continued. “A coyote friendship is a fickle, worthless thing.
               She’ll be warm when you’ve got food and vanish at the first sign of trouble. They’re
               not dogs.”

         Fiona and Maude both glanced to Shrimp trotting along beside them. He’d apparently
               picked up on their new companion as well, although he seemed determined to ignore
               the distant coyote. Shrimp glanced in the coyote’s direction, but always snapped his
               head back to front after only a brief glance. When Maude and Fiona looked to him,
               he let out a little bark to add to the conversation.

         “What animals should I befriend then?” Fiona sniped.

         Maude thought on the question awhile. It was asked in jest, but Maude gave it due
               diligence all the same. If nothing else it seemed an interesting philosophical conundrum
               to the old rancher woman.

         “I’d say you’d do well to befriend a rattlesnake,” Maude mused. “Their friendship
               is hard-won and dangerous to garner, but once you’ve got it, it’s going to be solid.
               There’s not much a snake can do for you. Still, it’ll do what it can once it calls
               you friend.”

         Fiona snorted at this. Even from the context of the conversation, it wasn’t clear
               if Maude meant herself or Fiona or both or was talking out of her ass about literal
               snakes. Maude certainly matched the definition of a rattlesnake and her friendship
               fit the description as well. So too did Fiona though, and Gieo actually referred to
               Fiona as a rattlesnake often. In fact, it was one of the first things Gieo had called
               her—she’d done it in such a loving, excited way, that Fiona couldn’t help but take
               it as a compliment.

         “Remember Facebook?” Fiona asked.

         “Nope,” Maude replied curtly.

         “Oh.” Fiona had planned to make a joke about having a friend list full of desert animals
               by the time they were done with their desert trek. Maude’s terse response made sense
               though. What the fuck would a person like Maude care about something as frivolous
               and ultimately fleeting as social networking.

         “The world did itself a big favor by getting rid of shit like that,” Maude said. “We’d
               just about ruined experiencing the world with cell phones and everything that went
               with them. Staring at a tiny screen with the whole wide world around you was just
               about the dumbest thing I’ve ever seen folks do.”

         Fiona nodded her agreement to this. She’d had a cell phone like everyone else of her generation, but she’d never liked it. It was a tether to
               a life she didn’t want and her phone never brought her good news. Before the cascade
               that destroyed technology and killed most of humanity in the process, she’d dropped
               her cell phone in a champagne ice bucket outside someone’s room in the hallway of
               a casino in Las Vegas. Not having it with her when humanity struck the epic blow to both sides probably
               saved her life.

         “Where were you when the cataclysm ended everything?” Fiona asked. There wasn’t even
               true agreement on the nomenclature of the event. The egg heads in the City of Broken
               Bridges called it the Cascade and so too did some of the former military folks in
               Tombstone, as Fiona recalled. Most of the Ravens called it the cataclysm though and gave it
               little thought or reverence.

         Maude spit. “It didn’t end everything.”

         “Tell that to the billions of dead folks,” Fiona said.

         “At my ranch, most likely,” Maude said, “working like a dog or doing what we’re doing
               right now.”

         That was about the answer Fiona expected. Maude probably rode horses and shot the
               shit as a primary hobby for most of her long life. The world in all probability stopped
               making sense a long time ago and only circled back around to making sense after the
               cataclysm rolled all the technological clocks back. There wasn’t any way Fiona could
               make Maude see that the world was a better place now, not with how many children and
               grandchildren Maude had lost. She glanced over to the stoic old woman with the hard
               features and sharp eyes. No, Fiona was wrong about the world and Maude not getting
               along. Maude was strong and knew herself; she’d never let the world dictate to her
               the way Fiona had. In that way, the world likely was worse for Maude simply because
               it didn’t have as much family and friends as it once did. Maude was going to be who
               she was regardless of how many cell phones or Facebook pages there were. Fiona envied
               the hell out of that.

         “Are you going to tell me where you were, or are you going to make me guess like an idiot?” Maude sneered.

         “Passed out drunk on one of those big floating air mattress things in the middle of
               the Bellagio’s pool.” Fiona hadn’t ever told anyone that. Nobody had asked, probably
               because it didn’t matter, but all the same she’d never admitted to anyone to that point exactly how stupid and serendipitous
               her survival had been. It was a big pool and she was far enough away from anything
               electronic, insulated by the large rubber raft she was laying upon, that the electronic
               pulse that destroyed most of humanity and the Slark invaders hadn’t touched her despite
               being in the middle of one of the most electrically demanding cities in the world.

      

   
      
         “You’ve got a dumb kind of luck watching out for you,” Maude said.

         Fiona couldn’t deny that. She’d done more than her fair share of keeping herself alive
               and she’d certainly had others shield her, Ekaterina, Veronica, Carolyn, Gieo, and
               even Zeke among them, yet with all that, she knew she should be dead. Luck definitely
               played a large part in her survival, and most of it was aptly called dumb luck.

         Maude directed Fiona’s attention to a green spot in the desert off to the northwest
               a quarter of a mile out. They adjusted their path and began to head toward it. It
               was mid afternoon when they rode up on the wellspring watering a tiny scrap of the
               desert. Fiona wasn’t sure exactly how far they’d gotten although she guessed they
               were likely south of old Jaurez by then, but probably not by much.

         They dismounted and set to watering the horses in the verdant little pools. Fiona
               polished off the last of the hot, dusty water in her canteen and dunked it into the
               clearest, tiny pond to fill again. Shrimp began lapping at another, smaller pond a
               little ways off. Fiona glanced over to the dog that was warily eyeing something across
               from the little delta of streams branching from the wellspring. The coyote had snuck
               up on them enough to take a drink herself.

         Fiona remained stock still, watching the coyote that in turn watched her even as it
               drank. Fiona lifted her refilled canteen to her mouth to drink as well. The coyote
               stopped lapping at the water momentarily at spotting the movement, but resumed as
               soon as she’d assured herself Fiona meant her no harm in the action. Up close and
               in the light of day, the coyote didn’t look like a dog at all. She was lanky and perfectly
               formed in ways Shrimp wasn’t. There was a certain awkwardness to the shape of the
               cattle dog mutt that simply didn’t exist in the coyote. She was flawlessly suited
               to the world and a little beautiful because of it. Her coat was the same tan of the
               desert, broken by tiny steaks of darker and lighter shades to mimic shadows and sun.
               Her head was pointed and precise for hunting small game. And her tail was bushy in
               a decidedly un-doglike way.

         “I watched her head toward the wellspring before I even saw it,” Maude whispered from
               behind Fiona. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say she knew it was here and thought we
               might want a drink.”

         “And why do you know better?” Fiona whispered back.

         “Because that’s not in the nature of a coyote friendship to offer water in exchange
               for nothing,” Maude replied.

         Fiona turned her attention back to the coyote. The coyote paused in its drinking with
               its mouth still hovering above the water, but without its tongue emerging again. Casual
               as you please, the coyote turned away, having drunk its fill, and wandered back out
               of range. It sat in a sandy patch beside a saguaro cactus and waited.

         “Your friend there may have helped us more than just the water,” Maude said, drawing
               Fiona’s attention away from their desert guide.

         Fiona stood slowly as not to frighten off the coyote with sudden movement. She screwed
               the cap back onto her full canteen and turned to see what Maude was talking about.
               The old rancher woman had walked a little circle around the wellspring, coming to
               a stop over some tracks.

         “Five riders, maybe more,” Maude said. “They were riding single file, but there is
               enough size variation in some of the hoof prints to venture a guess.”

         Fiona knelt beside the churned earth and the u-shaped hoof tracks. A spill out of
               water had created mud of the desert floor at one point and then dried to cast several
               near perfect prints. There was no way of knowing how old the tracks were since they
               were created in dried mud; the edges were crisp, but that could still mean a matter
               of several weeks or a couple hours. “Any guesses on who left them?” Fiona asked.

         “Apache,” Maude replied without hesitation.

         “How are you so sure?”

         Maude pointed to a set of their own horses’ tracks. “See a difference?”

         Fiona stood and glanced between the two sets of prints. The difference was immediately
               apparent. Their horses had left muddy prints as well, but there were little dots along
               the u-shapes where horseshoe nail heads sat. The curves of the other tracks were perfectly
               smooth and unbroken. “They don’t have horseshoes.”

         “Yep,” Maude said. “I’m guessing the West Durango folks probably have blacksmiths since they’re stationary, but the Apache likely don’t
               bother with metal working.”

         “I guess we follow them,” Fiona said. “Water is rare enough in the desert that we’re
               likely to find another wellspring again along their trail.”

         “You’re finally starting to think like a tracker,” Maude said.

         Fiona smirked. “If I get too good at it, you’ll be out of a job.”

         “I’ll be long dead before you’re even a tenth the tracker I am.”

         Fiona hauled herself back up into Molly’s saddle. “Shit, you might be long dead before
               I have breakfast again, old woman.”

         Fiona spurred Molly into a gallop down the Apache trail, heedless of whether anyone
               was following. She heard Maude scrambling to keep up and Shrimp barking at the commotion
               well behind her. She glanced out of the corner of her eye to see the coyote easily
               loping along through the desert a dozen or so yards off to the right.

         They rode hard like that the rest of the day, counting on the water the Apache no
               doubt used in their roving. Shrimp and the coyote got into the act even, although
               the stouter cattle dog still kept his distance from the graceful desert coyote. They
               kicked up dust and made a great hullabaloo with dog barking and coyote warbling added
               to the thundering of hooves. There aren’t enemies to remain silent and stealthy for anymore, Fiona surmised. If the Slark’s giant crawler came upon them, they were dead no matter
               how little ruckus they raised. The crawlers hunted by thermal imaging since they made
               so much noise themselves. The War of Retribution was truly over as well and so any
               remaining Juarez men were likely more afraid of her than she was of them. All the same, if there were
               any Juarez men in the area, Fiona hoped they would pop their tattooed heads up so she could
               blow them off. The only people who could find them by their commotion were the Apaches
               and that was precisely what Fiona wanted. She rode hard and had fun the rest of the
               afternoon.

         She couldn’t have her anal sex romp with Gieo to blow off steam, and so she decided
               to play a form of tag with Maude, Shrimp, and the coyote. It was actually the first
               time since the very first night they’d tried it that Fiona even thought of the ritual
               as anal sex. But that’s what it was, of course. It was a silly superstition that Fiona
               couldn’t even recall the genesis of to never speak of what they were doing. When she
               found Gieo, she resolved to talk openly about the ritual and inform her lover that
               she very much enjoyed it. Indeed, that she was a fan of anal sex, especially the way
               Gieo did it. The thought sent an excited tremble through her stomach and kindled an
               impressive fire that drove her to find Gieo sooner rather than later. Gieo would like
               that—she fed eagerly on compliments and always strived to earn more once one was given.

         They found the next wellspring along the trail as the sun was dipping down ahead of
               them. The desert painted red and orange in the fading light of the day, obscuring
               the greener area around the seeping groundwater until they were nearly upon it. They
               set up camp beside the sweet, cool water bubbling up from the ground. Part of constructing
               the camp involved clearing away a bit of the brush on the outer edge of some rocks
               that they planned to use as a protective wall. Maude found a slow, fat rattlesnake
               beneath a dead hunk of sagebrush she was planning on burning. She popped its head
               off with a shot from the revolver she wore on her hip and they had dinner settled.

         With the fire roaring, their snake roasting, and the cool of the evening settling
               over them, Maude, Fiona, and Shrimp relaxed. Molly and Maude’s old gelding were given
               a bit of rope to wander and find whatever foliage they thought tastiest around the
               wellspring. The sound of them clomping along and chewing noisily was music to both
               women’s ears. Riding out into the desert would have been a hardship for most, but
               it was a joy for Fiona and Maude.

         By and by, when the snake was nearly done cooking and Maude was reaching to pluck
               it from the stake it was roasting upon, the coyote showed up at the camp, eyeing the
               meat hungrily. She licked her lips and looked expectantly at Fiona first and then
               back to the snake.

         “I suppose you ought to name her,” Maude said, “not that she’s liable to answer to
               it unless she damn well feels like it.”

         Fiona pushed her hat up out of the way to look carefully at the coyote. She’d always
               named her horses after other supermodels she’d either known or who had paved the way
               for her success. It wasn’t an ode necessarily, more of an idiosyncrasy.

         “I’ve never had a pet before, not really,” Fiona said since she didn’t consider horses
               to be pets. Horses were compatriots in her estimation, which was a step above a pet.

         “And you don’t have one now,” Maude corrected her. “That coyote is at best a fair-weather
               friend and most accurately just a campsite moocher. Still, you might call her something
               other than coyote for clarity’s sake.”

         That was true, Fiona supposed. A pack of coyotes, if they came across one, might well
               be a threat to Shrimp or try to raid the camp, and it’d be a good idea to be clear
               their little guide wasn’t among them should Maude or Fiona need to cry coyote. Fiona
               never understood how people named things. Molly didn’t look like a Molly to her; she’d
               simply gotten to that name in the jumbled list in her head. Shrimp didn’t look like
               a shrimp. Ramen didn’t look like ramen. And no name jumped to Fiona’s mind when she
               looked at the coyote.

         “Tanner,” Fiona finally said.

         Maude looked pleased by the decision. She cut off a tail hunk of the cooked snake
               and tossed it to the coyote. The newly named Tanner snatched the chunk of snake out
               of the air. “There’s your share then, Tanner,” Maude said.

         This time, the coyote didn’t abscond with the offered meat. Tanner settled down just
               at the edge of the light cast by the crackling campfire and began gnawing at the tough
               rattlesnake meat.

         Fiona watched Tanner eat with a strange sense of satisfaction laced by a little dirty
               secret in the name. Maude didn’t know it was Veronica’s real first name. In fact,
               aside from Gieo, Carolyn, and Fiona, nobody did. Veronica had lived out her entire
               time as a Raven using someone else’s name, and now that she was dead Fiona didn’t suppose Veronica had use for the given name she’d abandoned years ago.
               The more she thought about it, the more the coyote looked and felt like a Tanner.
               A good friend when she felt like it also matched up well with the coyote’s deceased
               namesake.

         Fiona ate her fill of the snake, leaving the rest for Maude and Shrimp who were again
               bunkering down near one another. Fiona smirked inwardly at this. She wasn’t the only
               one making an odd animal friend on the trail. Maybe Maude could teach Shrimp something
               useful before reuniting the dog with its robot master.

         Sleep was quick in coming. Fiona’s eyelids grew heavy. She opened them once to feed
               the fire a last time and found Tanner had melted back into the darkness of the desert
               night. That was the truth of it too—she didn’t simply leave, Tanner truly became an
               element of the landscape. A coyote was part of the desert in a way almost no other
               animal was. Fiona envied and strived to emulate Tanner in this.

         Fiona’s sleep was short and dreamless. She’d barely drifted off when suddenly she
               was awoken by someone tapping at the sole of her boot with the toe of theirs. She
               expected to find Maude up and about, demanding she get ready to greet the day, except
               it was still too dark to even be predawn. Fiona’s heart nearly leapt into her throat
               when she pried open her eyes to find the person nudging her foot wasn’t Maude and
               he wasn’t alone.

         Six Apache men were stationed around their campsite. They were young, smiling, and
               armed to the teeth with AK-47s and big knives. They wore trappings of modern clothes
               mixed with more traditional leather garb. The one tapping her boot tipped his trucker
               hat to her, giving her a long look at the bulldog decal on the front that advertised
               Mack trucks.

         “Evening,” the man said. “Mind if we share your fire, Dahteste?”

      

      

          

         Chapter 11:

         End of a long road back in time

          

         Gieo hadn’t thought it possible to sleep within the stagecoach, but she was quickly
               proven wrong by her exhausted body. The bouncing and creaking became background noise
               and gentle cradling until she was unable to keep from drifting off. From time to time,
               Tyler would shout down to her about something or other. Most of the time, she couldn’t
               understand him above the sounds the stage made. Occasionally, when they rolled over
               a smoother stretch of road or trail, his voice reached her to explain a landmark.
               She didn’t awaken right away and so usually missed the important first part that explained
               what she was meant to be noticing.

         There was the rule of not sleeping with a concussion, but Gieo didn’t know why it
               was a rule or what would happen if someone did, nor did she know how long she was
               meant to stay awake to be safe. She assumed a person might not wake up if they fell
               asleep with a concussion—nothing else would make sense. She’d stayed up all night
               though and Tyler managed to rouse her from her dozing with a simple shout, so she decided she must
               be out of the danger zone.

         Every time she did awake, she was brought back to the reminder of her headache and
               shattered ankle. The heat, dust, and noise didn’t help her headache at all, and her
               ankle, despite being braced in the strange wooden box, throbbed something fierce as
               though every heartbeat was sending fresh blood directly to the pained nerve endings.
               Gieo found the water jug they’d left for her in the cabin and took a drink. The water
               was warm and tasted of the metal container it was stored in, but it cleared the dry
               taste from her mouth.

         They passed through Marfa at midday. The blazing Texas sun rode high above them, leaving no shadows among the ruined buildings and decrepit
               signs of a bygone civilization. The stage slowed through the streets and things got
               eerily quiet. Gieo pushed up the shade she’d closed on the nearest window to see what
               was going on.

         There were signs all through Marfa, homemade signs mostly. It looked as though building
               and maintaining the signs had ended a few years ago, but likely started around the
               same time as the invasion. The signs all expounded on the theories of the aliens being
               real and the alien hunters of Marfa being right. The desert sun and blasting winds
               had taken their toll on most of the signs without anyone to refresh the paint or fix
               a fallen slat. Gieo had expected Tyler to explain what she was seeing, but the tour guide riding shotgun remained silent
               as the stage slipped through the town like a ghost. Gieo strained to see into every
               shadeless gap between the crumbling buildings as they passed. She never saw anything
               move beyond a few tumbleweeds blowing slowly across the dusty ground.

         They broke free of Marfa and Darrel snapped the team of horses back into the rolling
               thunder of their cruising speed. When they were well clear of the town, Tyler finally spoke.

         “We only ever pass through Marfa at noon,” Tyler explained. “Them shadows between buildings can hold Alien Hunter bandits.”

         Gieo had seen plenty of signs that advertised Alien Hunters. It had seemed a general
               term to her at the time, although Tyler spoke as though it were a known group. “What are the Alien Hunters?” Gieo shouted
               up to him.

         “A clan of hill kooks that think they was warning us all along about the aliens comin’,” Darrel answered.

         “They think the earth would have been saved if people had taken them more serious,” Tyler expounded. “They ain’t kind or gentle to those of us who didn’t believe their warnings,
               which about amounts to everyone.”

         “They long since run out of guns though,” Darrel said. “If they’ve got their dander
               up, they’ll toss a few rocks and spears at a passin’ stage, but a few blasts of a shotgun’ll send them runnin’.”

         Gieo had her fill of post apocalyptic cults in Tombstone. A dire prophecy about the end of days and the drinking of methanol as a holy communion
               didn’t seem any less reasonable to her than being angry at every living soul for not
               taking their warnings seriously. The Hawkins House wore parking cones on their heads
               and drank themselves blind with wood alcohol while the Alien Hunters apparently built
               billboards and threw rocks. It was all superstitious nonsense in Gieo’s estimation
               and kind of a disappointing commentary on humanity—remove globalization and everyone
               reverted back to tribal behavior, even if that tribal behavior was bat-shit-crazy.

         They stopped to water the horses and take a bathroom break about an hour outside Marfa.
               The desert all looked about the same to Gieo, although she guessed they were going
               south from the sun passing from left to right over them during the day. San Estaban
               Lake was what Tyler called the little water hole at the end of what was labeled the Unnamed Road. They helped Gieo back up into the stage when they were watered, rested, and ready
               to go.

         The horses seemed to know the route as well as the two men driving the stage. As the
               afternoon wore on toward evening and the horse team should have begun flagging, they
               seemed to know they were pulling in close to the final stop and began picking up the
               pace. The night was upon them when Gieo woke up from another short nap she barely
               knew she’d fallen into. They were passing through towns now. Little clapboard hamlets
               of the old west not unlike the outpost they’d set out from, but most of them were
               much larger and only increasing in size as they neared their destination. People seemed
               to come out to see the stage arrive, but walked away dejected when the bell on the
               stage rang twice.

         Gieo’s expectations of West Durango didn’t match at all with what she was seeing. They were organized, a proper little
               society, and not all that little now that she thought about it. The stage she rode
               on likely wasn’t the only one, and the people apparently seemed to know to expect
               the stages as bringers of goods and news. They even had a signal of the bell to tell
               people whether the stage was just passing through or planning on stopping with something
               the town might be interested in. Two chimes meant they wouldn’t stop and she assumed
               one bell probably meant they brought something of value with a planned stop forthcoming.
               From the tiny, brief conversation she’d had with Alondra long ago about General Mackenzie,
               what she saw didn’t match what she’d been led to expect. This sort of society building
               wasn’t the work of a bloodthirsty marauder.

         They plunged back into the darkness of the desert between towns, guided on by the
               horses’ memory of the trail. Gieo could see ranches in the distance between though,
               little homesteads lit with lanterns and candles. Even if something went wrong with
               the stage at that point, they wouldn’t be far from help.

         They pulled into a well-lit town with proper lantern streetlights glowing to illuminate
               their path. The horse hooves and wagon wheels changed their music when they went from
               a dusty trail to a cobblestone street. As Gieo suspected, the bell on the stage rang
               once when they came to a stop in the heart of what was likely downtown Fort Ranchero.

         Some of the buildings were proper brick structures, a few were rough cut stone, but
               most were old-world milled timber, flat-top buildings. If she didn’t know better,
               she would have thought she rode back into time on her stagecoach trip. Fort Ranchero wouldn’t have been out of place in south Texas of the late 1800s. A few of the people that approached the stage wore some slowly
               deteriorating modern clothing items, but most of their garb looked more homespun and
               sturdy. The guns many of the men wore on their hips were newer, although they all
               sat in leather holsters on leather belts.

         “Get the doc,” Tyler shouted to the clerk that came out of the helpfully labeled stage office. The little
               gray-haired man in the clerk uniform ran off to do as he was bid.

         A cluster of porters came out of the office to begin unloading what little the stage
               carried. Stable hands saw to unhitching the team to lead the lathered horses away
               for much deserved rest and refreshment. The townspeople who approached the stage’s
               cabin were far more interested in the lone passenger than anything else brought in
               that night.

         Darrel ushered them back to open the door. His ski-goggles and bandana that protected
               his face were dusty from the trail. He pushed both down to settle around his neck
               before helping Gieo from the cabin of the stagecoach. He let her steady herself on
               one of his arms while he reached in to remove the pillow case containing the majority
               of Ramen.

         The crowd murmured about Gieo’s arrival. ‘Raven’ and ‘lady gangster’ filtered through the gathered two-dozen people until it seemed they’d all agreed
               on what she was. Some of the dissenting voices made a point of how small Gieo was.
               A few commented on her purple hair. And one of them even referred to her as an Oriental—this
               woman was quickly corrected by the man at her side, indicating the proper term was
               Celestial.

         Darrel helped her limp into the stage line office away from the prying eyes and bizarre
               commentary from the gathered throng. In general, the townspeople seemed more curious
               about her as a Raven than afraid of her. Darrel and Tyler’s wariness made sense as scouts in the north, but down in West Durango proper, folks weren’t too afraid of a lone Raven kidnapping, torturing, or brainwashing
               anyone. They looked upon her as though she were a captured koala or some other exotic,
               but not terribly dangerous critter.

         The stage office was lit warm with oil lanterns. Mailbags lined one wall and parcels
               the other. A long counter dominated the front room, although she was quickly led past
               this to a back office. Tyler and Darrel logged their shotguns in to the gun rack along
               the wall that held half a dozen similar weapons. Gieo settled into the offered chair
               while Tyler rolled out the office chair from behind the desk to set her injured foot upon.

         “The doc is a solid man,” Tyler said. “He’ll get you fixed up good as new.”

         No sooner did Tyler mention the doctor than the man appeared with a black doctor’s bag in hand. The town
               doctor walked with the stature of a man who had been powerfully built at one point,
               but was in the twilight of his might. He had a set of impressively bushy gray and
               brown sideburns that met in the middle over his lip in a moustache and ran around
               the back of his head, leaving his chin and the peak of his head completely bare. There
               was a forward slant to the doctor’s shoulders, even when he was standing, but which
               became far more pronounced when he set down his bag and hunched over it to get at
               what was inside.

         “What’s ailing you, young lady?” The doctor came away from his bag with a little mirror
               mounted on a strap tied tight around his head. Darrel set up a lantern beside and
               behind Gieo, giving the mirror light sources to feed on and cast light wherever the
               doctor looked.

         “My plane crashed,” Gieo answered, although she could tell from the grim look on the
               doctor’s face that she hadn’t understood his meaning.

         The grim look faded and the doctor smiled. “I’m afraid I don’t have any pills or remedies
               for a hurt plane,” the doctor said. “Got anything else that needs a look at?”

         “I bonked my head pretty good and I think I did something to my ankle,” Gieo said,
               warming almost instantly to the gruff town doctor.

         “Doc Sawbones ain’t met a broken bone he couldn’t mend,” Tyler announced.

         “Is that really your name?” Gieo asked as the doctor leaned down to flash the reflected
               orb of light cast off the mirror on his head into Gieo’s eyes one at a time.

         “Nope, it’s Harrington, but the boy isn’t too far off in calling me a sawbones,” the
               doctor said. “I don’t know too much about surgery and I don’t know anything about
               psychiatry. Most of what goes on inside a person is best left inside by my estimation.”
               Doc Harrington went back and forth with the light in Gieo’s eyes a couple more times.
               “Did you blackout?”

         “Yes,” Gieo admitted.

         “Did you throw up?”

         “Nope.”

         “Your hair always this color?” Doc Harrington asked with a wink.

         “All except the roots,” Gieo answered.

         “We plucked her out of the plane yesterday evening,” Darrel offered.

         “Well, you’ve likely got a concussion,” Doc Harrington said, “but if it was something
               worse that was going to kill you, it probably would have done it by now. I can give
               you something for the headache if you want and I’ll need to see you again in a week to make sure your noggin is healing okay.” Doc Harrington motioned for Darrel to move
               the lanterns closer to Gieo’s wounded leg next. He deftly removed the stabilizing
               box and then Gieo’s boot. Taking the box off didn’t hurt too much, but removing the
               boot actually brought a hiss of pain from between Gieo’s teeth. “She’s a stoic little
               thing,” Doc Harrington informed Darrel and Tyler. “A horseback ride and a day long
               stagecoach trip on this ankle must have been an unholy terror.”

         “She didn’t make mention of it paining her,” Darrel objected.

         “I don’t suspect it would have done much good if she had,” Doc Harrington said as
               he touched around the swollen, purple edges of Gieo’s ankle. He watched her face more
               for her reactions to the touching than necessarily a visual response from the afflicted
               area he was prodding. “You a dancer, young lady?”

         “No, I’m a pilot,” Gieo said.

         “That’s good, because likely as not, you won’t be ballet dancing ever again,” Doc
               Harrington said. “Think about something happy.” No sooner had the doctor given the
               command than he pushed his hands to the sides of Gieo’s foot and a lance of pain shot
               through her. At this she actually did cry out, only once. She felt raw and angry in
               the moment after, but her ankle felt better if only barely. “It’s set and I’ll get a cast on it tonight. We’ll just have to see how it mends given time.”

         “You said I wouldn’t dance again, but will I walk?” Gieo asked.

         “You’ll walk, probably run, and certainly fly a plane again if you can find one,”
               Doc Harrington said, “but beyond that, we won’t know until it’s healed some.” The
               doctor turned to Darrel and Tyler next. “Go to the clinic and get my casting supplies.
               You know the ones I’ll need.”

         “We might’n bring her to Mackenzie in the morning, I reckon,” Darrel said.

         “No need to wait, son,” Doc Harrington said. “Getting that leg cast will take awhile. You can go fetch the general once we’re underway here.”

         “What about his son or the Black Hat?” Tyler asked.

         “I don’t doubt his boy will want to meet this one and the Black Hat’s likely as not
               already heard she’s here,” Doc Harrington said. “Still, this is something Mackenzie
               should learn about first hand. Now get going, you two. We’ve miles left to go before
               we sleep.”

         Darrel and Tyler walked briskly out of the stage office with their shoulders set in
               a forward slant to a task they were eager to have done. The doctor watched them go
               and shook his head, waiting until they were well away. He walked slowly to the desk
               and settled in on the edge of it. He rolled up his sleeves and folded his arms over
               his chest. The strong, ropy muscles of his forearms held deep shadows between the
               cords and tendons where the lantern light hit them.

         “Those two are good men,” Doc Harrington said. “You’re lucky they were the ones that
               found you.”

         Gieo didn’t doubt that. As captivity went, things had been pretty cushy to that point.
               “I appreciate the medical help too,” Gieo said.

         “Is anyone going to come looking for you?” Doc Harrington asked.

         Gieo didn’t know how to answer that. She could see on the doctor’s stony face he wasn’t
               one to believe a lie and he likely could sniff out even a half-truth with remarkable
               accuracy; the doctor was clearly sharp and shrewd in ways most folks weren’t. The
               names of captured Ravens were meant to be forgotten. A Raven wasn’t supposed to be
               taken alive no matter what. They would fight a war to avenger her death, even if she
               wasn’t dead yet, but as for someone coming to rescue her, that wasn’t within the Ravens’
               mindset. She wasn’t just any Raven though. She was Fiona’s beloved and valuable in
               other ways too.

         “Yes,” Gieo finally said.

         “You can say the same to Mackenzie if you want,” Doc Harrington said. “He’s not likely
               to believe you though.” From the blank expression on the doctor’s face, Gieo couldn’t
               tell if he believed her.

         Gieo didn’t know what to make of that comment. She’d been telling the truth, at least
               the truth as far as she understood it. If Fiona was alive, and she had every reason
               to believe she was, then her lover would come for her. She didn’t say as much to Doc
               Harrington though and she wasn’t sure what she would tell Mackenzie when the time
               came. There was clearly a reason the doctor asked the question he did and give the response he did to her answer. She had to figure
               out both things before she elaborated too much on who she thought would come for her.

         Darrel and Tyler returned with the casting implements which included a sack of homemade
               plaster powder, a metal tub to mix it in, a few buckets of water, and roll after roll
               of sterilized cloth wrapping. The trio set to work mixing the casting material needed. It clearly wasn’t their first time working together
               on such a job although it seemed they were usually one man short of the three. They
               got in each other’s way a little too often, which led Gieo to surmise either Darrel
               or Tyler was frequently the patient and the other the assistant. It must be a nice turn of events for them, Gieo thought, having someone else be the injured party for once.

         The cast on her ankle was nearly complete before the sound of hoof beats outside announced
               the arrival of General Mackenzie. The riders did not enter immediately though. Shortly
               after, a wagon rolled up as well. Only then did Darrel and Tyler go out to meet them.

         Gieo could hear them discussing something with someone, although they were talking
               softly enough not to be heard from a great distance. A whole host of men followed
               the duo back into the stage office. The most obvious among the new arrivals was a
               mountain of a man. He must have stood more than six and a half feet tall, strapping
               like a Texas hero of an old fable. He wore his black hair long and his black moustache thick.
               His eyes were narrowed and angry at the world wherever his gaze landed. He wore a
               huge black revolver on each hip with the butts pointed out for a cross draw. Pulled
               tight on his head was a black, ten-gallon hat.

         This was the General Mackenzie of marauder fame she’d come to expect from Alondra’s
               warnings. If anyone could command the fealty of his own feudal system in the post
               apocalypse desert, it was the brutal warrior before her. Then, the man stepped aside
               to allow the others behind him to enter as well without even so much as glancing at
               Gieo. Behind him was a boy, fourteen at most, slip thin and frail. He had the bluest
               eyes Gieo had ever seen and hair so blond it was nearly white. The boy looked at her
               enough for himself and the man who had preceded him, but the boy soon turned aside
               as well to take up position on the other side of the door frame from the black hat
               wearing giant.

         The last man to enter, and clearly the focus of everyone but Gieo, was hunched and
               limping. He might have had the carriage of greatness once, but those days were long
               gone and shortened more by some grand affliction. His left hand was tucked into a
               pocket with the accompanying arm barely moving as the man walked. He used a walking
               stick in his right hand and relied heavily upon it for balance. Once, he might have been tall, over six feet at least, but he could no longer stand to his full height. His face was mostly smooth
               and his hair the same pale blond as the boy, although there were a few streaks of
               true white in the mix on the older man. He was maybe in his late fifties although
               whatever had crippled him made him seem older.

         “I am General Mackenzie,” the man with the cane said. “This is my son, Davies, and
               my second, Sheriff Dietrich.” General Mackenzie indicated the boy first and then the
               Texas giant. “And who might you be?” General Mackenzie fixed her with such a stare that
               Gieo could easily feel like she was the only person in the world he wished to speak
               to. Despite his physical frailty, the general was still mentally as sharp as a razor’s edge as was evident by the lively
               intelligence in his strange blue eyes.

         “I’m Gieo, pilot of the Black Corsair, the Angry Angel of the finest wing of fighters
               currently flying, and a scientist of wide renown,” she said. “It is a pleasure to
               finally meet you, General Mackenzie. Your reputation precedes you.”

         If the general had any reaction to the greeting, it didn’t show on his face or in his pale
               blue eyes. Gieo instead looked to those flanking him and found his son was beaming with wild wonder and the sheriff was glaring with wicked intent.

         Gieo felt warmly welcomed yet threatened at the same time.

      

      

          

         Chapter 12:

         We know who you are

          

         Fiona had to fight every instinct in her body that screamed to jerk her weapons and
               waste all six Apache warriors that invaded her camp. It was a ridiculous, self-defeating
               emotional response that she knew ran counter to the entire purpose of why she’d come
               into the desert. But it was there, right under the surface, like a spiny chaos tic
               demanding to be carried out. She had Christina’s Beretta now, so she technically had
               the firepower to do it, but she wanted the Apaches’ help, and they weren’t likely
               to give it once they were dead.

         The men made themselves at home around the fire. Maude and Shrimp eyed them just as
               warily as Fiona did, but the other two-thirds of her party didn’t seem as inclined
               to shoot them as Fiona. Using the time and firelight to look them over, Fiona was
               surprised to find they were mostly young men, none likely older than twenty-one or
               twenty-two, and the youngest probably being closer to fifteen.

         “We know who you are, Dahteste,” the man who had nudged her awake said. He was sitting
               to Fiona’s right, a few paces away around the fire pit.

         “The Victoria’s Secret thing again?” Fiona grumbled. “Yes, I’m that Fiona Bishop.”

         The Apache scout looked at her without understanding. “No, not that…what do you mean?”

         Fiona could see the recognition on the faces of at least three of the other scouts.
               It was as though they’d been trying to place her and she finally gave them the context
               for why she looked vaguely familiar. “Never mind,” Fiona said. “Who do you think I am?”

         “You’re one half of the people fighting a war,” the scout said.

         “We’ve been tracking your kills, following your progress, reading in the sand the
               tale of your conquest,” one of the other men, and likely the oldest, said.

         “Why?” Maude asked. “What do you care?”

         “Two crime syndicates paint our desert red with the blood of war, and our council
               of elders wants to know who and why,” the oldest among them said.

         “Figuring out who was pretty easy,” the first scout said. “You and the Crippler had
               quite the fight going for awhile.”

         “Once he died, the war shifted and your side became the paintbrush and theirs became
               the paint,” the oldest man said.

         “Who is the Crippler?” Fiona asked.

         “You didn’t know him?” the young scout asked. “We assumed…it doesn’t matter. He was
               the leader of the Mexican drug cartel you were fighting. We called him the Crippler
               because we didn’t know his name and because he cut the left foot off any slave who
               tried to run. You don’t remember killing him? It was in the battle outside Chaparral
               six weeks ago.”

         Fiona shrugged. “It was just another Tuesday.”

         The Apache nodded their grim understanding of this mentality, which was an odd reaction
               for Fiona. She said creepy things like that all the time, and on purpose even, at
               least as much as she did anything on purpose. Usually it unsettled those around her,
               but the Apache seemed to like the notion.

         “Anyway, we were pretty split on which side we wanted to win,” the young scout said.
               “You both seemed pretty brutal and dangerous to us.”

         Fiona shrugged again. She didn’t doubt that. The reasons for the war made sense to
               her and the brutality of it made even more sense. Explaining that to anyone on the
               outside looking in wasn’t going to be possible—she lacked the inclination or the articulation
               to even try.

         “Why were you fighting?” the older man asked.

         “They attacked one of our towns and took a handful of our people hostage,” Fiona replied.

         “And did you get these hostages back?” the young scout asked.

         “In a manner of speaking,” Fiona said.

         “This isn’t what we thought it would be,” the older man said. All the others nodded
               their agreement.

         “Why do you call her Dahteste?” Maude asked to break the silence.

         “It’s the name of a great female warrior of our past,” the young scout said. “Much
               of what she’s done fits the description.”

         “The Apache are a warrior people, proud and unyielding,” the older man said. “More
               than a hundred years ago, we fought the white men long after all the other tribes
               of the land had submitted. Now that the fires have swept away the white man’s laws
               the land is ours again.”

         “You’re welcome to it,” Fiona said. “We’re not interested in your land.”

         “Our ancestors heard that one before,” the older man said.

         Maude narrowed her eyes at the older man who was probably a third her age. “You never
               called yourselves American?”

         “We were a conquered people,” the older man said. “How many generations before you
               would call yourself one with those who conquered you?”

         Fiona nodded her understanding of that. She couldn’t fathom a time in which humanity
               would call themselves part of the Slark if they’d submitted to alien rule rather than
               fight back.

         The young scout in the Mack truck hat shared a look with the others, one by one, passing
               information and agreement in the exchange without ever saying a word. “You had a coyote
               with you,” the scout said. “Where did you get it?”

         “It started following us last night and led us to water today where we found your
               trail,” Maude said.

         “Her name is Tanner,” Fiona added, feeling like she should contribute something.

         The Apache men again started exchanging long looks and almost imperceptibly slight
               head nods. Fiona had to admit their non-verbal communication really was remarkable.
               They were clearly a tight knit group with a good deal of experience working with one
               another on silent tasks.

         “The coyote spirit favors you,” the older man said.

         “Coyote spirit?” Maude scoffed.

         “Space lizards?” the older man countered.

         “Fair enough.” Maude sulked.

         “I am Kenoi,” the young scout said. “That’s Eknath, Mangas Coloradas, Eskaminzim, Askadodilges, and my older brother Taklishim.” He finished by pointing to the oldest among them. “We regret to say this now, but
               we must take you back to our camp to meet with the tribal elders and our chief…as
               our prisoners.”

         “We could shoot our way free,” Fiona said slyly.

         “We’ve seen you fight; we know you could,” Kenoi said, “that’s why we would like you
               to think of yourselves as honored guests instead. The council did not know you were
               favored by the coyote spirit when they sent us after you. Our chief did not know the
               reason you fought was as valid as it was when he told us to capture or kill you. We
               think these signs will change their mind about what is to be done.”

         “You can keep your weapons,” Taklishim added. “We are all warriors here and we know it is like cutting a warrior’s hand
               off to take their weapon away.”

         “Our Chief will have questions for you,” Kenoi said. “He’s our grand uncle and a wise man.
               He won’t mistreat you or allow you to be mistreated if you come peacefully.”

         Fiona sighed. “I have questions for your Chief as well. We came out here looking for you, or more precisely hoping to be found
               by you.”

         “Good. We didn’t think you would be so careless, so we believed this might be some
               sort of trap,” Taklishim said. “We should leave right now though. The night will remove
               the need for blindfolding you.”

         “We’ll follow Eknath’s horse. He knows the way,” Kenoi said.

         “Don’t you all know your way around the desert?” Maude asked.

         “Shit no,” Kenoi said. “It’s dark out there and there aren’t exactly road signs.”

         Molly wasn’t remotely happy about the resumed ride after so little rest. She almost
               refused the bridle, which would have spelled some real problems in their relationship,
               but with a few soothing words from Fiona, the bay mare relented and was soon saddled.
               They packed up the meager camp quickly and were on their way with the Apaches riding three in front and three behind. Shrimp followed close by to Maude’s horse,
               eyeing the Apaches and yawning excessively.

         The horses walked cautiously, following the lead of Eknath’s horse who allegedly knew
               the way. The night sky lit the desert floor with a waxing moon giving Fiona just enough
               light to see the trail and her fellow riders by.

         “The camp moves, which makes it hard to find in the dark,” Kenoi said. “If you hadn’t
               been so obvious, we might have had to wait until morning to have our talk.”

         “If the camp moves, why would you have to blindfold us or lead us there in the dark?”
               Maude demanded sourly.

         “Yeah, and how do you know Eknath’s horse isn’t leading us to where the camp was before
               it moved?” Fiona asked.

         “How smart is this horse of yours exactly?” Maude continued.

         “Maybe we should be posing these questions to the horse,” Fiona said.

         “I think it’s traditional for captives not to tease their captors,” Kenoi said.

         “What about honored guests?” Maude asked.

         “You did call them that, brother,” Taklishim said.

         They’d been riding for hours through a darkened landscape filled with the silhouettes
               of Joshua trees and saguaro cactuses. It was dull terrain, especially at night, and
               Fiona had had a long day. If she didn’t keep talking, she believed she would be asleep
               in her saddle within minutes.

         Before Kenoi had to answer any of the questions, the sparkle of distant campfires
               finally appeared. “Thank the spirits,” Kenoi muttered. “There’s the camp.”

         The horses picked up the pace of their own accord, sensing their rest was close at
               hand. The group of six Apaches, two white women, and one dog trotted down one hill, up another, and then across
               a flat plain, following the barely broken trail toward the shimmering firelights at
               the edge of a great lake springing black out of the virgin desert. The camp was larger
               than Fiona expected. She thought the Apache Nation couldn’t be more than a few hundred,
               although from the look of the camp, there were at least a thousand at the lake, and
               she seriously doubted this was the only camp they had.

         When they rode into the cluster of tipis, a few people came out to see them. These
               people brought out more and more until there was a proper entourage of followers through
               the camp looking at the two women and whispering the names Dahteste and Lozen. They’d
               had their explanation from the scouts as to why they would call Fiona what they did,
               but the introduction of the name Lozen seemed strange.

         “Who is Lozen?” Fiona asked of Kenoi.

         “Your companion,” Kenoi replied. “She was a Two-Spirit warrior who fought alongside
               Dahteste and the One Who is Yawning, you would know him as Geronimo, during the resistance.”

         “You’ve got your names mixed up, kid,” Maude said with a snort. “I’m not the Two-Spirit
               here.”

         “You dress like a man, fight like a man, talk like a man, and do the work of a man…”
               Kenoi objected.

         “And I’ve only ever fucked a man,” Maude finished for him.

         Fiona hadn’t known for sure about Maude and would never have asked as the old woman
               was truculent on most topics and downright hostile in regards to the family she lost,
               but Fiona had suspected Maude had only ever known the marital bed of her husband.
               It was an interesting way to have her suspicions confirmed. Still, it left Fiona to
               wonder what the hell the Two-Spirit stuff was about.

         “She’s the one fucking women like a man.” Maude jerked her thumb in Fiona’s direction.

         That wasn’t strictly true; Fiona preferred to top, but she was by no means entrenched
               in either role. Not that the categories of the old lesbian world order still held
               sway in the Ravens, but she certainly wouldn’t have even qualified as a soft butch
               at her hardest. The whole depressurizing ritual with Gieo pretty much proved that.

         “Yeah, I fuck women,” Fiona said, deciding to go on the offensive first. “Is that
               going to be a problem?” She patted the huge Colt Anaconda on her hip.

         “No, of course not,” Taklishim said, riding up to join the conversation. “The Two-Spirits
               are revered by the Apache Nation, always have been. Many have powers granted by the
               spirit world that are denied most.”

         “It’s just…” Kenoi began.

         “…you do not look like a Two-Spirit, but the other does,” Taklishim finished for his
               brother. “The Lozen of our history was said to know where enemies are by the desert
               speaking through her. She was a guide and medicine woman as well. We’ve seen your
               companion do these things.”

         “It’s just tracking and not being a fool,” Maude grumbled.

         “The Lozen of our history was similarly…um…humble,” Taklishim said.

         “Is that what you call it?” Fiona said with a smirk.

         “It would make sense though,” Kenoi said, “for them to both be Two-Spirits. The coyote
               chose our modern Dahteste and she matches the historic description of a great beauty.”

         “Or maybe we’re just Fiona and Maude.” Fiona was growing increasingly uncomfortable
               with the comparison to long dead Apache women. She could tell from the sharp look
               that Maude shot her that she’d best let the façade continue to get what they wanted.
               The Apache were far more likely to help them if they believed them the reborn spirits
               of past great leaders. The subterfuge still made Fiona uncomfortable. “But it all
               sounds pretty eerily similar when you talk about it,” Fiona finally said.

         Having said the words, it made as much sense as anything else. Coyote guides, Two-Spirits,
               and whatever else the Apache believed in wasn’t any more or less believable than UFOs
               and those turned out to be real. Time was alien invaders from outer space didn’t exist
               right up until they did. Fiona wasn’t a scientific thinker like Gieo, nor was she
               the religious type like Maude. Maybe Fiona was the reincarnated spirit of an Apache
               warrior woman. Maybe the coyote following their camp was a spirit meant to guide her.
               She’d seen too much crazy shit over the past seven years to dismiss any of it out
               of hand. She believed in the gun on her hip, the horse beneath her, and the woman
               she loved—there just wasn’t much left over to believe in anything else.

         The people running alongside their horses as they wound their way through the mishmash
               of tipis and other tents certainly seemed to believe though. Fiona looked to Maude
               who wore the same expression of indifferent disdain she offered most things. Shrimp
               seemed more encouraged than either of his lady companions. He sniffed at things, greeted
               all the new people happily, and accepted a few food gifts along the way.

         “If the one-percent theory the egg-heads in the City of Broken Bridges claim is true,
               there shouldn’t be this many Apache left in the world,” Maude whispered to Fiona.

         “Alondra said they’d seen the cataclysm coming somehow,” Fiona replied.

         “Even so, this is at least double what it should be,” Maude said. “There were maybe
               50,000 Apache left in the world when the Slark landed. Even five percent of that wouldn’t
               be enough to make a nation.”

         Fiona also wasn’t a mathematician or anthropologist. She was too tired and inept with
               figures to reason out what five percent of 50,000 was, and she had no idea what the
               threshold for a nation might be. Maude’s concerns rang true enough though. The camp
               was bigger than she’d expected.

         “She’s right, in part,” Taklishim said, somehow having found his way close enough
               to overhear the whispered conversation. “In addition to the twelve Apache tribes,
               there are Comanche, Navajo, and a few other minor tribes represented. We are many
               and our range is wide.”

         “Some of the native peoples here have tenuous claims to original blood,” Kenoi added.
               “A sixteenth Cherokee here or a quarter Algonquin there…they don’t tend to like this
               life much though. They still think of themselves as Americans and not restored first
               nation members.”

         “These types would likely ask you if they might defect to your kind,” Taklishim said.
               “Would the bird women take these deserters?”

         Fiona shrugged. She didn’t really care what the Raven policy on this would be, nor
               did she particularly feel like trying to think of the correct, political answer that
               wouldn’t insult the Apache brothers. “Fuck if I know,” Fiona said. “The Ravens never
               made much sense to me in who or what they found value. Likely, any defectors trying
               to join them would have to go through the indentured servitude system.”

         “Earn their place, you mean?” Taklishim asked.

         “The women probably could. For a man to earn a place, he’d have to be a soldier or
               shit gold,” Fiona said.

         “Or trade the largest city left in the world for a crown,” Maude sneered.

         Fiona chuckled at this. “The Black King was a soldier, had the city to trade, and
               for all we know, might shit gold. Got any men like that here?”

         “Who is this Black King?” Kenoi asked.

         “Good fucking question,” Fiona said.

         The brothers exchanged another look, passing it to the other scouts still in the area
               as well. They seemed to come to an interesting consensus among themselves, resulting
               in a few subtle nods mixed with less subtle shrugs from two members. It was getting
               irritating that they could have a whole conversation comprised entirely of eye contact
               and slight head movements. Fiona wondered how long it would take to build that sort
               of silent communication with her own riders. Maude would likely be the only one interested
               in trying. Linda, Maria, and Christina liked their chatter too much.

         They pulled into a cleared ring where a large fire burned low in the center. Animal
               skins were stretched on racks around the edges. Storage bins, baskets, and pottery
               were stacked between the tents. Wire cages held smoking meat over the dwindling blaze.
               The scouts guided Fiona and Maude to a tipi off the edge of the communal clearing.

         “You can sleep here the rest of the night,” Taklishim said.

         “Our chief will talk to you in the morning. He doesn’t like late nights,” Kenoi added.

         “Before he comes to see you, we’ll tell him what we can to better your case,” Taklishim
               said.

         “Just be your charming selves.” Kenoi smiled to them and led the scouts out of the
               ring without a real concern of what Fiona and Maude might do.

         The scouts’ lack of fear made sense to Fiona. They were well within a vast, sprawling
               camp that every member of seemed to know who they were. Even tending their horses
               for the second time that night earned them an audience. Trying to leave would likely
               involve a parade of hundreds. The more Fiona looked at the silent faces around them,
               the more she could see what Kenoi and Taklishim meant about some of the camp’s inhabitants
               not being all that native. Though the desert sun had tanned most everyone’s skin,
               many of the people were significantly lighter, and a handful even had blond or light
               brown hair. She doubted one in a hundred could speak even a handful of Apache words.

         With Molly and Maude’s horse tied off and hobbled for the night, the two retired into
               the tipi. The interior of the tent was large and comfortable, filled with furs, scratchy
               blankets, and a couple old sleeping bags. Shrimp immediately found his way to a cozy
               corner and fell right to sleep. Maude and Fiona, despite the long day and the lengthy
               night ride settled in slower and warier. Fiona removed her boots all the same—something she didn’t do when sleeping out under the desert sky.

         “This whole thing just got a lot easier or a lot harder,” Maude said.

         Fiona didn’t need to ask to know what Maude meant. If they were believed the lost
               souls of Dahteste and Lozen brought back to the Apache Nation by the coyote spirit,
               the Apache might be likely to help or just as likely not let them leave.

         “We’ll play it straight,” Fiona said. “We don’t know enough about their history to
               do anything else.”

         The warmth and comfortable setting conspired to put them both to sleep. While Fiona
               drifted off, she could still sense Maude up and awake. There was something off about
               the way Maude was reacting to the Lozen talk. Fiona was too tired to unpack Maude’s
               disquiet that night.

      

      

          

         Chapter 13:

         The world of one man’s making

          

         General Mackenzie, Sheriff Dietrich, and Davies waited patiently while Doc Harrington
               finished the cast. Darrel, Tyler, and the doctor were dismissed and told to clean
               up the mess created by the casting in the morning.

         Davies and Dietrich both watched Gieo the entire time, almost without blinking, although
               General Mackenzie seemed more interested in chatting up Doc Harrington until the doctor
               left. It was all mundane stuff and nothing Gieo could participate in. Mackenzie asked
               about someone’s injured leg, if some rancher’s wife had had her baby, and if there
               was still a cough going around the school kids. Gieo couldn’t quite get a read on
               the doctor from his answers. He was polite enough, although seldom elaborated and
               didn’t share any personal opinions; Gieo decided the doctor was either a cagey one
               or he didn’t like General Mackenzie, but knew better than to ever say so.

         With the room cleared of all but Dietrich, Davies, and the general, Gieo wondered when the interrogation might begin. Dietrich closed the door
               behind the departing men and Davies flitted from lantern to lantern, turning them
               up until the room was brightly lit. Gieo watched them both while General Mackenzie
               watched her. He’d taken a seat on a bench against the wall shortly after arriving
               and hadn’t moved much since. His cane sat across his knees with his good hand draped
               over it.

         Sheriff Dietrich hefted the pillowcase filled with Ramen’s remains up onto the shipping
               clerk’s desk. He laid the bundle on its side, angled it toward Mackenzie, and lifted the sack open to show the general the contents. Mackenzie nodded and Dietrich let the pillowcase fall shut.

         “We don’t capture Ravens,” General Mackenzie began. “We used to try to, but eventually
               we learned it wasn’t worth the trying. I’m a little surprised Darrel and Tyler didn’t shoot you on sight or avoid you entirely, which is what they should have done.
               Care to tell me why they didn’t?”

         “Because I’m so charming?” Gieo offered.

         “Answer him,” Sheriff Dietrich growled in a voice even deeper than Gieo would have
               thought he possessed.

         “I told them I had information for you and a message from the Ravens,” Gieo said.

         “And do you?” General Mackenzie asked.

         “Zeke is dead,” Gieo said.

         “Who is Zeke?”

         “Nobody, I guess,” Gieo said. It was a slim hope that Mackenzie would remember Zeke
               from his military days. From the sound of it, Zeke was a guardsman and Mackenzie was
               regular army. Still, they’d both risen to similar positions after the cataclysm in
               the same geographic region so it wasn’t outlandish to think they might be aware of
               one another.

         “She doesn’t know anything,” Dietrich said. “She just lacked the balls to pull the
               pin.”

         “Actually, biophysically speaking, testicles are a remarkable weakness in human physiology,”
               Gieo said. “In fact, Krav Maga utilizes dozens of strikes to the…”

         “Shut it,” Dietrich interrupted.

         Gieo stared at the giant sheriff defiantly. If Fiona were there, she would have shot Dietrich dead for speaking
               to Gieo that way. It wasn’t something Gieo was proud of, but she’d really grown fond
               of Fiona’s violent outbursts in her defense.

         “Is anyone going to come looking for you?” General Mackenzie said, drawing Gieo’s
               attention away from the stone-faced sheriff.

         “Yes,” Gieo said.

         Davies reacted far more than either Dietrich or Mackenzie at the news. His eyes, which
               hadn’t left Gieo to that point, shot straight up to his father, wild and confused.
               Gieo began to wonder after the boy’s mental state; it was tough to tell the difference
               between strange and insane in children who had grown up half or more of their life
               in the new world order.

         “You’ll have to excuse my son,” General Mackenzie said. “We had a bit of bad luck
               with the last Raven we spoke with.”

         “She had the balls to pull the pin,” Dietrich said.

         “Regardless, it would be a callous thing to do to hold you responsible for her crimes
               simply because she is no longer able to face justice,” Mackenzie said. “The boys said
               you were a pilot fighting a giant crawler. Is that true?”

         “It’s true enough that I’m a pilot,” Gieo said, “but we’ll both have to take their
               word for it that fighting a giant crawler was what I was doing when I was shot down.
               It sounds like something I’d do though.” And with that, she had Davies’ complete attention
               again.

         “A blow to the head can do that. I know all too well,” Mackenzie said. “What will
               your Ravens do about the giant crawler?”

         “I don’t know,” Gieo said. “I’m the only one who has killed one of them.” There weren’t
               a lot of plays left open for Gieo, but she hoped she could build an ally in Davies
               if he viewed her as a heroic figure. Sure, the boast was mostly true, although the
               giant crawler she’d killed ran on diesel instead of Slark fuel and she’d had a lot
               of help in killing it, losing a third of her airships in the process.

         “Have you now?” Mackenzie asked.

         “Outside Bakersfield,” Gieo said.

         “She’s a liar,” Dietrich said, and again, Gieo had to happily remember that Fiona
               would have put a hole through the man’s head for saying so.

         “Perhaps, but this would be a reasonable situation to lie in.” Mackenzie turned his attention back to Gieo and he nodded slowly. “I haven’t decided what to
               do with you, and there’s nothing compelling me to make the decision right now since
               you can’t go anywhere until that leg is healed anyway. Can you work?”

         “I can fix tech,” Gieo said.

         “We don’t have any need of that around here,” Mackenzie said. “What about sewing,
               or knitting, or weaving?”

         “None of the above,” Gieo admitted.

         “Well, we can’t very well have you laze about while you heal,” Mackenzie said. “That’s
               not how things work around here. Everyone works. Everyone earns their way. You’ve
               accrued quite a bill already riding down on the stage and then even more by having
               Doc Harrington patch you up. That doesn’t even begin to touch the room and board we’ll
               have to find you while you heal…”

         “She could teach,” Davies said.

         Everyone looked to him at once. His voice held so much more strength and lucidity
               than Gieo had expected. His silence was clearly voluntary as neither his father nor the sheriff seemed remotely upset that he’d interjected himself.

         “Is Davies correct? Could you teach a subject to children?” Mackenzie asked.

         “Science or math, I guess.”

         “We don’t have much need of science around these parts,” Mackenzie said, “but figures
               and sums would be useful. Yes, I believe we could put you to work instructing the
               little ones in arithmetic.” Mackenzie stood slowly without Davies or Dietrich even
               shifting in their stances to move to help him. He settled the tip of his cane back
               to the floor and let out a little groan. “Fetch her the crutches Doc Harrington no
               doubt left for her, my sweet boy.”

         Davies ran to the door and out as he was bid. He returned with two wooden crutches
               almost immediately. He handed them to Gieo and offered his hand to help her from the
               chair. When his father cleared his throat, Davies retracted the helpful hand.

         “We stand on our own around these parts too,” Mackenzie said.

         This didn’t bother Gieo in the slightest. She was raised by a strict Korean patriarch
               and a tiger mother. Even without parental demands that she never quit, she’d plucked
               herself from the desert floor countless times after being shot down. Standing without
               help was not a problem. She pushed away the rolling office chair her cast leg sat
               upon with one of the crutches and stood easily.

         The casting job on her leg ended just below her knee and left enough space for her
               toes to wiggle on the other end. It was rough and lumpy, but strong, very strong and
               very heavy. She slid the crutches under her arms and stood there with her wounded
               leg pulled up a little so her toes wouldn’t touch the floor.

         “Good,” Mackenzie said. “My son and Sheriff Dietrich will see you to a room over at
               the boardinghouse. One on the first floor, mind you. We have no elevators here to
               coddle the lame.”

         Gieo smiled at this, but did not laugh. She was glad of it too when General Mackenzie
               glared in response to her smile. He wasn’t joking and apparently didn’t like the implication
               that he might have been.

         “Of course not,” Gieo said.

         General Mackenzie walked slowly and deliberately from the room, thumping his cane
               heavily with every step and practically dragging his bad leg through the process.
               Gieo watched him go with a strange wonderment before Sheriff Dietrich stepped in front
               of her to block her view.

         “You’ll leave your bag of tricks here until the general has time to look it all over,” Dietrich rumbled.

         “I don’t really have a free hand to carry it anyway,” Gieo said. She desperately didn’t
               want them to know how valuable Ramen was to her. If they thought it was just a sack
               of technological jetsam they couldn’t easily use it against her. If they knew it was
               her best friend in a very vulnerable state they could compel most anything from her.
               “I bet you don’t go in for carrying things for a lady around here either.”

         “The Ravens aren’t ladies,” Sheriff Dietrich replied.

         “You can say that again,” Gieo agreed.

         Dietrich glared at her.

         “You don’t go in for saying things again around here?” Gieo asked hopefully.

         Not even a flicker of a smile passed over Sheriff Dietrich’s face as he walked from
               the room. Gieo followed behind him a pace or two and Davies brought up the rear. By that point General Mackenzie was back in his wagon, having somehow hauled himself into the seat,
               and was driving away with his good hand on the reins and his crippled hand still stuffed
               in his coat pocket.

         Once they were on the street in the cool night air, it was all Gieo could do to keep
               up on her crutches as Sheriff Dietrich stormed over toward one of the only other brick
               buildings on the row that comprised downtown Fort Ranchero. Davies, walking behind her, didn’t seem interested in keeping up. He kept his own
               pace, apparently knowing full well where they were going and not remotely obliged to follow the sheriff’s lead.

         The boardinghouse was closed by the darkened look of it and seemed more of a hotel
               than anything else. Dietrich opened the front door, which didn’t even appear to have
               a lock, and led them into the black interior. Only when Davies followed them in with
               one of the lanterns could Gieo see where she was going.

         Dietrich walked briskly to one of the doors off the main room and opened it. Davies
               paused at a desk to scribble out a note on a piece of paper with a nub of a pencil
               before joining them at the door. He handed Gieo the lantern and tipped a hat he wasn’t
               wearing to her.

         “My wife will be by to collect you in the morning,” Sheriff Dietrich said. “You’ll
               need proper clothes before you can start working. Women should dress modestly.”

         The door closed with her inside the room, and the sheriff and Davies outside. She set the lantern immediately on the dresser beside the door
               so she could fully turn to inspect her surroundings. Outside the door, two sets of
               footfalls echoed across the plank floor, one large and heavy and the other light and
               casual, letting her know Dietrich and Davies were gone.

         The room was about the same size as her cell had been the night before, although far
               homier. The narrow bed against the wall was covered with a lovely homemade quilt,
               paintings of flowers hung on the walls, and the dresser had a little embroidered throw
               cloth covering the top. There was even a small window opposite the door. While the
               two sidewalls were plank, the outside wall was brick. She hobbled over to take a look
               at the window only to find it was the kind never intended to open. The one foot by
               two foot pane of glass mounted in the brick wall had the strange bubbles and warps
               of being hand blown. Gieo laughed off the thought of climbing out the window. There
               wasn’t a lock on her door to keep her in. Nor was there a lock on the front door of
               the boardinghouse. She doubted the town had a locking door on the bank vault. She
               pulled the delicate and largely decorative curtains closed across the window.

         She sat on the bed, which creaked metal springs beneath her when she did. She set
               aside her crutches and began undressing for bed. She was eager to be rid of the flight
               suit and her other boot. The spare boot came away easily, but the flight suit, which
               already had one leg cut up the inseam to fit the cast to her lower leg, wasn’t going
               to come off easily now that the cast was dry.

         She grabbed up one of her crutches and hopped over to the dresser where the lamp still
               sat. She opened the drawers in slow succession, finding them all empty save tiny bundles
               of potpourri held in quilting squares and tied off with snippets of ribbon. She lifted
               one of the little sacks to her nose and smelled. Dried flowers, cedar chips, and sage.
               She grabbed the lantern and headed back to the bed.

         The flight suit would likely require cutting off to fully remove and she was only
               wearing the sparkling purple bikini below. She would have to wait until the next day when the sheriff’s wife came by so they might get her some proper clothes and rid her of the flight
               suit. Apparently, she was meant to dress modestly, and the purple bikini certainly
               wouldn’t match that description.

         Gieo hauled her leg up into bed and blew out the lantern. Pale moonlight filtered
               in through the window. The pillow was soft, the bed comfortable, and the night silent.
               Gieo thought she would be asleep in seconds, but sleep turned out to be elusive.

         She spent a good long while wondering what the sheriff’s wife would be like. It was tough to guess at what sort of woman would marry a man
               like that. She could be large like him and bold to match. But maybe he didn’t like
               large and bold in his women. He had made the comment about Ravens not being ladies.
               Perhaps she would be genteel, a proper southern belle, all manners and beauty. That
               also didn’t seem to fit. The problem was, the sheriff just didn’t seem the type to marry. Or maybe she had a faulty impression of him.
               He was gruff, but he might not necessarily be intolerably so. He clearly wore his
               brusque demeanor as armor, but she would know a lot more about who he really was when
               she met his wife.

         And then there was the mystery of the last Raven they’d had a conversation with. At
               Mackenzie’s mention of it, the sheriff hadn’t so much as twitched, but Davies nearly leapt from his skin. There were plenty
               of things Gieo could imagine a Raven might do that would frighten a child so. They
               were a brutal bunch and children in Raven society were said to be more or less adult
               at the age of ten—toys were exchanged for guns and their education shifted entirely
               to a trade. That certainly didn’t seem to be the case in West Durango though.

         Davies was so mellow and almost sweet. He had a quiet, deliberate way about him that
               made him seem far older than he was and perhaps a little off mentally. But that was
               also a snapshot perception of him. Aside from the single flicker of fear shown at
               the mention of Ravens, he didn’t seem fearful of the world. Raven children were wary
               of everything and the most adept at survival were downright cunning. Davies was guileless
               by comparison, or maybe that was a different kind of subterfuge.

         Gieo decided the people of West Durango were entirely too normal to actually be normal. The folksy attitude about work and
               pulling oneself up by their bootstraps espoused by Mackenzie rang hollow to her in
               light of his own physical shortcomings. Something happened to cripple him and she
               didn’t believe for an instant it was the Slark. Unsurprisingly, he held himself to
               a different standard of help for physical infirmities as anything that would cripple
               him so thoroughly would likely require a lot of help to recover from. Mackenzie was
               full of shit in an old world patriarchal way that irritated Gieo and would likely
               earn him a good deal of Raven ire.

         Biding her time would be an option though and she wanted to see more of the town before
               she well and truly decided about the people of West Durango. Darrel, Tyler, and Doc Harrington seemed all right. There was potpourri in the dresser
               and a quilt on the bed, meaning whoever ran the boardinghouse had an eye to normalcy
               and creature comforts—Gieo imagined a sweet old woman who likely lost her husband
               in the Slark war. A lot of homemaking went into just her room in a time when homemaking
               was a lot harder than it used to be. There was a lot of good mixed in with the bad
               already in just the tiny snippet of West Durango she’d seen. While she’d struggled to see the good in Tombstone hidden beneath the thorny exterior, it seemed Fort Ranchero was exactly the opposite; a deep, abiding corruption lay at the heart of a superficially
               idyllic society. Or perhaps she was just being paranoid. Fiona’s suspicions that people
               were mostly shit-heads might be wearing off on her.

         The pain in Gieo’s head and leg subsided to a dull roar and her mind finally wearied
               of thinking things over. She fell asleep in fits and starts, struggling to keep her
               leg still enough that it might not hurt. And shortly after, broken dreams of Fiona
               haunted her sleep with reminders of why she had to leave West Durango as soon as possible. Fiona would kill all these nice people and Gieo might derive
               a little sexual thrill out of her doing it, and that was way more fucked up than the
               normalcy façade she’d pinned on the Fort Ranchero bunch.

      

      

          

         Chapter 14:

         Chiefly done

          

         The tipi they slept in grew almost uncomfortably warm as soon as the sun came up.
               Fiona relished in the temperature and the comfort though, rolling over to go back
               to sleep, happy to nap with her boots off within an enclosure. After she’d slept her
               fill, she awoke to find the tipi devoid of Maude and Shrimp. This wasn’t unexpected
               as the old woman was a notorious early riser and the dog had all but imprinted on
               her in the past few days.

         Fiona dressed to greet the day feeling for more refreshed than she had in months.
               The comfort of the tipi aside, which was fairly remarkable all on its own, she’d felt
               the weight of the War of Retribution finally lift. She’d gotten past the initial hump
               in the road of worry over finding Gieo dead within the cockpit. After the crushing
               stress of destroying the Juarez drug cartels in a way that would grant the vengeance
               required by Carolyn, but in a way that wouldn’t overly upset Alondra, Fiona was more
               than ready for the gnawing worry of not knowing precisely where Gieo was. By process
               of elimination, she’d already ticked away the crash site, and was about to entirely
               reassure herself the Apache Nation hadn’t taken her.

         Fiona stepped from the tipi into the glare of the day. The fiery, white orb of the
               desert sun was nearly at its apex, indicating she’d slept far longer than she normally
               did. Maude, Shrimp, and a handful of the scouts from the night before were talking
               shop beneath a shaded awning created by stretched animals hides meant to tan in the
               sun. Kenoi and Maude broke away from the group to walk toward Fiona when they spotted
               her. Shrimp stayed behind, having found among the scouts a few people interested in
               the staring contests that the dog appeared to favor.

         “The Chief is ready to see you now,” Kenoi said.

         “What? No breakfast?” Fiona asked.

         “Breakfast was four hours ago,” Maude said, “and lunch isn’t for another hour.”

         Fiona shrugged to this and followed Kenoi who was eager to get on with things. The
               scouts apparently weren’t accustomed to waiting on late risers even though they seemed
               to do a good deal of their work at night. Fiona didn’t care. She rarely slept late
               and wasn’t going to apologize when the wild urge to do so overtook her.

         As they strolled through the bustling camp where women and men were working at a great
               many trades, she and Maude garnered attention, but not nearly the fanfare of the night
               before. It occurred to Fiona only after they’d walked for several minutes that Maude
               wasn’t armed. Fiona had strapped on her Colt .44 as she always did, but apparently
               Maude had taken the more polite route of remaining unarmed. The big, shiny pistol on her hip was a likely source of concern among those in the village.

         They heard the Chief long before they saw him. His voice was calming and strong, but
               loud enough to be heard as he was telling anecdotes to a group in what Fiona guessed
               to be the Apache tongue. She’d once seen a bad movie on a flight about the Apache
               language being so difficult that the Army used it as an unbreakable code during World
               War II. That was another good thing about the apocalypse in her estimation—no more
               Nicholas Cage movies would ever be made. Judging from the one-sided conversation taking
               place, the Army had the right of it: the Apache language sounded impenetrable to non-native
               speakers.

         A group of two dozen older men and women were collected around the chief. Every single
               one of them was tending at least two grandchildren or great grandchildren in some
               cases. The village elders were whispering to the children during the stories, sometimes
               in English and sometimes in Apache. It took Fiona a second to recognize what she was
               seeing as language lessons and daycare rolled into one. She could tell by the faintest
               hint of a smile on Maude’s face that the old rancher woman approved.

         The Chief came away from the center of the group to greet them. He was a man of advanced
               years, although likely the youngest in the gathering of elders. The sun had worn such
               grooves into his dark skin that it was difficult to tell exactly how old though. His
               long, black hair hung in twin braids on his shoulders streaked through with bits of
               gray. A great floppy garden hat sat atop his head, shielding his large, square head and narrow shoulders from the sun.

         “Good morning, good morning, Dahteste and Lozen,” the Chief said upon his approach.
               He held out a hand to each of them and guided them toward the center of the circle
               when they slid their hands into his leathery grips. “These are the elders and these
               are the future they watch over. We tell communal stories until the noonday meal and
               then we allow for a bit of play in the afternoon to refresh the spirit before everyone
               is in need of a nap.”

         “Sounds like the life,” Fiona said.

         “Yes, it is, it is,” the Chief said. “Should you live another fifty years, you might
               earn such a revered place in a tribe.”

         The Chief guided them to a blanket laid out on the dusty ground at the center of the
               ring. An old woman had already taken over the duties of telling a story in the native
               Apache tongue and the focus of the gathered elders and children was upon her. The
               Chief sat and motioned for Fiona, Maude, and Kenoi to sit as well. Fiona and Maude
               managed to sit in kind of a half turned pose as their boots didn’t allow for easily
               sitting while crossing their legs the way Kenoi and the Chief were.

         “This is your daughter or you granddaughter?” the Chief asked of Maude.

         Maude scoffed. “None of mine ever grew up so tall, beautiful, or foolish.”

         The Chief laughed at this, showing off two rows of remarkably white teeth. “And yet
               you teach her like she is your own. This is surprising from what my scouts say about
               bird women.”

         “We may have made some errors in…” Kenoi began sheepishly.

         “Errors are understandable from the distance you were instructed to keep,” the Chief
               reassured him. “But the distance between me and these bird women is now close enough
               that I can make my own assessment.” The Chief leaned forward and stared at Fiona for
               a time, then Maude, and then back to Fiona. “My doctor, before the great fall, said
               I needed to stay out of the sun or I would get melanomas on my forehead and cheeks.
               I wore a sombrero for a time, but people began calling me Chief Mariachi and so I
               traded the sombrero for this gardening hat. What do you think of that?”

         “Doctors always think they know best,” Maude said. “A little sun is good for the skin.”

         Fiona just shrugged. “You’ve got to do what you’ve got to do.”

         The Chief leaned back a little and looked them both over with the slightest nodding
               of his head. “You were followed by a coyote spirit and my scouts told me you named
               the guide. What was the name?”

         “Tanner,” Fiona said.

         “That is the name, but what does that name mean?” the Chief asked.

         Fiona swallowed down a sharp retort to tell the Chief to keep his damn cryptic questions
               to himself. “It was the name of a friend,” she finally said through clenched teeth.

         “A dead friend,” the Chief said without inflection.

         “Yeah, what of it?” Fiona said.

         “Why give the coyote that name, aside from it no longer being used?”

         Fiona rolled her eyes and shifted in the uncomfortable seated position she was stuck
               in. Freaking irritating line of questioning about naming a damn coyote after having to
               listen to a nonsense story about hats and skin cancer, Fiona thought. Likely the doctor told the Chief to wear a hat so he wouldn’t cook his goofy brain
               anymore than it already was. “Because it was the real name of a friend who didn’t use anymore, and I miss her,”
               Fiona finally blurted out when her irritation reached a boiling point. It was sharply
               put and she wasn’t remotely concealing the physical cues that expressed how exasperated
               she was becoming.

         The Chief simply nodded to this as though it were exactly the answer he’d expected
               given in the most cordial of manners. “This friend, the dead one with two names, was
               a bit of a trickster?” the Chief asked.

         “You aren’t seriously implying that the coyote is the reincarnated spirit of Veronica,”
               Fiona snarled. “I don’t even know if the timelines would match up for how old the
               coyote is versus when Veronica died.” Fiona realized what she said sounded insanely
               stupid. “And I don’t believe in reincarnation.”

         “Neither do we,” the Chief said, “but we do believe the trickster spirits can favor
               certain people and send envoys to those people throughout their lives. You may be
               such a person.”

         “I told you,” Kenoi said.

         “So you did,” the Chief replied.

         “Told him what?” Maude demanded.

         “You both speak plain,” the Chief said. “Not like a white person. You hide nothing
               behind your face. It is a respectable kind of honesty.”

         “If you respect the honesty, then pay it back in kind,” Fiona said. “Do you know where
               Gieo is?”

         The Chief looked to Kenoi and inclined his head ever so slightly.

         “The purple-haired pilot of the crashed plane was taken south by West Durango men,” Kenoi said.

         “Did they hurt her?” Fiona demanded.

         “Not that we saw. They seemed afraid of her.”

         Fiona furrowed her brow and stared at a blank spot of dirt on the ground as she pondered.
               That didn’t make sense. There wasn’t a reason in the world to be afraid of Gieo. She
               was charming, petite, and completely unarmed.

         “We do not trust the bird women…” the Chief began.

         “Neither do we,” Fiona said, mentally rejoining the world.

         The Chief raised a curious eyebrow. “We would not treat with them, but with you, I
               think there could be a peace.”

         “What about the West Durango folks?” Maude asked. “Do you have a peace with them?”

         “We do, although it is not one we brokered.” The Chief raised his hands and shrugged
               as though only the sky could know the answer to the why of those questions. “They
               are aware of us, yet they do not seek us out to do either harm or help. We watch them,
               we think they know we watch them, and nothing comes of it.”

         “We have to find them,” Fiona said. “We have to get Gieo back. Can you tell us where
               they are?”

         “For more than a year now, I have waited for a sign on what to do about the West Durango men. As you probably know, we don’t have a reliable history with white people leaving
               us alone for very long. Many believe war is the course to avoid the mistakes we made
               in the past by allowing our people to be threatened when the white man promised peace
               with one hand while they brought war with the other. After a year though, I wonder
               if that is what they would do,” the Chief said. “I would know more about them before
               I make up my mind—more that my scouts cannot tell me by simply watching them.”

         “We know less about them than you do,” Maude said. “Shit, we don’t even know where
               they are.”

         “This may be true, but you can find out more easily,” the Chief said. “You can walk
               among them without arousing too much suspicion and you can likely leave without being
               detained. To this end though, I would send Kenoi with you to show you the way and
               be my trusted eyes and ears. His safety will be your duty to me for the help and friendship
               I’ve shown you.”

         “We need more,” Fiona said.

         The Chief gave a half-smile that might have been a smirk on a more cynical man, but
               appeared more saddened than anything else on him. “And now you do talk like a white
               woman.”

         “Oh, we don’t want anything physical,” Fiona said. “Your money, land, people, goods,
               food, whatever, you can keep all that.”

         “Thanks, we will,” the Chief said.

         “We want to know how you took down the giant crawler in the Grand Canyon,” Maude said.

         The briefest, strangest hint of surprise passed over the Chief’s stony features. Fiona
               couldn’t even hazard a guess at what the Chief thought they were going to ask for,
               but clearly it wasn’t that. He considered the question for a time, far longer than
               Fiona had likely ever considered anything in her entire life.

         “You think of the crawlers as vehicles, like a pickup truck or an airplane or a tank,”
               the Chief said. “This is the same foolish white people thinking that leads you to
               believe you can own land and change the laws of nature by strong enough belief. They
               are not vehicles. Once we figured out what they were, they became a matter of hunting,
               and we are excellent hunters of the desert. They have returned from the west though.
               My scouts saw the same one you fought; the same one that parted you from your purple-haired
               mate. We have not decided yet if we will kill it. The sky lizards did us a service by sweeping away the white man and his laws that rained
               oppression and genocide down upon the first nations for centuries. They are not the
               enemy to us that they are to you.”

         “They’re trying to kill all of humanity,” Maude objected. “They don’t see you as any
               different from us.”

         “That is your opinion; we have our own,” the Chief said. “I will think on this though.
               Regardless, we will not owe you more, as you said, until after you deliver Kenoi back
               to us safely. So the information you asked for is not something I would give to you
               even if I had decided it was something I wanted you to have.”

         As much as Fiona hated to admit it, the Chief was correct. She couldn’t very well
               demand payment for something she hadn’t even done yet. “That’s fine,” Fiona said.
               “We can talk about it again when we’ve all got what we want out of this.”

         “Before the white man came, call it 1491, these continents were inhabited by about
               the same number of people that are here now,” the Chief said. “The Apache Nation has
               about the same number of people we had before we were slaughtered and forced onto
               reservations. It is hard not for us to see this as a restoration of balance. Think
               on that while you ride.”

         There was something implied in the information the Chief gave her that Fiona wasn’t
               smart enough to piece together. He wasn’t simply telling them the reason why the Apache
               weren’t as inclined to wipe out the Slark, that much was clear. It was a little like
               the story about the hat. He wanted to get a point across that he didn’t want to spell
               out, and, just like with the hat story, she had no freaking clue what it was. She
               glanced to Maude, who looked irritated although that didn’t necessarily mean anything
               as Maude always looked irritated, although she hoped the old woman had figured it
               out. Fiona needed Gieo or Veronica to puzzle out these things for her. She hated that
               she was smart enough to know when she missed something, but hit a cognitive brick
               wall whenever she tried to go beyond that point.

         “Um…okay,” Fiona said. “I guess I can see why you’d look at it that way.”

         “Time will tell if you do truly see or if this is a restoration of balance,” the Chief
               said. “For now, it is time to have our midday meal and then we must play. You may remain for this, Lozen, as you’ve earned it,
               but Dahteste, you must depart with Kenoi to the warrior tasks.”

         “I’m not some doddering old woman fit only to look after drooling babies,” Maude snarled.
               “I can still work and fight.”

         “Yes, we know, but you also have wisdom to share. You’ve lived too long in the faulty ways of the recent past,” the Chief said. “You must find greater worth in yourself than what the white man’s
               society said was your value and role. This is an invitation for a reward of respect
               for a life that has earned it.”

         Fiona didn’t think Maude would stay with the Chief, the elders, and the children.
               The Chief was talking mystical nonsense again…or maybe sociology. Regardless, she
               thought Maude would have had her dander up about the implications and she thought
               Maude would keep hers up, since up was the default setting for Maude’s dander anyway.
               But something strange happened and it didn’t happen all at once. Maude softened, hardened,
               and then softened again right before Fiona’s very eyes. And then she stayed when Kenoi
               and Fiona stood to leave. Maude accepted a toddler from one of the women around her—a
               small boy with a head of black hair and a gleeful smile.

         Fiona and Kenoi walked away even as a group of younger women brought baskets and jugs
               to the circle of elders to begin the midday meal. Fiona glanced back several times to see Maude holding the toddler, engrossed
               in a long forgotten task that suddenly seemed important again to the old rancher woman.

         Not me, never me, Fiona thought. She had a gunfighter’s hands meant for holding a weapon. The Chief
               called it a reward of respect, but it looked to Fiona like a boring, feckless trot
               to a slow death, and she was more than a little confused and hurt that Maude apparently
               didn’t see it that way too.

         “The warriors take their midday meal by the lake,” Kenoi said as they walked back into the heart of the village.

         “Did you know he was going to send you with us?” Fiona asked, trying desperately to
               shake the uncomfortable sensation that she didn’t really know Maude as well as she
               thought.

         “No, but it makes sense.”

         Scouts and other warriors, all armed in some way, began following alongside and behind
               Fiona and Kenoi as they walked toward the sparkling, blue lake. There was food already down by the shore and the smell of cooking meat drew
               them toward the water. Fiona’s stomach rumbled and for the moment she forgot the entire
               confusing conversation with the Chief and the bizarre betrayal as she saw it by Maude.

         “The purple-haired one is your partner?” Kenoi asked. “You called her Gieo.”

         “Yes,” Fiona said. “We met when I saved her from a different crash, nearly a year
               ago now, I guess.”

         “Is she strong?”

         “She has strength of a kind,” Fiona admitted.

         “That’s good.”

         The throng of warriors seeking food near the lake was impressive when they finally
               broke free of the tipis. Fiona glanced around her to find men and women were among
               the ranks, although the force was predominantly male. Truth be told, the Apache Nation
               seemed to boast a higher percentage of warriors within their culture than even the
               Ravens. Fiona liked that a lot.

      

      

          

         Chapter 15:

         Long histories

          

         Gieo was awoken early, far earlier than she would have liked. The light coming through
               the window was scarcely more than the moon would have shone and the air was still
               chilly. The pounding on the door of her room was light yet insistent.

         “Come in already,” Gieo grumbled.

         A taller woman, Indian or Pakistani upon first guess, rushed in. Her black hair was
               pulled back into a bun away from her long, narrow face, with slightly large teeth
               below a delicate nose, and huge brown eyes. In her forehead, centered low, nearly
               between her eyes, was a red dot.

         “Who are you?” Gieo asked.

         “I am Preet, Sheriff Dietrich’s wife,” the woman said in a stern, unaccented voice.

         “Oh, what the fuck!” Gieo flopped back onto the bed and covered her face with her
               hands.

         “Excuse me?” the woman said, stopping short inside the door.

         “How are you his wife?”

         “The same way most people become husband and wife. We swore vows in front of friends
               and family, ate cake, danced a bit, and then consummated the relationship during a
               short vacation.” The woman brushed off the strange exchange and stormed the rest of
               the way into the room. She pulled Gieo up to sit upon the edge of the bed and looked
               her over. “You’re filthy,” she proclaimed.

         “Yeah, I know,” Gieo said.

         Preet vacated the room only to return quickly with a wooden stool and a great metal
               basin. “Get undressed,” she said. “We need to get you cleaned up before we get you
               clothed. No point in needlessly creating laundry.”

         Gieo accepted Preet’s help up from the bed. When they were standing next to one another,
               Gieo became aware of precisely how much taller Preet was than her. The woman wasn’t
               nearly as towering as Fiona, but she was sturdier and somehow softer at once. Preet
               helped her over to the stool sitting within the metal basin in the middle of the room.
               Gieo struggled to get her feet over the lip to sit upon the stool, although she eventually
               managed with Preet’s help. Apparently not everyone in Fort Ranchero was against aiding an injured person in walking.

         “This will already set you behind today.” Preet produced a pair of scissors from one
               of the pockets on her sturdy tan dress, and began cutting away the rest of the leg
               on Gieo’s flight suit so it might be removed over the unwieldy cast.

         “And here I thought waking me before dawn would set us ahead.” Gieo removed the lock
               of Fiona’s hair from the breast pocket of the flight suit and tucked it behind her
               ear for safe keeping until she had pockets again.

         Two men walked through the open door carrying buckets of water, soap, sponges, and
               a towel. The first, older man was whisper thin and wiry. A twisted silver moustache
               hung below his hooked nose matching the immaculately shellacked hair upon his head.
               The second, younger man was strapping and tall with olive colored skin and a thick
               head of curly black hair.

         “This is Timothy and Anton,” Preet said. “They run the boardinghouse here.”

         “Oh, what the fuck!” Gieo said, probably a little too loudly for the early hour and
               the close quarters.

         “You say that a lot.” Preet helped Gieo out of her flight suit to reveal the sparkling
               purple bikini below. The three West Durango folks in attendance all took a step back with the same puzzled look on their faces.

         “Sweetie, did you somehow know you were going to be getting a sponge bath when you
               got dressed the other day?” Timothy asked with a faint lisp to his raspy voice.

         “It matches her hair,” Anton said. “You are much too much, my dear.”

         “Uh uh, no way are you looking at me like I’m the odd one here,” Gieo said.

         “What do you mean?” Preet asked.

         “How are you three here? Here in the post-apocalyptic feudal kingdom of Texi-Mexico where women dress modestly and science has no place? How are you here!?” Gieo demanded.

         “Oh, please, sweetie,” Timothy said. “Being picky and choosy these days about what
               kind of people you feel like being around would leave you a lot of time by yourself.”

         “The way I hear it, your group is the one picking and choosing,” Anton said, folding
               his arms over his chest.

         “Can you ask your inane questions while we get you cleaned up?” Preet asked.

         Gieo gave her head a noncommittal nod/shake combination. “Yeah, let’s do that,” she
               said. “I couldn’t come up with another question at this point even if I wanted to.”

         They scrubbed her clean, talking mostly with each other as though she were simply
               an item of furniture in need of polishing. Preet took out the four braids Gieo normally
               kept her hair in and changed it over to a single French braid up the back of her head.
               It was something very similar to what Gieo’s mother used to do to her hair to make
               her look respectable. Sadly, even in the tight French braid, the hair was still purple,
               and thus not nearly as modest as West Durango likely demanded.

         When she was scrubbed raw and her hair pulled back into a diffident style, Preet handed
               her a stack of clothing and the trio exited the room. Gieo stripped the rest of the
               way out of her bikini that she was glad to be rid of, and set to dressing in the plain
               linen dress and ridiculous underclothes. She was left with bloomers for the bottom
               and a strange combination of a slip and a corset for the top. Even after pulling the
               full length gray dress on and smoothing it over the heavy underclothes, she felt lumpy
               and overly padded. There wasn’t a mirror to look into for confirmation, but just from
               looking down she could tell it wasn’t just a feeling—she looked lumpy and padded.

         She followed the sounds and smells of breakfast in the air, struggling along on her
               crutches in the uncomfortable clothes. The dining room sat a dozen or so people including
               the two boardinghouse owners and Preet. A chair was open beside Preet and to Timothy’s
               left, the only seat left at the table. Gieo struggled over to it and settled herself
               when Timothy stood to hold out the chair for her. The dining hall was a long narrow
               room at the back of the boardinghouse, tidy and similarly decorated to her bedroom.
               Timothy and Anton clearly had a plan for the place and were executing it well.

         “Such a gentleman,” Gieo said, to which Timothy gave a half bow.

         They fed like farmers in the early hours at the boardinghouse. Ham, bacon, sausage,
               eggs, diced potatoes, biscuits, beans, beans, and more beans passed around the table
               until plates were full. And Gieo didn’t have any doubt that was the purpose—the plates
               had to be full and the serving platters empty. The food was cooked without a mind
               to waste so everyone had to fill up and fuel up for the day without leaving anything
               behind. Gieo was hungry, but hadn’t been sure she could eat the mountains of food
               others were taking. Her reluctance to overload her plate wasn’t abided though and
               soon Preet and Timothy were adding rough biscuits and other items to her plate when
               she wasn’t paying attention.

         When the feeding began, the talking ended. The din of conversation that greeted her
               upon her initial arrival faded into the sound of clanking forks and smacking lips.
               She proceeded as well to join in the frenzy. Most of the folks eating shoveled the
               food without care of manners, nodding their approval, which all seemed to make the
               two boardinghouse owners glow with pride. Gieo ate past the point of comfort and if she thought the strange corset slip was stifling before, it became downright wicked once she’d filled herself.

         After the eating was done, the folks around the table cleared out in an orderly fashion,
               stacking their plates at the end of the table before they exited the room and depositing
               their utensils in the iron pot that formerly held the gray sausage gravy. Gieo followed
               suit, struggling on one crutch as she did. Preet joined her soon after with the other
               crutch and then guided her from the room. Once breakfast was concluded, Timothy and
               Anton began dealing with the aftermath.

         “The war has left many, many orphans,” Preet said as they exited the boardinghouse
               into the quickly warming sunlight of the morning. “Even before your Ravens began their
               fight against the Mexicans, we had schoolhouses full of parentless children. Now we
               have even more.”

         “I don’t speak Spanish,” Gieo said. “I’m not sure how much I could help…”

         “Your class is all English speaking,” Preet replied curtly. “Don’t worry about that.
               Six, seven, eight, and a couple nine year olds who are a little slow in their sums—that’ll
               be your class.”

         Somehow Davies materialized beside them. The strange boy with the haunting blue eyes
               was not the only child heading to school in the same direction as Gieo and Preet,
               although he was the only one to talk with them. He had a handful of books clutched
               in his arms along with a chunk of chalkboard slate and a cloth sack of what Gieo guessed
               to be lunch.

         “Texas has a long history of educating everyone,” Davies explained, slipping into the conversation
               seamlessly, as Gieo suspected he must often do. “We’re a different type of people,
               us Texans, or so my dad says. Even the Mexicans who lived in Texas before the war called themselves Tejanos instead of Mexicans. That’s what we think of West Durango too. Right, Mrs. Dietrich?”

         Preet nodded her agreement. “Wherever we come from before, we become part of West Durango when we arrive.”

         “There’s no Mexican, no American, no Indian, no white, no gay, no straight, we’re
               all from West Durango,” Davies said. “And West Durango has a commitment to educate everyone, or so my dad says.”

         “And what do you say?” Gieo asked.

         Davies looked to Preet first and then back to Gieo. It wasn’t a matter of thinking
               things over. Gieo could tell as much from the expression on Davies’ face. He had an
               answer and a fully formed thought of his own; it seemed a matter of whether he wanted
               to share it.

         “I think what my dad wants and what happens are so often the same thing that he’s
               started to believe they are the same thing,” Davies said. “Good morning to you both.” And with that, Davies ran
               ahead to join up with a group of boys about his same age who were walking a few dozen
               paces ahead of them.

         “That one is a deep thinker,” Preet said once Davies was well out of earshot.

         “Apparently,” Gieo replied.

         The schoolhouse had a few rooms, six or so if Gieo had to guess. Plank floors, plank
               walls, cottage blown windows, and wooden tables with benches marked every room. Preet
               directed Gieo to her class and then left her to the six, seven, eight, and a couple
               slower nine year old wolves. The schedule on the plaque by the door indicated the
               children learned in blocks. Math would take up a week, then they would move and learn
               something else for a week, and then they would eventually circle back the following
               month after they’d gone from math to history to reading to writing and then back to
               math.

         Gieo stood at the front of the room waiting for her students to file in. Her head
               still hurt, her ankle was throbbing, and she was pretty sure she was ready to pass
               out from a food coma. Still, she waited patiently as the little ones filled the room,
               taking their seats, and then dutifully looking to her. She opened her mouth to speak
               to them when all the benches were full, but was quickly drowned out by the clamorous
               clanging of the schoolhouse bell that felt like it might rattle the entire structure
               off its foundation.

         “What the shit!” Gieo said. “Sorry.” She tried to gather her thoughts, although none
               of the children seemed overly put out by the loud expletive or the odd syntax it found
               itself in.

         Looking over the faces of her students, Gieo had to admit that Davies had a point
               about their diversity. She had a dozen kids in her room and they looked like a small
               cross-section of the old American southwest. There were three black girls who didn’t
               seem to like each other very much from the harsh glares they sent in one another’s
               direction, a cluster of six white boys, all with the same red hair and pronounced
               ears, that she guessed were brothers or close cousins, the two nine year olds were
               Mexican girls who likely weren’t slow but seemed so because they socialized with one
               another too much, and one sullen Asian girl at the front of the class who inspected
               the wood grain pattern of the desk as though it held the secrets of the universe.

         Gieo tried her best to teach them her name. After a good fifteen minutes of trying
               to get them to say, “Teacher Gieo”, which felt like an eternity in front of the class,
               she finally settled on having them call her, “Teacher Stacy.” It was the Korean style
               of address for a teacher and the one she was most familiar with because she hadn’t
               actually used her own last name in seven years, and it wouldn’t be strictly accurate
               to call herself Mrs. Bishop as she and Fiona weren’t married. The kids seemed to like
               Teacher Stacy just fine and quickly forgot the failed attempt to learn Teacher Gieo.

         That first week was a hard adjustment. Preet woke her early. They ate heavily. They
               walked to school. The schoolhouse bell scared the crap out of her without fail. They
               taught until just after noon. The kids were dismissed to go do chores. Then they parted ways with Preet heading
               toward the sheriff’s Office and Gieo heading back to the boardinghouse where she read in the front sitting
               room until dinner or helped Timothy and Anton with household chores as best she could
               on her hobbled leg. Typically they sat her down in front of two pans in the dining
               room and she shucked peas or pealed potatoes until madness threatened to overtake
               her.

         At the end of the week, Doc Harrington met her outside the schoolhouse to walk back
               with her to the boardinghouse.

         “How’s that leg of yours?” the doctor asked as they walked.

         “It itches, bangs against everything, and apparently will prevent me from pursuing
               a promising career as a ballet dancer,” Gieo said.

         “Good to hear,” Doc Harrington said, “and what about the broken one?”

         Gieo smiled at that. “My real problem is boredom.”

         “I don’t know that there’s a proper cure for that in West Durango,” Doc Harrington said. “There’s a saloon with drinks and gambling, but the booze
               is watered down and the stakes are so low it may as well be for the fun of it.”

         “I’m not much of a drinker or gambler,” Gieo said.

         “You’re a crackerjack teacher though, or so I’m told by the parents.”

         “Come see the one-legged Celestial girl add small columns of numbers,” Gieo said. “Wait, I thought the children I was
               teaching were orphans.”

         “Most of them are except that ginger brood, the Garvey boys.”

         “I asked them if they were brothers or cousins, but I don’t think they understood
               the question,” Gieo said.

         “More likely nobody knows the answer. The Garvey family tree is an odd one and they’ve
               got some peculiar thinking about how to raise children. All those boys know is that
               they’re kin and kin is the most important thing in the world.”

         They stopped out front of the boardinghouse on the dusty street. Gieo settled on the
               bench next to the door and the doctor knelt in front of her to look over the leg.
               He touched her toes with a metal prod to make sure she could feel all of them, moved her knee joint back and forth, and then poked a stick into the
               top of the cast to check the gap.

         “Give it another month,” Doc Harrington concluded.

         “I’ll try not to chew off the leg in the meantime,” Gieo replied.

         “You said someone was coming for you. Still think that’s true?” The doctor settled
               on the bench beside her and stretched his long legs out in front.

         “Less sure than I was five days ago,” Gieo said. “I don’t really want to talk about
               that.”

         “Fair enough,” Doc Harrington said. “Had any dizzy spells in the past week? Headaches?
               Clumsiness not pertaining to the broken leg?”

         “Aside from the extreme boredom and battering ram on my foot, I’m in tip-top shape,”
               Gieo said.

         “Hi, Teacher Stacy.”

         Gieo glanced up to find the little Asian girl from the front row of her class standing
               in the street. “Hi, Tabitha.”

         “Hi, Doctor Harrington.”

         “Hi, Tabitha,” the doctor said.

         “Bye, Teacher Stacy. Bye Doctor Harrington.” Tabitha waved to them both and ran down
               the street, chasing after a tumbleweed blowing through the sleepy town.

         “I thought you said your name was Gieo,” Doc Harrington said.

         “Gieo is what I like to be called, but Stacy is my name and the only one the kids
               could pronounce,” Gieo said.

         “What does it mean?”

         “It means ‘she who had her name picked out of a book of white girl baby names because
               her parents thought it would help her fit in better in southern California’,” Gieo
               said.

         “I meant the other, not-Stacy one.”

         “It’s ‘gear’ in Korean.”

         “Got a story for why you’re called that?” Doc Harrington asked.

         “Yes, but it’s not a story I tell,” Gieo replied.

         “You might well stick with Stacy then, at least as far as the folks in West Durango go.” The doctor pulled himself to his feet and made a great show of stretching out
               his back. He was wearing black pants, suspenders, and a rolled up white, collared
               shirt, which seemed his typical uniform, although of varying matches in size. The
               night she’d met him, the pants seemed a little large, but in this precise combination
               the shirt appeared a bit tight and the pants a little short.

         “You don’t seem like a xenophobic lot,” Gieo said.

         “We aren’t, strictly speaking, but some of us might be called meddlesome,” Doc Harrington
               said. “Knowing you’ve got a secret like your name story will only win you suspicion
               around here.”

         “What if I don’t plan on remaining around here?”

         “A month is a long time regardless.” The doctor turned to walk away, but stopped short.
               “If you’re well and truly bored, and I don’t see how you couldn’t be, there’s a little
               library on the northwest edge of town. Likely you’ll be able to go through all the
               books twice in this month, but it might slow your boredom some.”

         Gieo waited a time after the doctor left. She couldn’t decide if she wanted to go
               check out the library before or after dinner. The paltry handful of books in the boardinghouse
               sitting room were already dwindling and the selection was dreadful. What she really
               wanted to do was work on Ramen, but she couldn’t think a way to ask for him without
               alerting Mackenzie or Dietrich to his importance. She didn’t like waiting for Fiona,
               whatever was holding her up, and she certainly didn’t like waiting for nothing to
               happen, which was what she’d been doing. Her fingers were itching to tinker with something
               and she had other womanly needs that a certain tall, redheaded gunfighter needed to
               see to.

         She practically leapt to her feet and began down the road; thinking about what she
               wanted was only making it all worse, and so the library sounded like a fine distraction.
               Despite her complaints to the doctor, she’d gotten used to the cast and was becoming
               even more familiar with it every passing day. Learning to make her way around the
               tables to check the children’s work on their chunks of slate taught her to be deft
               on one foot.

         The day was maturing nicely, warm and sunny, but not sweltering yet. With summer fast
               approaching it would only be a matter of time though before she would see wavy heat
               lines in the air at the end of every street. The sound of bustle filled the air as
               she pressed into town, although nothing West Durango could manage would ever match the roar of hunter vehicle engines in Tombstone or the thrum of fighter planes over Alamogordo. The sound of hammers and saws drew her attention around a corner and she decided
               to wander over to see what new building might be going up. This, she thought, was
               the depth of her boredom that construction of a new house would be interesting.

         The dusty plot of land had nearly the full frame of a large house with the afternoon
               sun beating down upon the rough timbers. The construction site itself was much like
               any other, but the workers and the foremen were not. Large men with shotguns stood
               post around the site, directed by the black hat sheriff himself. This was strange enough on its own for a simple construction job until
               she spotted the workers through the glare of the sun. They had too many arms to be
               human.

         Gieo clacked closer on her crutches with her mouth agape and her mind swirling. They
               were Slark working construction, and there wasn’t any doubt that their labors weren’t
               voluntary as every Slark had shackles chained together on their feet, forcing them
               into short mincing steps, and a heavy iron collar around their necks that led back
               to a post or weight via a long, sturdy cord.

         Dietrich glanced over, saw her standing there, gave her a look devoid of any emotion,
               and turned his attention back to supervising the work.

         Gieo didn’t notice Davies until he was already beside her, looking at what she was
               looking at, and reacting in the polar opposite to her shock.

         “Texas also has a long history of slavery,” Davies said.

      

      

          

         Chapter 16:

         Beyond the ring

          

         They stayed one more night in the village and left in the morning. This time Fiona
               arose with Maude and found Kenoi waiting for them. They saddled their horses, mounted
               up, and followed the scout out to the east. Shrimp tagged along beside Maude’s horse
               and eventually Tanner made her appearance once they were six miles south of the camp.

         “There’s your friend,” Maude said.

         The coyote followed closer than before and kept glancing over to Fiona whenever they
               got too far apart.

         “It’s a good sign that she’s here,” Kenoi said without really looking at the coyote.

         They traveled southeast along a few game trails through the increasingly bleached
               sands of the desert. They made camp that night atop a low mesa around a small spring
               Kenoi knew about. Fiona could see other signs that the Apache scouts likely used the
               location for camps before. A few rocks were already moved out of some flat areas for
               sleeping and the spring’s edges were dug out far enough to create pools for the horses
               to easily drink from. After all three horses drank their fill, Shrimp eagerly came
               over to have his water as well.

         Sitting around the campfire that night, Kenoi broke the tense silence that followed
               him much of the day.

         “The camp will break up soon,” he said.

         “Okay,” Fiona replied.

         “We only stay together during times of plenty like the spring. When the summer hits
               the desert, we’ll begin moving around in smaller groups, following the food and water,”
               Kenoi said.

         “We’re not planning on leading anyone back to you,” Maude said. “What would be the
               point of that?”

         “Still, it wouldn’t work.” The scout sat silently for awhile, leaned over a little
               on his side, staring down at his hands as they worried a piece of sage between his
               fingers. “I also don’t know how we killed the giant crawler. I hadn’t joined the Nation
               yet when that happened. So I couldn’t tell you even if I wanted to.”

         “Who asked you if you could?” Maude grumbled.

         “Why did you kill it if your people view the Slark as restorers of balance?” Fiona
               asked.

         “It was when we were still forming, before the electricity that cleansed the world,”
               Kenoi said. “The Chief says the crawler threatened the gathering of the tribes. It
               was a necessity, like killing a cougar that tries to eat your children. The cougar
               isn’t evil, just hungry.”

         Those were the Chief’s words coming out of Kenoi’s mouth—Fiona could tell. Still,
               she wanted to reassure the scout who was clearly nervous about the situation and wary
               of their true intentions.

         “We’re deserters; we had to be to find Gieo,” Fiona said. “The Ravens don’t let themselves
               be taken prisoner. It’s considered a failure that makes a person unworthy of their
               sisters. If a sister is taken prisoner, she is dead to the rest of us and her name
               is forgotten.”

         “But you killed all the Mexican cartel people to get back the ones they took prisoner,”
               Kenoi protested.

         “We killed them all to avenge the ones they took,” Maude corrected him. “It was called
               the War of Retribution, not the War of Rescuing.”

         “I won’t help you wage war on West Durango,” Kenoi said, “not without explicit orders from my Chief.”

         “That rule would only apply to us if we were still Ravens,” Fiona said. “To rescue
               Gieo alive, I had to leave. Do you get it now?”

         “I guess, but then why do you want to know how to kill the giant crawler?” Kenoi asked.

         “Because that’ll be our way back in,” Maude answered.

         Fiona was happy for the help. She hadn’t thought far ahead enough in the gambit to
               explain that part. It all fit together nicely though and would work better and better
               the more they told the lie once they were inside West Durango.

         “You would do all that for your woman?” Kenoi finally looked up from the strand of
               sagebrush in his hands to stare directly at Fiona.

         “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her,” Fiona said without hesitation.

         This seemed to satisfy much of Kenoi’s concerns.

         The days passed with them riding in a south by southeast path, camping at familiar
               spots to Kenoi. Every night, after Kenoi, Shrimp, and Maude had fallen asleep, Tanner
               would sneak up to the camp, drink from whatever water source they’d found, accept
               food from Fiona, and then sit at the foot of Fiona’s bedroll until they both fell
               asleep. In the morning, Tanner would be gone, leaving only her tracks.

         “We’ll be coming on the town of Red Water first,” Kenoi said.

         The day was maturing slowly with the chilly morning quickly giving way to a sweltering
               afternoon. They’d slowed over the past day as if Kenoi wanted to approach this first
               town at a particular time.

         “What’s this Red Water like?” Maude asked.

         “Rough,” Kenoi said. “We scouts call it a barrier town. There’s a ring of these outposts
               along the edges of West Durango. The laws of the more civilized interior don’t reach the outskirts much.” The trio rode in silence for awhile with Shrimp and Tanner trotting along on opposite
               sides of the mounted column. “More often than not we saw rowdy chaos whenever we watched
               a barrier town. If you want, we can slip through the outer ring without being seen
               so long as we do it at night.”

         And that was the reason for their slowed progress. If she said she wanted to slip
               through the ring, they’d slow even more and wait for dark, but if she wanted to see
               this Red Water town, they’d enter it with still a few hours left of daylight. Fiona
               looked to Maude for her opinion. The old rancher woman scowled. They were still miles
               from the perfect non-verbal communication the scouts used—Fiona had no idea what the
               scowl meant.

         “Let’s see this town,” Fiona said.

         She was eager to try out their air tight story about leaving the Ravens in search
               of Gieo and she was even more eager to hear news of her lover. The outpost might not
               have much information, but it would at least give her an idea of what sort of people
               they were dealing with.

         Kenoi nodded his understanding and they adjusted their course to almost true east.
               The Apache scout looked so natural and relaxed in the saddle. The modern trappings
               that still remained, namely the Mack trucker cap pulled tight over his long black
               hair and the AK-47 slung across his back, actually seemed to blend with the deerskin
               clothes he wore rather than stick out. She wondered what kind of reception Kenoi would
               get in Red Water looking the way he did.

         Fiona would get her answer soon as she spotted on the horizon, a little to the northeast,
               a cluster of buildings rising out of the high desert. There were a couple two-story
               structures among them, but most of the buildings amounted to little more than shacks
               clustered around a crossroads. The road into the west, which was the one they finally
               joined up with, didn’t go anywhere yet. It ended in cactus and rocks shortly outside
               of town. Fiona couldn’t see where the road to the north went, although it too seemed
               to end. There was the road to the east though and the one to the south, which both
               stretched on as far as her eyes could see, winding their way toward something else.
               As they neared the town, Fiona caught a look at the northern road as well. It didn’t
               stop as she initially suspected, but cut back to the northeast so sharply a person
               riding on it was likely to shoot off the bend if they didn’t know it was there.

         Closing on the town, the sounds of civilization filled the air. Fiona glanced to her
               right to find Tanner had once again melted into the desert. It seemed an ill-omen
               to Fiona, although she couldn’t say what she’d expected the coyote to do. A blacksmith
               was hammering away on something within the town, men were talking, and someone was
               sawing something with a handsaw. From the size and sounds, Fiona guessed the town
               held three dozen people, but probably not more.

         They passed within the threshold of the town when they entered a fenced off area to
               either side of the road. Fiona rested her hand on the butt of her pistol. A few men,
               hard scrabbled men of middling years, stood on a shaded porch watching them as they
               passed the first cluster of buildings. Further in, there were horses and a few mounted
               men who gave them equally piercing stares.

         Kenoi led them through the town toward the only two multi-story buildings set across
               the street from one another at the crux of the crossroads. The flattop, clapboard
               structures identified themselves as the stagecoach office on one side and a cantina
               on the other. The trio pulled up to the stagecoach office first and tied off their
               horses on the hitching post out front. The sun bleached sign above the front of the
               stage office identified the building as the Red Water branch of the West Durango stagecoach line.

         “I’ll stay with the horses while you ask around,” Kenoi said.

         Shrimp stayed with Kenoi of his own volition. The little cattle dog looked as nervous
               about being in the town as the Apache scout he sat next to.

         Fiona and Maude stepped onto the little plank sidewalk in front of the stagecoach
               office and pushed their way through the slatted front door. The interior was dusty
               and barely used. There was a counter bisecting the little room, although nobody manned
               it. A few cubbies along the wall likely served as mailboxes, but when Fiona strolled
               over to glance in them she found they were not only empty, but a few were housing
               fat, black widows in the midst of chaotic webs.

         “This ain’t good,” Maude said.

         “How do you mean?” Fiona asked.

         “This’d be where they got their news and orders from the heartland,” Maude said. “Does
               this look like a place that’s connected to anything?”

         “Let’s check across the street,” Fiona said.

         They exited the stagecoach office and passed by Kenoi on their way across the dusty
               road.

         “The place is…” Fiona began.

         “I heard,” Kenoi said. “I could actually still see you through the gaps in the walls.”

         Fiona shrugged to this and continued walking toward the cantina. A walkway ran around
               the outside of the upper story on the saloon, which reminded her of the widow’s walk
               balcony that Zeke used to survey Tombstone from. If someone did use the rickety looking walkway, it appeared the heat of the
               day had driven them indoors.

         They pushed through the heavy double doors on the front of the saloon to be greeted
               by dark, dusty, and foul-smelling air inside. Several years’ worth of body odor hung
               over the stale piss smell of spilled beer and tracked in cow shit. Fiona and Maude
               stood in the dimly lit interior, just within the doorway, until their eyes adjusted
               to the low light and they tamped down their respective urges to flee the horrid smell.

         A couple men stood at the bar, sipping on chipped glasses filled with murky brown alcohol.
               A few women were scattered around the tables in partial states of undress, fanning
               themselves with their hands.

         “Prostitutes,” Fiona grumbled under her breath.

         “Keep a steady hand,” Maude hissed to her.

         If anyone else told her the same, excepting Gieo, they were likely to get a backhand
               rather than a steady hand, but from Maude, it was advice Fiona could heed. She led
               them over to the bar, waiting for the ancient, half-blind bartender to limp his way
               down to them.

         The bartender was a withered little thing, likely less than five and a half-feet on
               his best day. His head was picked clean of all but a few scraggly gray hairs and his
               left eye was covered with a dusty leather eye patch. He ran his tongue through his
               mostly toothless, caved-in old mouth and looked them over with his remaining milky
               blue eye.

         “Y’all ain’t from around here,” the bartender said.

         “No, we ain’t,” Maude replied. “Is that going to be a problem?”

         “I guess we’ll see,” the bartender replied. “What do you want?”

         “Information,” Fiona said.

         “Ain’t got none of that,” the bartender said.

         Fiona was about to say something else when she felt a soft hand slide along the length
               of her shoulders. She was wearing her wide-brimmed black hat and her duster, which
               she guessed was the source of confusion on the prostitute’s part. She was certainly
               as tall or taller than most men and her long red hair out the back of her hat wouldn’t
               necessarily mean she was a woman as most of the men they’d seen to that point in Red
               Water could probably use a haircut. There were businesses in the little town, but
               barber wasn’t apparently one of them.

         “You feel like getting comfortable, handsome?” the prostitute said as she circled
               around to Fiona’s right on the side Maude wasn’t occupying.

         The woman was older than Fiona by a decade or more, had a few dirty smudges on her
               face, and stringy brown hair falling around her freckled shoulders left bare by her
               halter top. What she’d expected juxtaposed with Fiona’s natural beauty must have scrambled
               her brains for a moment as it took the prostitute several full heartbeats of looking
               at Fiona’s face to realize she was a woman.

         “Oh, what’s a pretty thing like you doing dressed like that?” the prostitute asked,
               pulling away her hand as though Fiona’s shoulders were suddenly covered with snakes.

         “Whatever the fuck I want,” Fiona snarled.

         “Best not talk to the girls unless you’re planning on doing something with them,”
               the bartender said.

         Fiona didn’t need to be told why. She could smell the word on everything about the
               place. There was a pimp somewhere nearby. She hated pimps with the bile most people
               reserved for vermin, although she didn’t much see the difference. Killing a pimp wasn’t
               like killing a person in her estimation—it was closer to stepping on a cockroach.

         The two men at the bar set down their drinks and refocused their attention on Fiona
               and Maude. Fiona stepped lightly around the outside of the prostitute between her
               and the two men. They were big, foul-smelling brutes with scarred hides and narrowed
               eyes. The first one came toward her armed with little more than an outstretched hand.
               Fiona’s Colt was in her hand in an instant and the man fell stumbling backward with
               a mouthful of broken teeth where the barrel of the gun struck hard across his mouth.
               The second man had the good sense to heft up a foot long length of wood like a club,
               but thought better of swinging it when the same gun that had just felled his friend
               was leveled directly at his face.

         “Where’s the pimp?” Fiona hissed.

         To the credit of the prostitutes in the bar and the bartender behind the counter,
               the sudden subduing of the two bouncers didn’t seem to raise any alarms. The bartender
               scratched at a raw part of his turkey neck and shook his head. Fiona glanced back
               to find Maude had her pistol out to cover the bartender should he go looking for the
               weapon no doubt hidden beneath the counter.

         “He don’t like being called a pimp,” the bartender said.

         “If the next words out of someone’s mouth aren’t where this pimp is, the next words
               out of your mouths after that will be ‘oh my god, they’re shooting everyone.’ Understand?”
               Fiona asked.

         “He’s upstairs,” the broken toothed bouncer said through a mouthful of blood.

         “No, he’s not,” a silken voice with a gentrified Georgia accent said from behind Fiona and Maude.

         They both turned to look over to the speaker. The pimp stood at the base of the stairwell,
               unarmed save his smile. He was a tall, slender man, with a casual grace to his posture.
               He wore his blond hair long and swept back from his face. A moustache of strangely
               golden hair graced his thin upper lip. And he was dressed smartly in an honest to
               goodness pinstriped, three-piece suit with a blood red tie in a double-Windsor knot
               around his slip of a neck.

         “Pimp.” Fiona had to tamp down her initial urge to blow the pimp’s head off where he stood. It was
               actually considered a badge of honor among the Ravens how fast someone could sniff
               out a pimp and put him down. Before they took control of Vegas, the Sin City was crawling with pimps, and the Ravens made good sport of exterminating them.

         “Yes, I suppose I deserve that after the atrocious greeting you’ve received in Red
               Water to this point,” the man said as he strolled toward them. He walked lightly among
               the tables scattered with prostitutes. As he touched the drowsy women on their shoulders,
               they stood like puppets drawn up on their strings and quickly scampered from the room,
               back up the stairs the pimp had just descended. When the pimp finally neared the bar,
               he’d dismissed all but the prostitute who had thought to proposition Fiona.

         “Luisa, you may leave us,” the pimp said to the last prostitute.

         The woman took one last lingering glance at Fiona before running up the stairs behind
               the rest of her flesh-selling cohort. Fiona thought the pimp would tell her and Maude
               to stop pointing their guns at the help, but instead, the overly smooth man turned
               his attention away from the entire scene and wandered over to one of the dingy front
               windows.

         “How quaint, you’ve brought an Indian guide and a dog,” the pimp said, folding his
               hands behind his back. “Apropos of our current situation, your Indian guide has his
               rather intimidating assault rifle at a worrying position within his hands. Are you
               here to rob our humble town?”

         Fiona could smell a bluff from a mile away, especially when she had her gun out. She
               didn’t know why holding the Colt Anaconda in a man’s face made her a better gambler,
               but it sure seemed to. The pimp was stalling. Fiona glanced to the number of tables,
               the streaks of ancient cow shit across the floor, and realized a moment after Maude
               what the pimp was buying time for.

         “The cattlemen are on their way back soon,” Maude said.

         Judging from the crestfallen look on the bartender’s face, Fiona knew Maude had the
               right of it. The town might only have a few dozen permanent residents, but it likely
               serviced twice that in hardened cowboys moving their herds to graze across the scarce
               vegetation of the desert.

         “They’re an antsy lot, those cattlemen,” the pimp said, “and they’ve always talked
               big about what they might do if they came upon a Raven. I’m curious to see how many
               of them are liars.”

         “You’ll have to keep guessing, pimp.” Fiona swung her foot up hard between the broken-toothed
               bouncer’s legs. He let out the funniest grunt/yelp combination and fell back to the
               floor. She made to swing her gun at the other bouncer but he willingly dropped to
               the floor with his hands above his head rather than taking the hit. Fiona pivoted
               with her gun trained directly on the pimp who nearly had a large, serrated knife out
               of the top of his boot. When he realized his game was foiled, the pimp dropped the
               knife to the plank floor with a clatter. Veronica had always told her, if you meet
               a southern boy with a knife, assume he knows how to kill you with it and likely means
               to. Still, it seemed almost laughable to draw a knife on a woman holding a hand cannon
               like the Anaconda. The farce helped Fiona tamp down the swelling urge to kill the
               pimp and instead she embraced a different chaos tic. “You’re coming with us.”

         Maude kept her pistol trained on the bartender as they exited the cantina with the
               pimp walking at the front of Fiona’s gun. Back on the street, the town had come out
               to marvel at the Apache with the assault rifle, from a safe distance of course, only
               to find an entirely new scene of interest when the well-dressed pimp came strolling
               out as a hostage.

         “This is a weird choice,” Kenoi stated the obvious.

         “Do you have a horse?” Fiona demanded of the pimp, ignoring the commentary from Kenoi.
               Yes, it was a weird choice, and no, she didn’t have a plan per say, but she didn’t
               need their heavily armed Apache guide telling the whole town about it.

         “No, I don’t have much need for a…” the pimp began.

         Fiona cut off the rest of his stalling statement by bonking him on the back of the
               head with the long barrel of her gun. It was a light tap, although the chrome barrel
               of the gun was heavy enough to raise a welt with just a tap. “Take that one,” Fiona
               said, directing him to a saddled horse tied off outside the cantina.

         “Are we bein’ robbed?” a young man wearing a leather apron asked, emerging from the
               blacksmith’s shack.

         “Yup, them women are stealin’ our pimp,” an old man in a straw hat gave answer.

         The blacksmith nodded his understanding. “Guess they’re welcome to him. My mama didn’t
               raise me fool enough to get shot over a pimp.”

         The blacksmith’s sentiments on the situation spread quickly through the gathered cluster of citizens who had come out to watch the commotion. A few even made mumbling mention that their
               mamas had raised them with similar good sense. The cowboys might have been a rowdy
               bunch eager to take on a Raven, but the townsfolk were the picture of apathy on the
               matter. Fiona wondered if all of West Durango was so oddly peopled.

         Fiona slid her gun back into its holster and hauled herself into Molly’s saddle. Maude
               and Kenoi followed her lead, although both immediately retrieved their weapons upon
               being mounted. Fiona walked Molly over to the pimp on his horse and she quickly bound
               his hands to the saddle horn with a length of rope.

         “This isn’t wise,” the pimp said once she was done.

         “Nobody ever accused me of being wise,” Fiona replied.

         Before the riders left, prostitutes had gathered around the top of the widow’s walk balcony on the
               cantina. Fiona glanced up to them and tipped her hat.

         “Feel free to charge what you like and keep what you earn,” Fiona said to them. “There
               isn’t a road back from where your pimp is going.”

         They trotted off down the road to the east with that as their parting comment. Kenoi
               led the horse ridden by the pimp while Fiona and Maude pulled in front. Shrimp ran
               alongside the pimp’s horse, barking happily at him as if to welcome him on their grand
               adventure.

         “Mind explaining your thinking here?” Maude asked.

         “Thinking didn’t have much to do with it. If you’re set on an explanation though,
               we needed an Apache guide to bring us across the desert, but we’ll need a West Durango guide to bring us through this land,” Fiona said. “Besides, as you said, that place
               likely isn’t connected to anything, so nobody will know what we’ve done for weeks
               and by the look of it nobody in Red Water will care.”

         Maude nodded and gave a half smile, which was about as much of a smile as she gave
               anyone. “There’s an odd method to your madness, Red.”

         “You got a name, pimp?” Fiona shouted back to their prisoner.

         “My mother saddled me with the unfortunate moniker of…”

         “Nobody cares what a pimp’s name is,” Fiona cut him off. Maude and Kenoi both laughed
               at the jape, although, while Maude’s laughter was genuine, Kenoi’s seemed a little
               forced and nervous.

         That was fine by Fiona. Kenoi didn’t need to understand why she hated pimps. Given
               the opportunity, the pimp would likely give Kenoi a reason to build his own hatred.
               She’d caught herself a loquacious flesh-peddler, and most pimps couldn’t go an hour
               without saying something truly reprehensible.

         They broke away from the road as the sun was setting at their backs. They were well
               away from the trail when they saw a stream of cowboys and ranch hands rumbling up
               the road they’d just vacated.

         “That was a smart move,” Maude said. “They’ll trample our tracks to the point nobody
               will be able to know where we left the road or even if we did.”

         Fiona nodded, taking credit for the smart move even though she hadn’t done it intentionally.
               “Let’s find a place to camp so we can question our guides and feed our pets.”

      

      

          

         Chapter 17:

         An unlikely bribe

          

         Gieo hobbled around town on her crutches the rest of the afternoon and into the evening.
               She had thinking to do, but more importantly, she wanted to know how pervasive the
               Slark slavery really was.

         Fiona had dismembered Slark she hunted in exchange for fuel when she lived in Tombstone,
               Zeke had allegedly eaten the meat of the Slark he killed with his bare hands, and
               Gieo had killed her own share of the lizard aliens from the gun pods of her airships,
               but somehow using captured Slark as slave labor seemed more profane than anything
               she’d seen to that point.

         Her tour of Fort Ranchero took longer than she’d expected due to her broken ankle and the surprising size of
               the town. By the time she was looping back to the boardinghouse, the sun was setting,
               her armpits were rubbed raw by the crutches, and she was fully aware of precisely
               how pervasive the slavery issue was.

         Little wonder West Durango built up so quickly and thrived so easily in the desert. They utilized a free labor
               source that had four arms and desiccation resistant scales. From what Gieo had seen,
               they were using the Slark for just about everything too.

         Other concerns were nagging at her as well though. Doc Harrington clearly wanted her
               to see what she hadn’t seen to that point. At least, she thought that’s what was intended.
               The doctor was a cagey bastard, but he didn’t seem careless or oblivious. In fact,
               he seemed dangerously cunning for such an affable man. Still, the sheriff had looked right at her and hadn’t remotely cared that she knew, which made it feel
               like a secret they may have only incidentally been keeping from her.

         Then there were the doubts about Fiona. If Fiona was coming, and Gieo desperately
               hoped she was, then she was taking her good sweet time about it. There were all the
               horrible outcomes Gieo hadn’t wanted to consider. Fiona might well have been killed
               by the giant crawler. Fiona might have ridden off into the desert in desperation and
               died of dehydration. Fiona might have been captured or killed by the same West Durango people that were acting so strangely hospitable toward Gieo. What Gieo couldn’t believe
               was that Fiona had abandoned her and left with Alondra during the planned pull out
               of Ravens from Alamogordo. Still, if Fiona was coming for her, she needed to hurry the hell up.

         Gieo considered, albeit briefly, building a flying machine. Doc Harrington was right:
               she wasn’t walking or riding anywhere on her broken ankle. But she could fly. The
               plan was implausible front to back though with just the briefest of consideration.
               She didn’t have the materials. She didn’t have the workshop. She didn’t know if she
               could build a blimp with her injured leg. And it would take her three months minimum
               to build even a simple dirigible, which was two months more than it would take to
               heal her broken ankle. Maybe she just wanted to build a blimp again.

         Gieo skipped dinner in the common room at the boardinghouse and went straight to bed.
               Preet ate breakfast there, but never dinner, so she wouldn’t have had to face the sheriff’s wife. But Gieo couldn’t look at Timothy and Anton the same way knowing that they
               knew about the Slark slavery. She was hungry, but she was principled and very tired.

         She changed from her clothes to her nightgown, which was apparently a commonplace
               garment expected of women in West Durango, and then fell quickly into a dreamless sleep.

         Her slumber was ended by a banging on the door at the usual time for breakfast, although
               she thought she was supposed to get the day off at the end of the week. Gieo pulled
               herself from the bed and reluctantly tucked her crutches under her arms. The chaffing
               from the day before screamed at her when the curved wooden braces touched the sensitive
               skin under her arms. She hobbled to the door and opened it to find not Preet, but the giant sheriff knocking for her.

         “I don’t teach today,” Gieo said.

         “Get dressed,” the sheriff replied as though she hadn’t even spoken to him. “The general wants to see you.”

         Gieo shut the door in his face and commenced getting dressed. She didn’t know if Fiona
               would shoot a man for beckoning her in such a way—probably. Fiona tended to err on
               the side of shooting people in most cases. Gieo really wanted to tell the sheriff so, but she didn’t think it’d do any good, and she didn’t really want Fiona to kill
               Preet’s husband. Preet seemed to genuinely love the stone-faced monstrosity of a lawman
               and Gieo had grown fond enough of Preet’s friendship not to want to see her widowed.
               Still, shooting him in the leg might teach him a lesson…

         Gieo finished dressing and threw open the door to find the sheriff had only moved a single step back. She rolled her eyes at him and clacked past on
               her crutches. “Worried I was going to try to sneak out when you weren’t looking?”

         “I’ve got a wagon out front,” the sheriff said.

         When the sheriff did speak directly to her, he tended to be rude, so Gieo was a little ambivalent
               about his new dismissive tactic of behaving as though she hadn’t said anything at
               all. It was tough to decide if she hated being ignored more or rudely ordered more; the sheriff was likely to give her ample time to choose which.

         The sheriff was good to his word and a green buckboard wagon stood out in front of the boardinghouse
               with a team of two horses hitched to the front. Gieo glanced at the long climb she
               would need to make up the side to reach the bench across the front.

         “Ride in the back,” the sheriff said as he followed her out.

         Gieo made her way around the back, threw her crutches in ahead of her, and awkwardly
               pulled herself into the cargo area of the wagon, catching a few splinters on her palms
               and snagging her dress along the way. The sheriff hauled his muscular bulk into the driver’s seat and without checking if she was secure,
               set the team to trot. The wagon swayed on its hinges when the huge man pulled himself
               up and bounced heavily under his weight at the front as they rolled along. How Preet
               could love such a cold, demeaning man was completely beyond Gieo’s understanding.
               She did have to admit, Preet would likely wonder something similar about Gieo’s love
               for Fiona.

         Their path wound out of the town, which was a little difficult to tell from her position
               lying in the back of the wagon, and soon they were on an open road through the desert.
               The buckboard clattered and squeaked as it rolled over the rough road and the sheriff bounced a little with every tiny bump they struck. When she looked up, all she could see was the back of the sheriff and the bright blue sky beyond. The shocks on the wagon weren’t nearly as stout as
               the ones on the stagecoach so every bump translated into pain in her broken ankle.
               She imagined it would have been an unbearable ride were it not for the formidable
               cast Doc Harrington had wrapped her leg in.

         They turned off onto a private drive and passed beneath a sign arching over the entrance.
               Gieo missed her chance to read it on the way in and the back of the sign stretched
               over their dust trail didn’t have any writing on it. She’d seen the like before on
               ranches and assumed it identified the property as Mackenzie’s homestead or something
               similar.

         The house they eventually pulled up in front of was really quite reasonable. It was
               a two-story little ranch house with a wraparound porch and an attached gazebo on the
               side. It wasn’t at all what Gieo had expected of the castle of the feudal lord of
               West Durango.

         The wagon rolled to a stop and Gieo extricated herself from the uncomfortable bed
               as quickly as she could without accidentally undressing herself on the countless snags
               pulling at her clothing and skin. She straightened her hair, grabbed, her crutches,
               and made for the porch.

         “Thanks for the ride, Shrek, but I can find my way from here,” Gieo said.

         “Do you have any weapons?” the sheriff growled.

         “Yep, I’m going to hit him with my crutch and hop off into the sunset,” Gieo shot
               back over her shoulder. “Don’t be absurd.”

         Davies was leaning against the railing on the porch with his strange little smile
               painted across his face. He spit off the edge of the porch and said, “I’ll keep an
               eye on the limping math teacher if you want.” As Gieo passed Davies on the porch he
               made the little sign of keeping his eye on her by pointing forked fingers to his eyes
               and then at her.

         The general was sitting at a table on the gazebo attached to the porch as she circled around
               the house to him. He was staring off into the grazing land no doubt meant for cattle,
               sipping at a tea of some sort from a delicate antique teacup and saucer set. Gieo
               walked over to the empty chair to his right and awkwardly sat down, nearly rolling
               out the back of the chair when she tilted her seat to lean her crutches against the
               railing.

         “So, good morning,” Gieo said. “You sent your dog to fetch me and here I am.”

         “How are you liking things so far in West Durango?” Mackenzie asked.

         “To be honest, I’m eager to have my leg healed and be on my way. That is still an
               option, isn’t it?”

         “The word still would imply I ever said it was an option, which I didn’t,” Mackenzie replied. “Although,
               that is hardly relevant at the moment, since I’m not sure where you would go. My scouts
               from the northern outpost you saw happened to check on Alamogordo a couple days ago and found it deserted. I don’t believe anyone will be coming for
               you after all since the tracks from the outpost were all heading north.”

         “That was a planned withdraw,” Gieo said, which was true, to a point. It was ahead of schedule by a lot, but that
               still didn’t mean Fiona wasn’t coming for her. She wondered if maybe things might
               be easier on her rescuer if Mackenzie didn’t think she was coming after all.

         “Optimism is an admirable quality.” The general paused in the conversation to take a sip of his piping hot tea with his good
               hand. Gieo noticed even when sitting casually at his own table, his left hand remained
               inside his jacket pocket. “From all reports, the children like you and you do have
               the knack for teaching that my son suspected you might. Preet has even said you’re
               a harder worker than she’d expected.”

         “Is it time for my one week captivity evaluation already? How time flies when you’re
               being held against your will,” Gieo said.

         “My son seems to think you weren’t pleased by finding out about our labor program,”
               Mackenzie said, finally cutting to the quick of things as Gieo saw it.

         “He’s an intuitive young man.”

         “That’s a little confusing, to be honest,” Mackenzie said. “The Ravens have used human
               slaves for years.”

         “They stopped that before I joined,” Gieo replied, although the partially accurate
               comment did take quite a bit of the righteous indignation out of her objection.

         “I suppose that makes it all better then.” The general smiled in a strangely derisive way that was similar to the queer smile Davies
               favored although on the boy it looked enigmatic while on the father it came off as
               overtly mocking. “They breed the whelps for this very purpose, you know?”

         “What are you talking about?”

         “The small ones—we call them whelps. They’re the laborers of the Slark society bred
               for the specific purpose of manual work. Different eggs hatch into different types of Slark, all designed with an explicit
               purpose from before they are even laid. The whelps were made for working, and, as
               it turns out, they aren’t tremendously particular who they work for.”

         “How do you know all this?” Gieo asked. “You aren’t claiming you speak to them, are
               you?” Gieo had not only seen the Raven data on their attempts to communicate with
               the Slark, she’d also tried for years to decode their transmissions when she was living
               alone out in her workshop. Their long distance communication wasn’t verbal like humans—it
               was ultraviolet radiation of some kind. It was a remarkably complex inborn language
               system; she hypothesized that on their home planet the reading of ultraviolet radiation
               was a way for prehistoric Slark to understand the seasons or seek out shelter during dangerous solar storms. Regardless
               of the evolutionary origin, the Slark could understand and speak in two entirely different
               forms. It was akin to humans being able to speak a normal language but could also
               see cell phone transmissions in the air and understand what they meant. The whole
               notion of the West Durango folks cracking the code was insultingly preposterous.

         “No, no, nothing like that,” Mackenzie said. “They take directions from flash cards.
               A pediatric nurse and her cartoonist husband formulated the system in the early days
               of West Durango. It’s similar to what is used for young kids who don’t know how to read and write
               yet when they come out of a surgery that leaves them unable to speak, like closing
               of a cleft palate for example. The children are able to point to cards indicating
               a need for using the bathroom, watching television, or being in pain. The whelps can
               recognize visual representations of themselves and thus can understand the cards in
               a reverse form. We give them directions by showing them cards of what is required
               of them, although many of them have grown so accustomed to their tasks that they no
               longer need the cards to know what they are meant to do at a work site.”

         “That sounds like a whiz-bang system,” Gieo said, “but it’s not like you need my approval,
               so why tell me all this?”

         “You aren’t just a pilot,” Mackenzie said. “You’ve studied the Slark. You’ve tried
               to figure them out too. I thought, with time, you might be able to help us improve
               our relationship with the whelps. The sheriff believes, and I concur, that the whelps could do even more complex tasks if our instruction
               of them were improved.”

         Gieo’s mouth went instantly dry. He knew things about her that he shouldn’t have known.
               There were ways he could have guessed at those facts based on what was in the pillow
               case full of broken Ramen, but he didn’t sound like he was guessing. The man knew she’d tried to figure them out.

         “I’d need a computer, electricity, time to work, and technology to work with,” Gieo
               said. “If you gave me back my tools and the bag of parts I had when I arrived, I might
               be able to…”

         Mackenzie sighed and shook his head. “You’ll have to think of another way.”

         “Then I guess I’ll need time to think,” Gieo said. “Why exactly don’t you like using
               technology? There are still tech items all over the place that need only be picked
               up and fixed. Humans have known how to generate and harness electricity for more than
               a hundred years. I could set up a solar panel grid for you or…”

         “We don’t want technology restored and you’ll need to earn our trust to know why we
               live the way we do,” Mackenzie said.

         “It was more an idle wondering than a burning desire to know.”

         “Whether you know it now or not, our trust is something you’ll want eventually,” Mackenzie
               said. “To that end, I’m giving you a new opportunity to show you are a woman of substance
               and not simply some ruthless killer like the rest of the Ravens.”

         “Teaching a bunch of little kids how to do fractions isn’t enough?”

         “You’re already teaching them fractions?”

         “I’m just that good.”

         “Impressive, but no, that will not suffice.”

         Gieo snapped her fingers in a sarcastic, awe-shucks swing of her arm. “I don’t suppose
               you’ll tell me where you get the Slark whelps for your slaving operation? Have I earned
               enough trust to know that?”

         “We capture them,” Mackenzie said, “as we captured you. The desert has no shortage
               of Slark and people wandering around these days.” The general waved his good hand to dismiss her. “You may go now.”

         “Good to know how far my trust extends.” Gieo stood shakily and nearly fell in reaching
               for her crutches. Mackenzie made no move to aid her. She smiled back to him once she
               was firmly standing and situated. “I guess I’ll think on ways to improve communication
               without using any technology.”

         “Do that,” Mackenzie said, resuming his idle survey of his pastureland.

         Gieo wandered back around the house’s porch to the front. Davies was still standing
               on the porch, leaning against the railing, and staring directly at Sheriff Dietrich.
               To the boy’s credit, the twenty minutes of silent staring seemed to finally be making the massive sheriff uncomfortable.

         “Can you see through to his soul yet?” Gieo asked as she passed by Davies.

         “Yup, it’s as black as his hat,” Davies replied.

         “Maybe he ought to change hats,” Gieo said.

         “Get in the back of the wagon,” the sheriff ordered.

         “Stay strange, Davies.” Gieo threw here crutches in the back of the buckboard and
               struggled to climb in, although less so than the first attempt.

         “Ask the doctor for new crutches,” Davies said. “The ones he gave you aren’t the best
               he’s got and he only gave you the rough ones because he didn’t know you yet.”

         “I will,” Gieo said as they pulled away.

         Davies was definitely weird, and she guessed that’s how he hid most of what he knew,
               but she’d caught the message regardless. The sheriff’s poker face was carved from granite though and any thoughts behind it were unknowable
               so she couldn’t say one way or the other if he had. It likely didn’t matter regardless.

         The real question was Mackenzie. The general accidentally let slip two pieces of information he hadn’t meant to…or maybe
               he’d done it on purpose. From the explanation given for how he came by whelps for
               slave labor, there’s no way he should know about their hatching habits. That was relatively
               new information, even by Raven standards; recon scouts pieced the hatchery theory
               together when they were planning the assault on the Bakersfield refineries. That one might have been a slip up, but the other certainly wasn’t. He
               knew about Gieo in ways he shouldn’t have been able to. Her studies of the Slark and
               trying to crack their codes were well beyond what he could have extrapolated from
               her admitting she was a pilot. All she had to do was figure out how he knew all these
               things he had no earthly way of knowing. If he was being that cavalier with what he
               knew, she suspected it was because he didn’t plan on ever letting her leave, which
               only strengthened her resolve to escape.

         The ride back to the boardinghouse was spent mulling it all over to no appreciable effect. The sheriff stopped the wagon out front, but this time Preet was there waiting to help Gieo from the wagon. The sheriff tipped his hat to his wife when Gieo was out of the wagon and then pulled away. Preet
               was smiling happily as she helped Gieo inside.

         “I don’t suppose there’s still breakfast to be had?” Gieo asked, sniffing the air
               within the boardinghouse hopefully. It smelled good. It always smelled good in the
               morning…and in the evening, pretty much whenever Anton cooked.

         “Upstairs,” Preet said. “You’ve been moved into one of the proper apartments.”

         “Why?” Gieo asked.

         “You’ll see,” Preet replied happily.

         Gieo followed Preet up the narrow staircase to the second floor. Preet was so excited
               about the move to the boardinghouse apartment that she looked to be on the verge of
               carrying Gieo up the stairs that were giving her fits.

         “Ah, so that’s it,” Gieo said as she finally stepped off the torturous stairs onto
               the second floor landing. “I’m being punished with stairs.”

         “You’re being rewarded,” Preet countered.

         “You do know hard work and suffering aren’t really rewards, right?”

         But Preet was beyond hearing. She was excited for Gieo and that was fine. Gieo decided
               she could use a little more space and privacy anyway. The apartment might be a reward
               after all—Mackenzie had said her teaching was going well.

         Preet opened the door to the apartment on the far end of the hall and beckoned Gieo
               in. She followed her through the narrow doorway at the end of the slim hallway to
               find a fairly spacious little apartment commanding most of that side of the building.
               There was a main sitting room, and two doors leading to bedrooms off the sides. There
               was a table with a couple chairs, a rocking chair near one of the three windows within
               the living room, a bookcase, and even a couch.

         “Anton and Timothy’s apartment on the other side of the building is the twin to this
               one,” Preet said. “You two should be very happy here.”

         “Who two?” Gieo asked.

         “Hi, Teacher Stacy,” Tabitha called, emerging from one of the bedrooms.

         “Hi, Tabitha,” Gieo replied.

         The girl smiled shyly and scampered back into the bedroom out of sight.

         “The orphanage has been so full recently with all the refugees from Juarez,” Preet said. “No wonder you’re getting this apartment as a reward.”

         “Yes, a nice reward for…” Gieo slowly hobbled toward the bedroom where Tabitha was
               apparently having a conversation with a rag doll about whether or not raccoons could
               smile.

         “For adopting her,” Preet said. “Most people foster the orphans for labor on ranches
               and farms. She’s so small that nobody would ever have picked Tabitha for that. I have
               to admit, I had you pegged all wrong when you got here.”

         “Yes,” Gieo said with a distant quality to her voice, “I’m just full of surprises.”
               Mackenzie had mentioned a new chance to prove she was a woman of substance. Gieo had
               thought he meant the Slark communication system, but in hindsight that hadn’t made
               any sense for what kind of man Mackenzie was and what kind of place West Durango pretended to be.

         She poked her head into Tabitha’s bedroom and the little girl smiled up at her. She
               was small for five-years-old, very smart for her age, and apparently Gieo’s new adopted
               daughter—all of which made Mackenzie an emotionally manipulative asshole.

         “Can we eat now, Teacher Stacy?” Tabitha asked, the conversation with her doll forgotten
               as soon as she saw Gieo.

         “You should call her ‘Mommy’ now,” Preet corrected Tabitha.

         I am Gieo, first grade teacher of math, best friend to a pillowcase of spare parts, an Angry Angel without a plane, and now a blackmailed mommy, she thought.

         “Is that what you want?” Tabitha asked of Gieo.

         “Sure,” Gieo said.

         “Sure is what you say when you’re not really sure of something,” Tabitha said and
               Gieo’s heart nearly fell out of her chest.

         “Yes, then,” Gieo said, “call me Mommy.” Inwardly though she thought, mother-fucker trying to manipulate me with a kid? Fine, Mackenzie, I’ll take her with me when I leave

         “Okay, Mommy,” Tabitha said.

         Gieo had never thought she had a maternal instinct. She thought in terms of science
               and technology. She didn’t consider Ramen her child despite building him. She’d never
               even wanted a pet. She had a dog growing up, a little pug named Gizmo, but that was
               only because her parents thought taking care of a dog would teach her responsibility.
               But when Tabitha called her Mommy, the words struck on a part of Gieo she didn’t even
               know she had, and she liked it—she liked it a lot.

         “Yes, let’s go eat!” Gieo said with a bright smile for her new daughter.

      

      

          

         Chapter 18:

         A pimp’s place in the world

          

         They made camp at the distant finger of a low canyon. The twelve foot walls of etched
               stone shielded the light of their campfire and the small trickle of water that had
               carved the canyon over a hundred million years refilled their canteens and watered
               their horses.

         “This is your horse, isn’t it?” Maude asked of the pimp while she unsaddled the horse
               he’d ridden during the day.

         “I told you I don’t have a horse,” the pimp replied.

         “Yeah, but pimps lie and nobody objected to us taking the horse,” Maude said.

         “You’d do well not to lie again,” Fiona added.

         The pimp sat glumly at the edge of the fire, inspecting the state of his suit. His
               hands were still bound, which prevented him from doing much else. The reasonably long
               ride hadn’t done his pants any favors. The cuffs were tattered and the inseam looked
               about ready to unravel.

         “You got a name, pimp?” Maude asked.

         “Am I going to be interrupted again if I try to offer it?”

         “Might be,” Fiona said, “but I don’t owe you anything and you’d do well to remember
               that.”

         “So many things I’d do well to heed,” the pimp said. “A gentleman would remember all
               the rules a lady sets before him. Very well, my name is Augustus St. Cloud, but the
               women in my employ refer to me as…”

         “Nobody gives a shit what you made your whores call you,” Fiona said.

         “Your name is Gus now,” Maude said.

         “As the ladies say,” Gus replied.

         “What is the next town to the east?” Fiona asked, looking first to Gus.

         “Big Bend Ranch,” Gus replied. “It is a prim and proper little berg about a day’s
               ride to the southeast based around the river in the old National Park by the same
               name. It’s mostly corn farmers and longhorn ranchers, although they have a lovely
               little church with a heavenly choir.”

         Fiona looked to Kenoi for confirmation. The Apache nodded.

         “It’s big, maybe four hundred people,” Kenoi said, “and the roads around it are patrolled. Sneaking past
               will be difficult.”

         “Might I suggest an alternative to sneaking past?” Gus offered.

         “You might, but if I don’t like the suggestion, I might well backhand you,” Fiona
               said.

         “Then I shall endeavor to suggest in as inoffensive a manner as I can manage,” Gus
               replied. “The mayor of Big Bend Ranch is a reasonable and genial man who does not
               care for me much or the vocation I prefer. This is why I was banished to Red Water
               with my operation. He might well warm to you if he believes you reformed me from my
               wicked ways and ended my nefarious trade.”

         “I did end your nefarious trade,” Fiona said. “You’re not going back to Red Water.”

         “Ah, I see,” Gus said. “And what might I expect in return for my cooperation?”

         “I won’t splatter your brains across the desert for my coyote to eat,” Fiona said.
               To punctuate the threat, Tanner made her first appearance of the night, materializing
               out of the shadows to step into the ring of firelight with shining eyes and teeth
               bared at Gus. Even Shrimp shrunk away from the coyote’s aggressive display of exposed
               canines and raised hackles.

         “An exchange I’ll be glad to make then,” Gus said, inching away from the snarling
               coyote.

         “Big Bend Ranch might not be a bad place to stop to gather some information,” Maude
               said. “That is if you can keep from kidnapping anyone else.”

         Fiona scoffed at this and settled back onto her saddle turned pillow. “Call it an
               impulse buy.”

         “Then you mean for us to go to this town?” Kenoi asked.

         “Might be they’re the ones who took Gieo or they might know who did,” Fiona said.
               “We’ve got to start asking around somewhere.”

         Tanner abandoned her antagonism of Gus and trotted over to take up her spot at Fiona’s
               feet. The coyote lay down, but didn’t take her eyes off the bound pimp.

         “I would be profoundly more useful to you if I knew what your ultimate goals were,”
               Gus said.

         “You’d be marginally less offensive to me if I let Maude geld you,” Fiona said. “She’s
               done it a thousand times with horses, but I’m curious to see if that practice would
               translate to humans.”

         “We aren’t seriously considering mutilation here, are we?” Kenoi asked.

         Fiona removed her hat and ruffled out her long, red hair. Irritatingly, Gus hadn’t
               yammered on and on yet about the flesh trade. In fact, he seemed to puzzle out his
               situation quickly and worked immediately to improve it, which made him look a whole
               lot more reasonable than he likely was.

         “What’s your cut of the women’s work?” Fiona narrowed her fiery blue eyes on the pimp.
               The unflinching stare cut through the pimp’s armor and seemed to rattle him ever so
               slightly.

         “I believe eighty percent is a sensible figure,” Gus said.

         It was a lie and a lowball figure to make him appear more evenhanded, but even at
               that, Kenoi frowned. Fiona guessed the cut was closer to the entirety of the money
               earned.

         “What happens if one of your women holds back a little more than you think she’s due?”
               Fiona asked.

         “My corrections aren’t improperly harsh,” Gus said. “I believe it is referred to as
               a tiger cage.”

         “No doubt they’re still expected to work through the bars,” Maude said.

         “No doubt,” Fiona agreed.

         The pimp was smarter by a country mile than most. Cutting or beating a prostitute
               was a pimp’s first reaction to being held out on, but without modern medicine or an
               easily attainable fresh supply should one of the prostitutes die, the punishments
               would need to be miserable, but without potential for infection or long term harm.
               Fiona hadn’t met many pimps with the power of foresight like the one before her.

         “And what do you do to a woman should she try to escape?” Fiona asked.

         “I’ve never had…” Gus began.

         “Remember what I said about lying,” Fiona snarled.

         “In that extremely rare circumstance, I’ve had the displeasure of hobbling them,”
               Gus said.

         “Cutting tendons?” Kenoi asked.

         “That knife he had wasn’t for their protection,” Fiona said.

         She could see on the Apache’s stoic features her questioning had done its work. Kenoi’s
               contempt for Gus wasn’t nearly the same as a Raven’s, but it would suffice for what
               needed to be done. She had one final question, although she didn’t need to ask it
               to help Kenoi see what a dressed up piece of shit Gus really was. Still, she wanted
               to know the answer for her own edification.

         “What do you do when one of your women gets pregnant?” Fiona asked.

         “Reduce the fee on her until she’s had the child and then sell the child to one of
               the area ranches to raise for free labor once it is weaned,” Gus said.

         “That’s only if it’s a boy,” Fiona said. “What if it’s a girl?”

         “A mother’s love for a child can make them unruly…” Gus said.

         “Answer the question,” Maude said.

         “I tell them the girls are sent to the orphanages in Fort Ranchero,” Gus said.

         “But that’s not strictly true,” Fiona said shrewdly.

         “If there is a stage coming through soon, I might, but the stage schedule is unreliable
               in Red Water and I can’t be expected to…”

         “You son-of-a-bitch,” Kenoi said, startling the other three people around the campfire.

         “He’s lived his life as a pimp, possibly even before the Slark invasion,” Fiona explained.
               “He doesn’t understand why his answers would cause outrage in us because his brain
               has been rotted through by what he’s done. Those women aren’t people to him so how
               could their children be?” Fiona settled her gaze back upon Gus until he turned his
               attention away from the enraged Apache scout. “You’re alive until you cease to be
               useful to me,” Fiona said. “Don’t think for a second you’ll be safe from my wrath
               in Big Bend Ranch. I’d disembowel you in front of your own mother without a second
               thought. The people of that town aren’t shit to me, savvy?”

         “It isn’t a subtle point you’re trying to make…”

         “Say yes or no,” Maude snapped.

         “Yes,” Gus whispered.

         They bedded down, leaving the pimp to sleep on the ground with his hands still tied.
               Fiona was a light sleeper as she knew Maude was and suspected of Kenoi. When she heard
               Gus rustling ever so lightly across the sand, she was instantly awake, but Tanner
               saw to the prisoner before her. Fiona opened her eyes just in time to see the coyote
               snap her teeth an inch in front of Gus’s face. The fire was dying down some, but even
               in the red glow of the coals, she could tell how pale the pimp’s face was.

         “Wake up my coyote again and I’ll be inclined to hogtie and gag you,” Fiona whispered.
               Already she was regretting kidnapping the pimp. She should have just killed him in
               Red Water and shot her way out of town if anyone objected to the murder. Soon enough
               though, what Kenoi knew about West Durango would be entirely spent and their Apache guide would turn into an observer for the
               Chief with no information to provide. Fiona had to admit, Gus wasn’t the most irritating
               pimp she’d ever met and he might eventually prove useful.

         Fiona returned to sleep beneath her duster with the question of the pimp’s fate on
               the forefront of her mind. The rest of the night passed without another incident and
               in the morning she found Tanner was still with them. Fiona fed Tanner some of the
               same spare antelope jerky they were feeding Shrimp and now a pimp. They saddled up
               and headed out in the cool early morning. She’d untied Gus’s hands with the warning
               that his horse couldn’t ride fast enough to outrun her bullets.

         They rode out across the desert plains for a time, only veering back toward the road
               when Maude began spotting signs of grazing usage. Rather than risk running across
               a herd and their sentinel cowboys, they decided to take their chances on the road
               proper. By that point they were well east of Red Water and almost a day’s time beyond
               the kidnapping, making the risk of a posse remote. They moved quickly once they were
               on the road all the same. The road smoothed their passage and they were closing on
               Big Bend Ranch before the sun was even touching the horizon behind them.

         The town was about as Kenoi and Gus had described it. Bustle wouldn’t quite be appropriate,
               but thriving certainly fit. A few dozen buildings were nestled in around the bend
               of the river with a steep hill to the northeast. They crossed a rough covered bridge,
               being waved in amicably by a couple boys in straw hats and overalls fishing off the
               edge with homemade poles.

         The road snaked through newly planted fields on the way into town. A few folks working
               the farms unbent their backs and raised a hand to their eyes to inspect the newcomers,
               but said nothing in the way of greeting or alarm.

         The roads remained dirt throughout and the buildings were predominantly clapboard
               with bits and pieces of stone and mud brick. The people walking along the plank sidewalks
               and riding horses through the wide lanes looked like cleaner, less wary versions of
               the citizens of Red Water.

         “It’s grown some since I’ve last seen it,” Gus mused.

         “It’s grown more complacent since I last did,” Kenoi added.

         Kenoi seemed to have the right of it too. Fiona, Maude, Gus, and Kenoi received a
               few curious glances, but the real focus seemed to be Tanner who had pulled closer
               to the side of Fiona’s horse despite the coyote making Molly a little nervous. After
               Tanner bolted at the sight of Red Water, Fiona hadn’t expected her to follow them
               even over the covered bridge, but she was right alongside them and eyeing her surroundings
               with something Fiona guessed to be cool disdain.

         “Where do you suppose we should look for information or a place to settle our horses?”
               Fiona asked of Gus.

         “There was a struggling hotel with weekly rates off the main square last time I was
               here,” Gus replied. “I believe the livery was a couple doors down from it on the opposite
               side of the same road.”

         “Lead the way then,” Fiona ordered.

         In finding the hotel, they clipped the main circle at the center of the town. The
               clearing was actually paved over in cobblestones, the only area that was, and in the
               center stood a strange old bonze statue of Daniel Boon. It wasn’t a large statue,
               being not much larger than the man it represented, and the pedestal it sat upon was
               little more than a roughly shaped boulder, but it gave the town an odd edge of legitimacy
               regardless.

         The hotel Gus spoke of still existed and looked to be struggling. The wooden slats
               comprising the two story rectangular building were beginning to gray and bleach without
               proper sealant treatments. The riders dismounted in front excepting Maude. The old
               rancher woman took charge of the horses to leave them off at the livery.

         “You don’t know where it is though,” Gus objected.

         “My nose can find a livery, you stupid, bowlegged pimp,” Maude snapped at him.

         It was true and brought a smile to Fiona’s face to hear it—Gus was indeed walking
               like his inner thighs were chapped from the riding. Fiona pushed the strange walking
               pimp ahead of her, through the hotel’s front door, and into the dimly lit interior.

         The front room of the hotel was as plain and fading as the exterior. A counter stood
               in front of them, a couple worn chairs sat at each window, and a few groupings of
               candles in brass holders provided the light. A small, furtive man came out from the
               backroom when the door slammed shut. Kenoi had remained outside with Shrimp and Tanner—none
               of the three seemed interested in coming indoors until they absolutely had to.

         “There’s a face I shouldn’t have thought to see again,” the small hotel man said.
               He had slicked black hair and a matching trimmed beard, both of which he fiddled with
               nervously when he spoke. He turned his attention away from Gus to give Fiona a perplexed
               inspection. “This don’t seem like the type to stand beside you, Augustus.”

         “I’m not standing beside him,” Fiona said. “He’s walking behind me as a servant.”

         “That is a colorful way to put it,” Gus sneered.

         “Want me to put it another way?” Fiona said. In the morning, after her warning to
               Gus about expectations of behavior in Big Bend Ranch, she had slung her Wakizashi
               across her back. The curved Japanese sword in the wooden scabbard threatened of disemboweling
               without her so much as reaching for the handle.

         “No, that won’t be necessary.” Gus backed away, eyeing the sword on her back with
               every cautious step.

         Fiona hadn’t ever used the sword as a proper weapon. It held a keen edge even after
               heavy use, cut flesh like a hot knife through soft butter, and sliced bone with only
               a little force. She’d made good use of it to dismember fellow hunters she’d shot and
               lop the heads off Slark prey; it was a tool and one that could open Gus’s stomach
               with an almost effortless slash.

         She turned her attention back to the hotel man. He looked at her with a skeptical,
               fuzzy-caterpillar eyebrow raised, and nodded his apparent understanding. “I guess
               you’ll be wanting rooms then?”

         “Three if you have the space,” Fiona said.

         “We do, but I can’t rent them to you.”

         Fiona removed a handful of the Raven’s coins from her satchel and smacked them down
               on the wooden counter. The coins landed with a thwack and glistened in the candle
               light when she withdrew her hand.

         “That’s real Nevada silver and well worth your rooms,” Fiona said.

         The hotel man took one look at the coins and looked away. “The problem isn’t your
               money. It’s your company. I can’t be having Augustus under my roof, meaning no offense
               to you, ma’am.”

         Fiona scooped up the coins and turned on her heels. A quick glance out the front windows
               told her she had larger problems than a burdensome pimp prisoner at the moment. Men
               on horses were squared off with the front of the hotel and Kenoi was nowhere to be
               seen.

         “You’re more of a hindrance than you let on,” Fiona said to Gus as she stormed past
               him.

         She burst out the front of the door, coat thrown back from her Colt, and hand at the
               ready. There were only four mounted and two of them were boys. In fact, upon closer
               inspection, they were the same two boys who had been fishing off the covered bridge.
               The man at their center, and no doubt their leader, didn’t seem rattled at all by
               her appearance. He looked to be about her height and nearly as slender. His face was
               long and narrow with hollowed out cheeks, sharp cheek bones, a thin nose, and pale
               green eyes that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a corpse. His black hair hung
               long out the back of his gray cowboy hat. Twin silver revolvers sat on his hips with
               their ivory handles pointed out. With his gun belts and rolled sleeves, he looked like a proper gunslinger itching for an excuse to pull iron.

         “Is that the woman you saw?” the gunslinger asked of the two boys. His voice was soft
               with an edge of ground glass likely from smoking or hard drinking.

         The two boys nodded.

         “You said she had Augustus with her,” the gunslinger said to the other fellow beside
               him.

         The other adult rider was a portly man with a bare head and a big gray moustache. Fiona didn’t recognize him, but she guessed
               he was someone else she must have passed along the way. In answer to the lead man’s
               question, Gus slunk out of the hotel, likely expelled by the hotel keeper.

         “Augustus, you look like worn shit,” the gunslinger said. “What happened to you?”

         “The world is a funny place,” Gus replied. “It would seem I’ve been taken prisoner
               and forced to work against my will by a woman.”

         The gunslinger nodded slowly. “The world certainly is a funny place.” He turned his
               washed out green eyes away from Gus and settled his peculiar gaze upon Fiona. “Do
               you have a name, gunfighter?”

         “Fiona Bishop,” Fiona said.

         “They call me the Dane,” the gunslinger said. “I’m what passes for law around here.”

         “What happened to the Reverend?” Gus asked.

         “He’s still around,” the Dane replied. “He’s not what he used to be though—got kicked
               by a horse last winter and collapsed a lung.”

         “Make friends with this one,” Gus whispered to Fiona, “or we’ll all end up in shallow
               graves before sunset.”

         Fiona didn’t know how to make friends with anyone. She’d never once tried and she
               didn’t fancy starting after the civilized world was dead and buried more than seven
               years. For a moment she considered using Gus as a human shield and shooting her way
               free, but from the look of the guns on the Dane’s hips, his bullets were likely to
               go right through the skinny pimp.

         “That’s a nice Colt on your hip,” the Dane said. “Do you know what they used to say
               about Colts?”

         “God made all men, but Samuel Colt made all men equal,” Fiona said. The words were
               actually on the gun case she’d liberated the pistol from all those years ago. She
               liked the words and knew them to be true. She couldn’t physically fight most men,
               but with the huge .44 at her side all their strength and size just made them bigger
               targets.

         “Close enough,” the Dane said. “I prefer the Smith and Wesson Schofield myself, but
               the Colt Anaconda is a fine gun.”

         “Um…thanks,” Fiona said, slowly inching her hand away from her pistol.

         “Franklin isn’t going to rent you a room so long as you have Augustus with you, some disagreement
               involving a knife, so you may as well come with me and I’ll see if I can find you
               someplace more comfortable,” the Dane said.

         “I’m not willingly going to a prison cell,” Fiona said.

         “That’s fine,” the Dane replied, “we don’t have any of those in Big Bend Ranch. You
               might be able to make do at my house all the same. Your Apache guide, two dogs, and
               mother can come along too. We’ll even try to find a hole to stuff Augustus in.”

         “Tanner is a coyote, not a dog,” Fiona said.

         “I’d say you’re something of a coyote yourself, Ms. Bishop.” The Dane beckoned over
               to the end of the street and a man with a rifle waved to another group at the intersection.
               Kenoi, Maude, Shrimp, and Tanner came walking around the corner leading the horses.

         Fiona glanced up to the rooftops of the buildings around them. Even in the fading
               light of the day she could spot a few sharpshooters moving amongst the flattop roofs.
               None of her group excepting Shrimp and Augustus looked happy about the turn of events.
               To put a final nail in the coffin, Fiona heard the deadbolt slide into place on the
               hotel door behind her.

         “I guess we’ll accept your offer of hospitality,” Fiona said, trying to sound friendly.

      

      

          

         Chapter 19:

         Deeper

          

         Gieo sat down to a late breakfast with her new daughter in her new apartment. Sitting
               across from Tabitha, she had to marvel at the skill with which she was being manipulated
               by General Mackenzie. Tabitha was young enough to be mistaken for Gieo’s biological
               child. She was Asian as well, Gieo guessed her to be Chinese, but she doubted too
               many people left in the world would know that on sight. They’d even spent a week getting
               to know one another at the schoolhouse to prevent any real awkwardness when the sudden
               adoption came down. The child across from her was as carefully selected for the manipulation
               as was the timing. What Gieo couldn’t figure out was why.

         “I thought we could play a little game,” Gieo said. “Do you like games?”

         Tabitha nodded vigorously, sending her black hair swaying to dip into the sausage
               gravy on her plate. Gieo reached over with her napkin and cleaned the white tips from
               her hair.

         “I’ll ask you a question and then you can ask me one, any question at all,” Gieo said.

         “Okay,” Tabitha said.

         “What happened to your original mommy and daddy?”

         Tabitha shrugged dramatically. “I’ve always been an orphan.”

         “Not anymore though,” Gieo said, which drew a happy smile from the girl. There were
               other people she could get that information from, although it wasn’t surprising that
               Mackenzie would pick a child with no recollection of her parents. “It’s your turn
               to ask me a question.”

         “Can you fly?” Tabitha asked after a moment of hard thinking. “Tommy-Joe Garvey said
               he heard you could fly.”

         “I can fly,” Gieo said. “I’m a pilot. Do you know what that is?” In the days before
               the Slark, every five-year-old would know about pilots, what a television was, and
               probably how to send and receive email. She doubted Tabitha knew any of those things
               being born two years after the Slark invasion and a full year after the cataclysm.

         Tabitha shook her head and smiled.

      

   
      
         “There are machines that can help people fly and the people who drive them are called
               pilots,” Gieo explained. “Some of the machines are called planes and some are called
               dirigibles.”

         “Can you teach me to fly?”

         “When you’re older, absolutely.”

         “I forgot whose turn it is,” Tabitha whispered.

         “You should go again then,” Gieo whispered back.

         “Okay.” Tabitha scrunched up her face to think. “Will I have a daddy too?”

         “No, but you might get a second mommy soon.” Gieo immediately regretted the words. She didn’t know if Fiona was truly
               coming for her, she didn’t even know if Fiona was alive, and she really didn’t know
               if Fiona would welcome the idea of playing second mommy to a child that Gieo was forced into adopting for the purpose of emotional manipulation.
               The words were out though and she would simply have to hope for the best and trust
               in her own ability to emotionally manipulate Fiona, which was not insubstantial.

         “The Garvey kids say they have lots of mommies and daddies,” Tabitha said.

         “This would be something different,” Gieo said. “You’ll have the two mommies the way most kids have a mommy and a daddy.”

         “Who is she?”

         “Her name is Fiona,” Gieo said.

         “Is she pretty?”

         “She’s beautiful.”

         “I think you’re pretty, Mommy,” Tabitha said with a shy smile.

         “I think you’re pretty too, Tabitha.” Gieo smiled in return.

         “Is Fiona nice?”

         Gieo didn’t want to start off their relationship with a lie. She also didn’t want
               to scare Tabitha. Describing Fiona in a way that would make sense to a five-year-old
               was an uncomfortable challenge. “She can be,” Gieo finally said.

         “Can she fly?”

         “No, she’s good at riding and shooting though.”

         “Tommy-Joe says girls can’t ride or shoot.”

         “Tommy-Joe doesn’t know what he’s talking about,” Gieo replied.

         “I didn’t think he did.”

         “Who came to tell you that you were being adopted?” Gieo asked.

         “Mrs. Dietrich.”

         That wasn’t surprising and it didn’t tell Gieo much. The true nature of a good deal of the general’s goals didn’t seem to stretch beyond the sheriff and he certainly didn’t seem like the type to share much with anyone, including his
               wife. Or perhaps Gieo was making excuses for the only person she thought might be
               her friend in town. She disliked the vulnerable feeling the entire situation gave
               her. She had a cast on her leg and now a five-year-old to take care of. If the general wanted to make her feel beholden and defenseless, he’d done a good job of it.

         “Finish up your breakfast,” Gieo said. “We need to go talk to Doc Harrington today.”

         Ask for new crutches and mention Davies sent her along as a friend. There was a hidden
               message in there and the doctor would likely have something to say about Gieo’s newfound
               motherhood. It was worth a shot though. Perhaps she had two friends in town.

         Gieo watched Tabitha eat. She had manners or the lack thereof to match Fiona. If she
               were Gieo’s biological daughter, she would have had her at twenty give or take. Without
               a proper calendar to know what month it was, Gieo couldn’t be certain. Her birthday
               was in early June, which didn’t mean a whole lot anymore. She wondered when Tabitha’s
               birthday was and thought she might want her to have a party. A little girl, especially
               one raised in an orphanage, ought to have a birthday party.

         The world was remarkably simple in the matter of adoption, loss of exact birthdays
               not withstanding. There wasn’t any paperwork to any of it. Tabitha didn’t even have
               a birth certificate. She was born, she was given to Gieo to raise, and they became
               a family in a matter of moments because everyone more or less agreed to it. Certainly
               it wasn’t anything she’d asked for, the motivations behind the adoption weren’t remotely
               altruistic, and the timing was sudden, but none of that stopped Gieo from embracing
               the situation. She’d had breakfast and a conversation with her daughter. Even thinking
               the words made her happy in a different way than she’d ever been happy before.

         They cleaned up breakfast together and headed out. Going down the stairs was significantly
               easier than going up them, but a chore nevertheless. Tabitha waited patiently while her new mommy descended the steps in careful fashion.

         The boardinghouse was in the midst of the weekend cleaning when they arrived in the
               main room. Timothy and Anton smiled and waved to them both. Gieo stopped at a curious
               thought rather than simply returning the courtesy.

         “Have you two considered adopting?” Gieo asked. Her dislike for the general would intensify ten fold if she found out the only way to adopt was if Mackenzie
               needed to manipulate someone.

         “I’ve wanted to for ages, since before the invasion even, but Anton doesn’t know if
               he’s ready to be a father yet,” Timothy said. “Between you, me, and the little one,
               he’s no closer to being ready than he was eight years ago.”

         “I was twenty-one when we met,” Anton protested. “Who is ready to be a father at twenty-one?”

         “You’re almost thirty now,” Timothy said. “That excuse has died of old age.”

         “Why be fathers when we can be the fun uncles for this little girl,” Anton said.

         “Oh joy, what every aging gay man wants, to play fun uncle for a lesbian’s daughter,”
               Timothy said, rolling his eyes.

         “What’s a lesbian?” Tabitha asked.

         “Great, now you’re teaching her things,” Anton said.

         “It’s a woman who is in love with another woman,” Gieo said.

         “Like two mommies?”

         “Yep, people can love whoever they want,” Gieo said.

         “That’s good,” Tabitha said.

         “It sure is, sweetie,” Timothy said.

         “Are you sure you’ve never done this mothering thing before?” Anton asked. “You seem
               so natural in the role.”

         “It’s day one,” Gieo replied. “Give it a week or a month and see if your opinion changes.”

         “You’ve already tackled the big, scary conversation of what gay is,” Timothy snorted,
               “and it only took you five seconds.”

         “That was always a paper tiger cooked up by bigots to avoid having to teach their
               kids not to be assholes,” Gieo said.

         “That’s a curse word,” Tabitha informed Gieo.

         “It is, but adults can use those at appropriate times,” Gieo said.

         “When can I use them?” Tabitha asked.

         “For asshole…when you’re thirteen,” Gieo decided.

         “Making it up as you go along?” Timothy said with a smile.

         “I’m not going to lie to her and pretend like curse words aren’t things people use
               or that they’re somehow evil,” Gieo said. “They’re just more colorful words for expressing
               oneself…and her other mommy is likely to teach her a whole new set with or without
               my permission.”

         Timothy and Anton exchanged a sad look that made Gieo’s neck hot. They didn’t believe
               Fiona was coming for her. Shouting at them that she wasn’t delusional probably wouldn’t
               help her case, although that was her first instinct. She gave them a tight-lipped
               smile and took Tabitha out of the boardinghouse.

         Gieo was raised by a tiger mom—an Asian mother with strict rules, lofty demands, and
               violent reprisals for failure—she didn’t want to be one regardless of how she had
               turned out. Still, she wanted to project an aura of strength and stability for Tabitha,
               and so she refused to use her daughter as a sounding board for her own problems and
               concerns as she’d seen so many other mothers do.

         The doctor’s office was one street over and two blocks down. The day was sweltering
               by the time they arrived at the little mud brick building. Gieo and Tabitha were both
               relieved to step into the cool interior. Doc Harrington emerged from behind a partial
               partition made of slats separating the examination area from the front where a few
               benches sat empty.

         There were a few medical books on the shelves along one wall. A couple glass-front
               cabinets held bottles and instruments along another. A stand with a water basin for
               washing sat next to the examination table. Despite being small, the office seemed
               remarkably well appointed and neat as a pin.

         Doc Harrington looked from Gieo to Tabitha and then back to Gieo. It was difficult
               to read the look that crossed his face as he did. Gieo guessed it to be confusion
               laced with irritation.

         “Is one of you feeling poorly?” Doc Harrington asked.

         “We’re both fine, but Davies said you might have some better crutches in stock that
               you were holding back not knowing if I was a friend or not,” Gieo said, repeating
               all the keywords she thought might be important from Davies’ message.

         “I might,” Doc Harrington replied. “I wouldn’t mind hearing what your plan is before
               I go digging around to find them though.”

         “Hi, Doctor Harrington,” Tabitha said.

         “Hello, Tabitha,” Doc Harrington replied.

         “Teacher Stacy is my new mommy,” Tabitha announced.

         “So I see,” Doc Harrington replied.

         “I’m planning on walking around on the crutches, if you must know,” Gieo said.

         “You still think someone’s going to come looking for you?”

         “I do,” Gieo said.

         “She’s going to be my second mommy,” Tabitha said. “Her name is Fiona.”

         “That’s the plan, is it?” Doc Harrington knelt in front of Tabitha to look her in
               the eye. The little girl nodded vigorously. Doc Harrington stood up again, ran his
               hand down his moustache, and nodded. “I’ll go get you some new crutches then.”

         The doctor walked back to one of the rear cases, unlocked the wooden cabinet with
               a key from his pocket, and rifled around a bit inside before returning with slightly
               better crutches. They were still wooden although the padding along the arm rests and
               handgrips was softer and thicker. He made a great effort to show Gieo how the legs
               twisted up and down to change the height of the crutches. He told her twice not to
               twist them too far though or the end would fall off. They exchanged crutches and when
               Gieo put the left one under her arm, she found it a couple inches taller than the
               right—tall enough that with a few more twists, the end might come off.

         She thanked the doctor, and she and Tabitha left the office.

         On the way back to the boardinghouse, Gieo’s mind was racing over the conversation.
               She was dead certain there was something inside the left crutch she was meant to find.
               Davies had tipped her off and the doctor had his own questions; whatever game they
               were playing at it was high stakes, but one they’d been playing for awhile.

         Gieo was so deep in thought she hardly noticed Tabitha’s sudden interest in a random
               cat that darted across the road. The little girl crossed in front of her quick as
               a blink. Thundering hooves rolled down the street, not uncommon for the time of day
               when the ranch hands were coming into town for a drink. In an entirely instinct driven
               moment, Gieo dropped her crutches, stepped painfully onto her bad leg, and snatched
               Tabitha up by the back of her dress. The girl came off the ground with her little
               legs still pumping. Gieo folded her up into her arms and took a step back just in
               time for them to clear the road as a group of twelve men on horseback rumbled through
               the street. The gray cat barely managed to leap out of the way on the other side.

         Once the riders were past, Gieo set Tabitha down with her trembling hands. She checked
               the girl over once, twice, and then a third time to be sure. Tabitha was startled
               and her dress was askew from being lifted by it, but otherwise she was fine. Gieo
               on the other hand had lost several years of her life to the fright.

         “You never dart out into the street,” Gieo said. “Do you hear me? Never.”

         “I hear you, Mommy.”

         She wanted to tell her to never cross the street without her. To never do anything
               ever that might be remotely dangerous. But that wasn’t realistic. “You always look
               both ways before crossing a street,” Gieo said. “Do it twice to be sure and wait for
               the way to be clear.” There wasn’t Sesame Street to teach this sort of stuff anymore. There weren’t warning labels or child safety
               locks or pediatric wards. Gieo would have to teach her everything she’d learned as
               a child and so much more.

         “Are you mad at me?” Tabitha asked in a quiet voice.

         “No, you didn’t know better,” Gieo said, “but now that you do know better, if you
               do it again, I will be mad. Do you understand?”

         “Yes,” Tabitha said.

         And there it was, her mother’s voice, coming out of her mouth, saying her mother’s
               words. A girl had to learn quickly with a tiger mom. A mistake without instruction
               on how to do something properly was viewed as a mistake by the mother; after the instruction
               though, any future mistakes were the fault of the child. In a world without safety
               nets, without real laws, and dangerous enemies everywhere, the harsh structure seemed
               more of a necessity than simply an option.

         “It’s the way my mother taught me,” Gieo said.

         “I have a grandmother?”

         “Not anymore,” Gieo said. “She died before you were born.”

         “Most people’s grandmothers are dead now, aren’t they?” Tabitha asked.

         Gieo nodded. It was a strange truth for a five-year-old to have figured out, or at
               least it would have been before the Slark invaded. For a child who lived her entire
               life in a post-apocalyptic orphanage in a world with a very small elderly population,
               it was more of an astute observation.

         Tabitha helped collect Gieo’s crutches from where she’d tossed them in haste. Gieo’s
               broken ankle was on fire with fresh new pain from having born weight. With her adrenaline
               wearing off, Gieo assumed the pain was only going to get worse. It was a good reminder
               though that she didn’t know what she was doing and she needed to proceed carefully
               because someone else was counting on her now. Orphans probably got run over by horses
               all the time in West Durango, but Tabitha wasn’t an orphan anymore.

         “We’ve got a lot of stuff we need to talk about,” Gieo said as they resumed their
               walk to the boardinghouse. This time Tabitha stayed very close at her side.

      

      

          

         Chapter 20:

         The same coin

          

         The ride out to the Dane’s house was a short one as the edge of town wasn’t far from
               the center. The house looked to be the hub of a producing ranch, although Fiona couldn’t
               picture the wiry, soft-spoken Dane working cattle or horses. The two-story, white
               ranch house looked like it was built prior to the Slark invasion. Indeed, it looked
               old enough to have been built before the First World War. When Fiona saw the big,
               red barn, she assumed the ranch was likely the seed of the town, existing in that
               spot for a hundred years or more.

         Men came away from the barn upon their approach. The Dane rode ahead to greet them.
               The dozen or so ranch hands were strapping and dirty—far more the type to work the
               horses than the Dane. Imposing physically though they were none of them looked to
               be the fighting sort. Kenoi made mention of patrols and Gus had agreed on the matter,
               but to that point, Fiona hadn’t seen anyone but the Dane who was a proper fighter.

         The Dane dismounted and handed his speckled gray paint horse off to one of the ranch
               hands. He encouraged Fiona, Maude, Kenoi, and Gus to do the same. Reluctantly, Fiona
               handed Molly’s reins to a barrel-chested black man with a hospitable smile.

         The ranch was at the foot of the rocky hills, which were painted orange and pink by
               the setting sun. The ridges on the hills caught the fading light casting deep shadows
               between the rockier areas. Behind them and down the hill, the pleasant little town
               sat nestled at the bend of the lazy blue and green river flowing slow and wide.

         “Quite the view, isn’t it?” The Dane said as they stepped upon the covered porch as
               a group.

         “It is at that,” Maude said.

         “I’ve only got a couple proper rooms, so you ladies will have to share,” the Dane
               said. “I’m afraid I’ll have to take Augustus from you for a time though. It’s as much
               for his own protection as anything else.”

         “What are you going to do with him?” Fiona asked.

         “There’s a locking room in the cellar. I’ll stick him in there when you don’t need
               him,” the Dane said.

         “The indignities I’ve had to suffer for facilitating the world’s oldest profession,”
               Gus said.

         In truth, Fiona was glad to be rid of the pimp for a time. Maude and Shrimp willingly
               entered the house to check out the rooms, but Fiona, Kenoi, and Tanner sat out on
               the porch watching the last light of the day fade over the pastoral scene at the bottom
               of the hill.

         “The soldiers we saw here on our last scouting attempts are not here anymore,” Kenoi
               said.

         “How long ago was that?” Fiona asked.

         “At the end of winter—three months maybe.”

         “He had sharpshooters on the roof and men enough to apprehend you,” Fiona said.

         “I got a good look at both groups,” Kenoi said. “They were townspeople with hunting
               rifles.”

         Fiona considered the news for a few moments. She glanced down to Tanner who was paying
               more attention to the world around her than the woman she stood next to. Fiona wondered
               what might happen if she tried to pet the coyote. She thought better of it and returned
               her attention to Kenoi.

         “What’s past this town?” Fiona asked.

         “To the northeast of here, two days’ ride is the center of West Durango,” Kenoi said. “We struggled to scout that though. The population gets a tightly packed
               with ranches and farms thirty miles in or so. You’d do well to ask Gus or the Dane
               about what the heart of West Durango looks like.”

         “I may do just that,” Fiona said. Two days and she could be back with Gieo if everything
               worked out to be that simple, which she had no expectation it would. Still, she felt
               closer to her goal at least.

         A triangle rang out over the night at the back of the house, calling the ranch to
               the dinner tables. Fiona, Kenoi, and Tanner wandered around the outside of the house
               to join the hungry men trudging up from the barn. In the back of the house, a large
               covered area contained three long rows of tables with benches and a single large dining
               table at the head. Women from within the house were hauling great platters of food
               out to the tables while the first ranch hands to arrive began wheeling out barrels
               of water and something stronger.

         The food smelled amazing with corn on the cob, steaks of all shapes and cuts, and
               beans in the mix. What the spread lacked in variety, it more than made up for in quantity.
               The Dane emerged from the house with Maude and Shrimp, apparently having deposited
               Gus in his private room for the evening. He motioned Fiona and Kenoi to join him at
               the dining table set aside for the Dane and the women who cooked the meal.

         Fiona settled in at the place indicated by the Dane and eagerly allowed the women
               around her to fill her metal plate until she could hardly see it beneath the dripping
               slab of steak, buttered corn, steaming baked beans, and juicy tomato slices. Maude
               and Kenoi were likewise served while Tanner and Shrimp were given bowls of trimmings
               with the other dogs. Tanner refused to even approach her bowl until Fiona stood from
               her chair, walked over, took the bowl away from the line of bowls being eaten out
               of by dogs, and moved it over close to where Fiona sat and well away from the domesticated
               canines. Even then, she sniffed warily at the bowl until Fiona dumped the bloody offal
               onto the ground. Finally the food looked recognizable to the coyote and she began
               wolfing it down.

         “She’s a feral coyote,” Fiona said by way of explanation, which brought nods of understanding
               and a fair share of puzzled looks.

         They feasted, especially by the trail standards of lean eating they’d done to that
               point, until Fiona couldn’t eat another bite. Maude pressed on after even Kenoi finished.
               Her appetite brought appreciative nods from the women who had cooked the food and
               the ranch hands that were being shown up by the old woman.

         When the meal was winding down, the barrels of beer saved off to the side were cracked
               open on the Dane’s order and mugs of the cloudy golden brew were passed around. Fiona
               took a sip of the foamy mug set before her and nearly spit out the bizarre, lukewarm
               concoction.

         “I brew the beer myself,” the Dane said. “This one is a lager, I think. What’s your
               opinion on it?”

         “I think you brew beer like a gunslinger,” Fiona said, although she politely took
               another drink.

         “I don’t seem to be getting any better either,” the Dane said. “That does bring me
               along nicely to the reason I brought you here though.”

         Many of the ranch hands were on their way elsewhere with their beers. The kerosene
               lanterns burning on the pillars holding up the covered roof over the picnic area had
               gathered quite a few moths eager to be near the flames. And Fiona could tell she wasn’t
               the only one of her group feeling full and at ease. The evening was as pleasant an
               evening as Fiona could remember in recent days.

         “I’m not a soldier,” the Dane said. “I never was and never will be. That’s a problem
               in West Durango because General Mackenzie is a dyed in the wool military man even if the soldiers
               he retained aren’t anymore.”

         “What’s that supposed to mean?” Fiona said.

         “The general and his men raided settlements in New Mexico, Texas, and Oklahoma before the Ravens showed up. After that, they tried to fight the Ravens without much success. When the general was crippled, West Durango was born out of a peculiar epiphany he had, and my little ranching operation here
               was annexed. His old soldiers spread around to keep the peace, but by that point they
               weren’t soldiers anymore—they’d spent too many years being bandits to be anything
               else.”

         “The dumb-fuck pimp mentioned someone called the Reverend back in town,” Fiona said.

         “He was the mayor, hand picked by the general to run this town,” the Dane said. “I didn’t lie precisely when I said he was
               a different man after being kicked by that horse. Being dead is a decisive change.
               When he died, the soldiers that used to be this region’s garrison took to the hills
               to resume their old ways, preying on the people they used to protect.”

         “Why not tell the general and have him appoint someone else, like you?” Maude asked.

         “Because I’m not a soldier and I’m not one of his men,” the Dane answered. “I never
               stole with him and never fought Ravens with him. I like my little plot of land out
               here and I don’t care for what he’s tried to do with it. Open talk about this would
               be treason if I wasn’t talking amongst my own people and a couple Ravens, which is
               why I didn’t let on to Augustus that the Reverend was dead and I was the one actually
               running things without Mackenzie’s say so.”

         Fiona didn’t need to be told what the Dane was angling for. She saw it coming with
               the Chief and she could see it coming yet again. The Dane needed something and his
               hospitality came at a price.

         “Spit it out and tell us why we’re here,” Fiona said.

         “I need help breaking up the bandit gangs cropping up in the hills. They’re fragmented
               and small, but I can’t do it on my own,” the Dane said. “I had you pegged from the
               moment I saw you that you are a gunfighter. Is that accurate?”

         “Some would call me that,” Fiona said.

         “Anyone with sense to know what one was,” Maude snorted. The old woman turned her
               attention to the Dane. “You’re speaking with the finest gunfighter in Arizona, New Mexico, and Nevada.”

         “That’s a lot of territory to claim,” the Dane said.

         “I didn’t claim it.” Fiona shot an angry glare at Maude.

         “We’re two sides of the same coin, I think, Ms. Bishop.” The Dane leaned forward,
               resting his ropy arms on the table ahead of him. In the low lantern light, the hollows
               of his cheeks were even more pronounced and his pale eyes beneath the dark, straight
               lines of his eyebrows looked even eerier. “I developed the affable personality I have
               to set people at ease despite my looks while you fostered a caustic personality to
               keep at bay people who would seek to get close to you because of yours.”

         “He’s got you figured out,” Maude said, taking a long drink from her beer.

         “So you’re a good judge of character,” Fiona said. “What of it?”

         “Tell me how I can help you in return,” the Dane said. “I’ve told you what I need
               of you, but I’m not asking you to work for free and I doubt you’re here just to harass
               pimps and eat steak, although I can see the charm in both pastimes.”

         “I’m looking for my lover,” Fiona said.

         “Tell me more,” the Dane said.

         “She’s a pilot. She was shot down by a giant crawler and taken captive by West Durango outriders.”

         “Would they have known she was a Raven?” the Dane asked.

         “I don’t see how they couldn’t have,” Fiona replied. “They plucked her from a plane
               bearing our flag, right, Kenoi?”

         The Apache guide nodded. “I saw it with my own eyes. Two men picked her up from the
               plane crash.”

         The Dane nodded his head slowly. “The general has an unhealthy fascination with Ravens. I don’t know if it spawned from fighting
               you ladies for so long or if it’s a product of how he was crippled. Regardless, if
               they captured one alive, she’d be in Fort Ranchero—I’d bet my trigger fingers on it.”

         “What will they do to her?” Fiona asked.

         “That depends on her,” the Dane said. “The general fancies picking up strays from the desert and making them his own. I’ve heard
               tales a Raven will blow themselves up normally before letting that happen and I’m
               inclined to believe the stories after seeing that you both wear grenades. She might
               be as valuable as gold to him or a passing fancy. I couldn’t really say. The man’s
               behavior vexes me.”

         “Helping you doesn’t sound like it’ll win us many friends farther into West Durango,” Maude said.

         “There’s where you’re wrong,” the Dane said. “You know I don’t care for General Mackenzie,
               I know I don’t care for him, but he doesn’t know that and neither does anyone who
               would tell him. I may not be able to hold my own lands anymore, but at least I know it; the general is in the same boat, yet he has no idea who is looking to unravel everything he’s built. The general’s friendship might only have fleeting value whereas I’ve been here since humanity
               fell and have every intention of being here when the tides roll back.”

         “Maude and I will help you,” Fiona said, “but I can’t speak for Kenoi or Gus.”

         “I can’t fight outside of defending myself,” Kenoi said. “The Chief sent me to observe
               only.”

         “That’ll be fine,” the Dane said. “Options for help being what they are.”

         They made their way up to the house full and tired. Maude and Shrimp were well on
               their way up the stairs when Tanner stopped Fiona. The coyote refused to enter the
               home and Fiona didn’t feel like parting ways from her.

         “There’s a porch room around the side of the house,” the Dane said. “It’s only got
               a cot, but the walls are mostly screen and it has its own door. She might feel more
               comfortable going in there.”

         Maude, Shrimp, and Kenoi headed into the house while the Dane led Fiona and Tanner
               around to the western side away from the barn. The sounds of Tanner’s fellow coyotes
               filled the night with their strange warbling calls and pitch-perfect howls. Tanner
               sniffed the air, but kept close to Fiona’s side.

         “You ever been shot?” the Dane asked about the halfway point of their dark, quiet
               walk.

         “A few times by a few different types of guns,” Fiona said. “You?”

         “Never,” the Dane said. “Not knowing what the bite of a bullet feels like can make
               a gunfighter too bold by half—at least, that’s the prevailing wisdom of other duelists
               I’ve met.”

         “Must have skipped over me,” Fiona said with a smirk. “Being shot only made me faster
               to shoot the other guy.”

         “I don’t expect you to trust me all at once,” the Dane said, “but we’ll need to believe
               in one another for what I have planned. This may take awhile, but I have an offer
               to get us started on the right foot.” They stopped outside the screened in porch area.
               The screens actually only started about waist high with plywood slats covering the
               area from the ground up, although the screen door was as the Dane had described it.
               “There’s a stagecoach leaving for Fort Ranchero late tomorrow morning. I know a man in the capital that might be willing to deliver
               a message to your girl if you penned one out.”

         “Why stick your neck out for me on this?” Fiona asked.

         “To speak plainly, without your help, Big Bend Ranch will fall back into Mackenzie’s
               hands by autumn, and I’ll likely be dancing at the end of a rope when it does. The
               only reason it hasn’t already is because Mackenzie doesn’t know he’s not in charge
               here anymore,” the Dane said. “A revolution is coming to West Durango and I mean to be on the winning side of it. If you put your gun to my cause, I’ll
               do everything I can to give you your woman back.”

         “The soldiers turned back into marauders aren’t telling Fort Ranchero what’s happening here yet because they’re enjoying the chaos,” Fiona surmised, “but
               what’s to stop them from blowing the whistle once they start losing?”

         “In a word: us,” the Dane said. “Granted, it’s not a perfect plan, but it’s the only one open
               right now. I’ll have pen and paper brought to you before breakfast. When you write
               your letter make sure to leave out anything recent—nothing about Augustus, your Apache
               guide, or what I’m doing here.”

          “Will she be able to send a letter back?” Fiona asked as the Dane began walking away.

         “That’ll be the easier part,” the Dane said over his shoulder. “There won’t be any need to sneak the mail to
               you since everyone left in Big Bend Ranch is already on my side.”

         Fiona walked into the screened in porch area. She held the door open for Tanner who
               reluctantly followed her. She left the door open a crack so the coyote could push
               her way back out easily if she changed her mind at any point in the night. Fiona slid
               off her boots, hat, guns, and sword. Tanner made herself comfortable on a pile of
               folded tarps at the foot of the cot. Fiona watched the coyote walk a few turns on
               the tarps before finally bedding down—Tanner was nothing if not adaptable.

         She felt hopeful for the first time in a long time. She had good food in her stomach,
               a comfortable cot to sleep on, and a line of communication open to Gieo. In exchange,
               all she would have to do is kill a few of Mackenzie’s marauders. It would have weakened her bargaining position significantly if she’d told
               the Dane that she would have hunted and killed the men opposing him simply for the
               pleasure of murdering the raiders. She was going to have a hard enough time already
               keeping their story up with Kenoi without falling back into Raven bounty hunting behavior.

         There was one nagging burr under her hopeful saddle though. The Dane had used the
               word revolution and he didn’t seem the type to misuse such a loaded word. Fiona knew
               from her time in Las Vegas during the early days that revolutions were bound to be bloody. She didn’t necessarily
               want to fight for someone else’s freedom—it wasn’t in her nature to take sides in
               a conflict she didn’t give a shit about regardless of how right or wrong either group
               was. Gieo was behind enemy lines though and that made the entire prospect a little
               more appealing than simply taking the opportunity to finish off Mackenzie. Veronica
               had wanted him dead at one point and Fiona meant to finish the work on the way to
               rescuing Gieo.

         She fell asleep mentally composing the letter she would write and listening to Tanner’s
               brothers and sisters calling out to the nearly full moon riding high through a clear
               black desert sky bedecked in a million twinkling stars.

      

      

          

         Chapter 21:

         Messages from birds

          

         There was indeed a message within the left crutch when Gieo arrived home. The leg
               twisted off with a couple more turns to reveal the top of the leg was hollow. Inside
               a slip of paper instructed her to wait one week and then go to the little bakery two
               blocks down from the stagecoach office and purchase a very specific list of items in a prescribed order. It wasn’t much, but it was a step toward unraveling the mystery of
               West Durango.

         The week passed in a far more enjoyable haze than the one before it. She spent nearly
               every minute with Tabitha. They ate breakfast together and then walked to school with
               Preet. The classes had shifted for the week, putting Tabitha in history class and
               providing Gieo with a whole new set of students to try to work with. When school was
               over, they walked home together and focused on giving Tabitha the early childhood
               education she’d missed out on. She picked up most things quickly. She learned rules
               for living, her left from her right, and new vocabulary words every day.

         They spent most of their sleeping hours together as well. Tabitha preferred to sleep
               in Gieo’s bed to reassure herself that her mother wasn’t going anywhere while Gieo
               liked having her sleep there to make sure she was safe. Ever since the day when the
               horses had nearly run over Tabitha, Gieo’s mind was almost constantly awash in fears
               for Tabitha’s safety. What if she choked on something? What if she drowned in her
               bath? What if she got bitten by a rattlesnake? And the worst fear of all: what if
               Mackenzie decided to take her back?

         The last fear was the most palpable and the one Gieo spent most of her time worrying
               over. He hadn’t needed to figure out how important Ramen was to her in order to have
               a hostage. Every minute spent with Tabitha amplified how much Gieo loved the little
               girl and made her an increasingly effective weapon to hurt Gieo. She didn’t know precisely
               to what lengths she would go to protect and keep Tabitha, but she knew it was well
               beyond her normal, rational response to things.

         “Are you ready to get going, Tabby-Cat?” Gieo called to her daughter from across the
               little apartment.

         “I’m experimenting with my shoes,” Tabitha called back.

         Gieo made her way across the main room to Tabitha’s bedroom where she found her daughter
               sitting on the floor with her shoes on the wrong feet. “What have you learned in your
               experimentation?” Gieo asked. They’d been talking about the scientific process the
               night before and how to use it to understand the world. Tabitha was quite taken with
               the idea and wanted to immediately start setting up experiments rather than go to
               bed.

         “Shoes need to be on the right feet to work,” Tabitha said. “They’re not like socks.”

         “A successful first experiment.” Gieo sat on the edge of Tabitha’s bed and took the
               offered feet when Tabitha rolled onto her back on the floor. She switched the shoes
               over to the correct feet and tied them tight. Worrying about shoes was a real problem
               with children, Gieo decided. It was important to get shoes on her feet in such a way
               that they would stay there throughout the day—she’d never suspected that would be
               something she’d have to consider as a mother.

         Tabitha took her feet back and they were ready to go. They made their way down the
               stairs, which were becoming less and less of an obstacle with practice and another
               week of healing on her ankle. She was able to use the leg to hold some weight, which
               wasn’t as important for going downstairs, but helped immensely in climbing them.

         On the street, with her hands occupied by her crutches, Gieo had learned she had to
               watch Tabitha like a hawk. The girl was prone to collecting anything and everything
               of even minor value that she saw. She especially seemed to like collecting rocks.
               Perhaps with a little geological study, she could become a rock hound, Gieo thought. If she wasn’t filling her pockets with rocks, she was chasing anything
               that moved. Dogs and cats were her favorites. In the rare instance where she caught
               one, the poor animal was hugged vigorously, usually against its will. Gieo had perfected
               a sharp whistle that stopped Tabitha in her tracks when she started chasing something.
               She hoped the hug victims appreciated it.

         They were on their way through the busy Saturday streets to the bakery to buy a strange
               combination of things on the vague recommendation of a note found inside the leg of
               a crutch. Gieo didn’t have the faintest notion what the errand would accomplish, but
               it was exciting nevertheless.

         The bakery was in the bottom floor of one of the brick buildings along Main Street. The windows were multi-paned banks that occupied much of the front to display the numerous
               delicious items being sold. The white, door was propped open with a large rock to
               let the scents of fresh baked goods waft into the dusty street. Gieo and Tabitha entered
               the brightly lit, heavenly scented bakery as much drawn in by the smell as their intended
               errand.

         Behind the counter a tall, strapping young man stood with his brawny arms folded over
               his broad chest. He wore a flour dusted apron and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled
               up. His shaggy brown hair trickled down his broad jaw in two fuzzy sideburns flanking
               a warm smile.

         “What can I do you for?” the young man asked.

         “I need three oatmeal currant cookies, a half dozen cornmeal rolls, and a loaf of
               Dutch oven baked sourdough,” Gieo said.

         “Red currant cookies?” the young man asked with a raised eyebrow.

         “Gold currant,” Gieo replied as the list specified.

         “I’ll see what I can find.” The young man walked back from behind the counter into
               the swinging door on the backroom where the kitchen likely was. The swinging door
               slowly settled closed and the bakery was left silent.

         “We get cookies?” Tabitha asked.

         “I think so,” Gieo responded.

         They walked amid the tilted wooden shelves holding various loaves of bread and rolls
               stacked in baskets. The Saturday haul was mostly bought out by the time they got there,
               leaving plenty of the slots in the shelves empty. Gieo read off some of the bread
               descriptions and encouraged Tabitha to try her hand with others. They were well on
               their way through sounding out ‘pumpernickel’ when heavy boots sounded on the wooden
               slats of the floor behind them.

         Gieo glanced over her shoulder to find Doc Harrington standing just inside the doorway.

         “Hi, Doctor Harrington,” Tabitha said.

         “Hello, Tabitha,” Doc Harrington replied.

         The doctor knelt and beckoned Tabitha over. She went to him tentatively and smiled
               shyly. “Give this to your mother once you get home, okay?” Doc Harrington handed Tabitha
               a folded piece of paper.

         “Okay,” Tabitha replied, taking the offered note.

         “Stick it in your pocket until then,” Doc Harrington said.

         Tabitha did as she was instructed, slipping the letter into the front pouch on her
               dress.

         The door to the kitchen opened and the young man emerged. He walked around the back
               of the counter, held up a slat intended to keep the general population out of the
               back area, and allowed Gieo and Tabitha entrance. He walked up the narrow staircase
               tucked in along the outside brick wall. Gieo and Tabitha followed him up. Doc Harrington
               shut the front door and flipped the open sign over to indicate the shop was closed.

         The second floor of the bakery’s building held the apartment the young baker must
               have shared with his wife. The warm afternoon sun filtered in through the front windows,
               catching the hanging dust in the air. A couple chairs and a long couch occupied the
               front room. A young, Asian woman sat in the chair nearest the front window. She was
               looking out the window and mending a shirt.

         Gieo stopped just inside the door when she spotted the woman. “Heather?”

         The woman at the window turned her head to finally look at Gieo. Her straight black
               hair was longer, she was dressed far more conservatively than the last time Gieo saw
               her, but she still had the perfect tan skin marred only by a knife scar running down
               from her hairline to just above her left eyebrow.

         “Hello, Gieo,” Heather said.

         “Would you mind if I gave your little one the promised cookies?” the young man asked.

         “Sure,” Gieo said, still stunned by the revelation.

         Tabitha folded her tiny hand into the young man’s massive fingers and they walked
               from the front room into the attached kitchen to seek out cookies. Gieo made her way
               cautiously across to Heather and sat upon the chair opposite her.

         “We all thought you were in some shallow grave somewhere in Juarez,” Gieo said. “How are you here? How are you still alive?” Heather had been the chief
               of night security for the airfields in Tombstone while they constructed the dirigibles used to attack the Bakersfield refinery. Gieo knew her face and they were friendly enough to chat a little when
               the day labor crew changed out for the night security detail. They weren’t necessarily
               friends, but there was a bit of sisterhood in both being from Orange County.

         “My trump card was a dud,” Heather said. “I pulled the pin and the damn latch wouldn’t
               even come off. After that, I was stuffed into the trunk of a car and taken out of
               Tombstone on the first convoy fleeing.” Heather set aside the shirt she was working on and
               plucked the thimble from her finger. “The convoy that took me must have gotten lost
               because we ended up well south of Juarez. The six men were too busy arguing about which way to go to notice they’d blundered
               into one of the trails the Slark used to sneak around northern Mexico. When the ambush hit us, I took a gun off one of the dead men, waited to see who
               was going to win, and then finished off the last two Juarez assholes once the Slark were dead. I took one of their trucks and tried to find my
               way back across the Juarez line, but there weren’t any gaps. I ended up running out of gas somewhere west of
               Marfa, Texas. After a day or two on foot, I was captured by a couple stagecoach drivers who happened
               to stop at the same watering hole I was getting a drink from. Since I didn’t have
               a truck, didn’t have a trump card to play anymore, and didn’t have any other routes
               north, I tossed my gun in the water and played the role of a damsel in distress.”

         “Were their names Tyler and Darrel?” Gieo asked.

         “Those are the ones,” Heather replied. “They didn’t know I was a Raven. They thought
               I was a runaway from the Marfa Alien Hunters or something. It wasn’t until they got
               me back to Fort Ranchero that anyone figured out what I really was. I was jailed, and questioned repeatedly.
               They alternated using sleep deprivation and dehydration—I don’t even know what all
               I told them or how much of it was true. After about a month of that, they moved me
               into town and started working on ways to integrate me into their society. I tried
               to kill Mackenzie the one time he talked to me in person and I went back to prison
               for a couple months for the attempt.”

         “Are you the one that crippled him?” Gieo asked.

         “No, he was like that when I got here,” Heather said. “Eventually they managed to
               convince me the Ravens were gone and that I better make my peace with them if I hoped
               to survive. They said Tombstone was eradicated and nobody was coming for me. I didn’t even know where I was or who
               I was dealing with. I finally gave up and just went along with things until an opportunity
               arose to escape…still waiting for that chance, actually.”

         “How did you end up with the baker?”

         “I was assigned to work for the saddle maker down the street,” Heather said. “I walked
               past the bakery every day on my way to and from work. I stopped in from time to time.
               Richard flirted with me, but I ignored him. I thought he was part of Mackenzie’s plan
               to fuck with me, although it turns out Richard works for the other side. I finally
               got lonely enough and horny enough to take a chance on him. After we slept together,
               I snooped around his apartment a little and found out he was a contact for the resistance.
               I woke him up, taught him how to conceal his espionage better, and we’ve been together
               ever since. He’s a good man, but a lousy soldier. He used to run a gourmet food truck
               that specialized in sporting events.”

         A month of questioning Heather would explain why Mackenzie knew so much about the
               Slark and Gieo personally. There were probably countless dossiers of notable Ravens
               built from the questioning.

         “How did you end up with the little girl?” Heather asked.

         “I adopted her,” Gieo said in a stern voice.

         “Ah, I see,” Heather said. “How did you break your leg?”

         “A giant crawler shot me down.”

         “I thought your airships had crash landing safety nets.”

         “I was in a plane.”

         “Wait, wait, wait, walk me through all this,” Heather said. “I’ve been out of the
               loop for too long.”

         Gieo recounted the success of the attack on the Bakersfield refineries, the fall of Tombstone, the move to Alamogordo, the discovery of the City of Broken Bridges by Claudia, and the destruction of Juarez in the War of Retribution. Partway through, Tabitha and Richard returned from the
               kitchen with cookies and milk, forcing Gieo to ameliorate some of the gory details
               of the recounting.

         “We’re both sidelined when the war is getting interesting,” Heather said when Gieo
               was done.

         “I still don’t understand why there is such a resistance to technology in West Durango and why it’s so isolationist,” Gieo said.

         “I’m not sure I do either,” Heather said. “Richard?”

         “It’s the cataclysm thing,” Richard said. “General Mackenzie thinks another wave of
               it is coming and the next one will finish off everything except the people who aren’t
               using any technology.”

         “Why does he think another wave is coming?” Gieo asked.

         Richard shrugged. “He’s never said as far as I know.”

         “Do you know how he was crippled?” Gieo asked.

         “It was before he settled down. I know that much,” Richard said. “I was living with
               a little group outside the ruins of Pecos when he created West Durango. A dozen of us came down when we heard from passers through that he was starting
               up civilization again. By the time I met him, he was already like he is now.”

         Gieo didn’t need to ask why there would be a resistance eager to overthrow the general. His rule was harsh, his means of exerting control were nerve wracking, and
               unless he was completely correct with his prediction of a second wave cataclysm coming
               and coming soon, whoever won the conflict between the Ravens and the Slark would eventually
               turn to West Durango with conquest in mind. There were useful people in West Durango, natural resources, and a base of food production. If the regime could be changed
               in a relatively bloodless coup, and whoever took over was friendly to the Ravens,
               the annexing of West Durango could make everyone stronger for the effort.

         “Who is leading the resistance?” Gieo asked.

         Heather and Richard shrugged. When Tabitha saw nobody had an answer to the question,
               she shrugged too.

         “Doc Harrington sends us people from time to time,” Heather said. “I tell them about
               the Ravens and what’s going on in the rest of the world, and then they go back to the doc to decide what to do next.”

         “I guess I was sent here to update what you know of the outside world,” Gieo said
               glumly.

         “Do you have any ideas on what else we might do?” Heather asked. “I’m just a foot
               soldier, but I remember you being the brainy sort back in Tombstone.”

         “I don’t, but I’ll mull things over and see if I can’t come up with something,” Gieo
               said.

         Heather and Gieo hugged. It was good to see another Raven and a familiar face in the
               strange town. Richard gave Tabitha a bundle of the gold currant cookies to take with
               them. By the time Gieo and Tabitha descended the stairs to the storefront, the doctor
               was gone and the sun was dipping in the west.

         Gieo and Tabitha climbed the stairs to get cleaned up a little in the apartment before
               a rowdy dinner in the boardinghouse dining room. Saturday dinners were fun events
               with parlor games and music. Timothy made it clear the special occasion required special
               preparation by the ladies and gentlemen attending. Nobody owned what could be called
               finery, but part of the fun was seeing what people came up with to appear dressed
               up.

         Tabitha tugged at the side hem of Gieo’s dress as soon as the door was closed behind
               them. “Doctor Harrington wanted me to give you this.” Tabitha held out the folded
               piece of paper the doctor had given her. Gieo had completely forgotten it existed
               in all the excitement of learning Heather was still alive. Luckily for her, Tabitha’s
               memory held.

         Gieo took the letter and unfolded it, expecting another cryptic set of instructions
               like the ones she found in the hollow leg of the crutch. It seemed a little less cloak
               and dagger to her to simply hand the letter to her daughter.

         The handwriting was immediately recognizable and Gieo’s heart skipped a beat in reading
               it.

          

         To the Angry Angel of my heart:

          

         You are a proper pain in the ass to track down, my love. I’ve taken a roundabout way
               to get to you and it’ll still be awhile before I’m able to cross those last few miles
               separating us, but don’t doubt that I am on the way and I’ve been on the way since
               seeing you crash.

          

         Stay alive, stay safe, stay sane, and wait for me. It shouldn’t be too much longer
               now. Write me back along the same channels that this reached you. I still think about
               our decompression sessions and look forward to actually talking about it when we’re
               reunited. I threw that last bit in there so you would know for certain it’s me.

          

         Sincerely,

         Your Redheaded Devil

          

         Gieo showed the letter to Tabitha. “It’s from Fiona,” Gieo said. “She’s assuring us
               that she’s on her way here soon.” Tabitha seemed very excited by the news, which made
               Gieo suddenly wonder if she’d made a mistake in telling her about the letter or Fiona
               in general. She still didn’t know if Fiona would be interested in playing mother to
               an adopted daughter. Gieo was so deliriously happy to know that Fiona was alive and
               was still planning on rescuing her that she couldn’t even be made to care.

         She would need to write back and in writing back, she would need to mention Tabitha.
               She’d have to pick her words carefully and remain upbeat. With any luck, Fiona would
               be just as excited to hear back from her and that might go a long way to smooth the
               news.

         But first, she needed to have a long, complex conversation with Tabitha about keeping
               secrets. They spent the vast majority of their time together, so heading off a slip
               up wouldn’t be too difficult, but there were other kids at school when Tabitha was
               in class, and she was always eager to try to show up the Garvey boys when it came
               to bragging. Having her gunslinging, horse riding mommy showing up soon was precisely
               the sort of thing Tabitha would use to shut up Tommy-Joe.

         “Tabby-Cat, we need to have a talk about subterfuge,” Gieo said. “Do you remember
               what subterfuge means?” It was a vocabulary word from earlier in the week and one
               Gieo really needed her to remember.

         “Being sneaky,” Tabitha said.

         “Yep, and now that we know the word, we’re going to practice doing it,” Gieo said.

         “Like a game?”

         “Yes, like a very important game,” Gieo replied.

      

      

          

         Chapter 22:

         A pimp’s pride and a bloody loop

          

         Fiona, the Dane, and Maude made a proper mess of the patrols sent out by the marauders
               in the intervening week with plans for more rigorous attacks when weak spots were
               found. Big Bend Ranch hadn’t known such a reprieve from harassment in months and the gunfighters gained admirers from all corners including Kenoi and Gus. The
               Apache scout and the Red Water pimp both voiced a desire to accompany the next raid
               on a stopover point to the southwest called Lobos Loop by the locals. Fiona was eager
               to see what Kenoi was capable of and thought Gus was more or less expendable if things
               turned on them.

         The loop was a winding, rocky area cut out on a nearly annual basis by mudslides brought
               on by winter rains. The last winter had been particularly wet and thus the loop was
               deeper and offered more protection for anyone hoping to take refuge for the night
               within the cut out dry rivers. The plan was to ambush a known departing squad of a
               dozen that used the river as their base when they rode out in the morning. The marauders
               had long since run out of automatic weapon ammunition and the rounds they could steal
               from Big Bend Ranch mostly fit hunting rifles and pistols, removing their firepower
               advantage. With the right positioning, the Dane thought they could negate the marauder’s
               numbers at the mouth of the loop.

         They’d picked at a few patrols earlier in the week, only using rifles from a distance
               while mounted and then riding hard to string out the enemy formation until they gave
               up the chase. The Lobos Loop was to be their first real assault with an eye toward
               destruction and for Fiona’s taste it couldn’t come a moment too soon.

         Arming Gus wasn’t an option, but Maude said she could use a spotter with her hunting
               rifle. Maude wasn’t the superb sniper Claudia was, although she’d hunted most of her
               life and was a crack shot with her .30-06 Springfield at reasonable range and could
               do some damage to a group so long as she stayed in one spot. Gus took the binoculars
               begrudgingly instead of the gun he’d asked for.

         The loop had two entrances a good quarter mile apart and that’s how they would take
               on the group without ever letting on how few attackers there actually were.

         They rode out the day before, early in the morning, and set up in the rocks with Maude,
               Gus, and Kenoi on the eastern facing entrance to the loop. They’d have to wait out
               of sight the entire day and the whole night for the following morning without any
               word from the other end of the loop or hard evidence the marauders were even in the
               trap.

         Fiona and the Dane took up their position on the south facing entrance, hiding out
               in a cluster of Joshua trees and dead scrub grass clinging to the rocky delta where
               the semi-annual mudslides scattered into the desert. Their horses remained hidden
               down the hill around another bend in the dry riverbed that would conceal them from
               view on the northwest side, which was where the Dane said the marauders were most
               likely to come from.

         In the evening, after a long, tedious day of sitting in the dusty cluster of grass
               and rocks, Fiona spotted the riders coming from the trail in the direction the Dane
               said they would. The riders didn’t look like military men anymore. Most of them appeared
               to be proper post-apocalyptic raiders out of a bad movie bedecked in leather biker
               clothes, chains, and grisly trophies. They were big men, which was fine with Fiona.
               Big men made easy targets and her gun was designed as a sidearm for bear hunting.
               The baker’s dozen of marauders entered the loop from the south entrance, riding around
               a couple twists until even the dust cloud kicked up by their horses was obscured.

         The boredom returned shortly after. The Dane had specified no talking or activity
               whatsoever on either ambush site. That was fine by Fiona. The Dane was just about
               the most observant man she’d ever met, so much so that what he saw in the world was
               just as unsettling as the pale green eyes he saw it with. She didn’t care for his
               scrutiny when his eyes turned toward her and she felt inept and half-blind when he
               pointed out something she’d completely missed. No doubt he’d seen a hundred things
               in the desert that she hadn’t and she wasn’t keen on hearing all of them.

         When night descended and the moon arose, she used the faint light of the stars to
               spot out the small trickles of campfires within the loop. It was a trick Maude had
               taught her. She wanted to tell the Dane what she’d noticed, but he’d likely already
               seen it.

         Her heart nearly leapt out of her chest when they heard the faintest crunch of dry
               grass in the deathly silent desert night. Instantly Fiona’s hand was on her gun only
               to find the vaguely familiar outline of a coyote creeping up on her. She didn’t need
               to say anything to know it was Tanner who had followed them. She slept in the porch
               room with Fiona and ate with her, but usually went off on her own coyote errands during
               the day. The Dane had done her a favor and ordered a moratorium on hunting coyotes
               while Tanner was in town. The people of Big Bend Ranch objected quietly at first,
               but lost their stomach for objections when Fiona’s worth became clear and Kenoi started
               spreading tales of the trickster spirit of the coyote and how it had chosen the beautiful
               redheaded gunfighter.

         Fiona rested her hand on Tanner’s back when the coyote came close enough to lie beside
               her in the grass. The coyote’s fur was rough and warm, rising and falling with the
               familiar and soothing tidal breathing. Fiona didn’t pet Tanner like she was a dopy
               cattle dog. Their physical closeness and the single hand on her back or side seemed
               to do well enough for both of them.

         Fiona drifted off into a shallow sleep with Tanner at her side.

         No sooner did her eyes close than she felt the Dane shaking her awake. The black sky
               full of brilliant stars was gone only to be replaced by a somewhat overcast, predawn
               haze. Fiona didn’t need to be told the clouds would foul their plans to some measure.
               The sun at Maude’s back was meant to conceal the number of snipers attacking. Without
               the rising sun, the marauders might single out the rifle fire.

         Tanner awoke and slunk off into the desert, vanishing almost as quickly and quietly
               as she’d arrived the night before. Fiona and the Dane slid out of their hiding spot
               with the same stealth. Fiona had Danny’s Winchester, the Beretta from Christina, and her trusty Colt while the Dane carried only his
               twin Schofield revolvers. They crept up on the sloped entrance to the loop. Fiona
               set up shop behind a large boulder brought down from the hill by a mudslide long ago.
               The Dane continued on toward the mouth to conceal himself behind a clump of cactus
               on the eastern edge.

         Fiona settled her duster along the edge of the boulder and rested the rifle atop the
               bunched coat to stabilize it for firing. She strained her ears to hear the rustling
               of the marauders setting out, but all she heard were the occasional squawks of birds
               around her and the crackle of lizards waking up in the weeds. Finally, she heard the
               distant patter of hoof beats and then the crack of a high-powered rifle followed by
               the clatter of an AK-47. The Ravens liked a good Kalashnikov rifle and so the repetitive
               rattling of Kenoi’s gun was a friendly, familiar sound in the distance.

         A few reports from other weapons seemed to reply, but not nearly enough to speak of
               a full-scale battle. The hoof beats began again, becoming more distant at first before
               coming closer. The riders took the bait. They were going to split their force to backtrack
               through the loop to circle in and flank the snipers pinning down the main force. It
               was a typical military strategy and pretty much exactly what Fiona would have done
               if she were in the marauders’ position.

         She let the first two riders get out of the gorge before she picked a target. If there
               were more than six coming, she was meant to wait until they had their backs to her.
               If there were less than four, she was to take down the first two and let the Dane
               get the stragglers. She counted out five, and fired at the last one in line.

         The round struck the rider in the hip and he reeled in the saddle but kept his seat.
               Fiona flipped the lever action on the rifle and fired again. This time the wounded
               rider’s horse reared and instead of landing another shot on the man, the bullet went
               straight through the blaze on the horse’s forehead. The horse crumpled forward, pitching
               the rider face first into the rocky desert floor. She really hated killing horses,
               even on accident.

         The riders circled up into a defensive formation to return to their fallen companion.
               The Dane leapt from his hiding spot among the cacti. In a flash, his guns were in
               his hands. Fiona had never seen a man fire so quickly and so accurately with dual
               single-action pistols. The .45 rounds from each Schofield riddled two of the riders
               before the Dane’s thumbs were done flicking over the hammers on the revolvers.

         Fiona leapt from her hiding spot, drew her own pistol, and advanced on the backs of
               the remaining marauders. The Dane dove and rolled in behind the horse she’d shot.
               The marauders’ bullets chased him into the flesh cover. The man she’d hit in the hip
               was shouting something and thrashing about on the ground, but hadn’t rejoined the
               fight yet. She zeroed in on the largest of the men who was working to reload the double
               barrel shotgun he’d emptied in trying to kill the Dane. Fiona fired twice. The big
               man grabbed at the holes in his back, dropping his shells in the process. When he
               tried to wheel his horse around, he dropped his shotgun as well and then fell from
               the saddle.

         The final rider’s horse spooked when the other three rider-less horses bolted from
               the battle. He managed to keep himself in the saddle for an instant, losing his rifle
               in the process. Fiona drew a bead on him as he tried to regain control of his frightened
               mount. Her two rounds struck him at roughly the same time as the Dane’s.

         A satisfied smile was chased from her face almost as fast as it appeared. Bullets
               came whizzing past her, nipping at the rocks around her feet and filling the air beside
               her head were buzzing, angry lead from the man she’d winged. The shooting came to
               an abrupt stop before he could find the range on her. A streaking tan figure shot
               out of the desert, launching itself at the kneeling man’s exposed side. The man rolled
               sideways under the weight of Tanner’s attack, sacrificing his gun hand to the coyote’s
               snapping jaws.

         Fiona rushed across the loose, rocky ground as fast as her feet would take her. The
               man was fumbling with his free hand to find a rock large enough to cave the coyote’s
               skull even as she tore apart his other forearm. In all the chaos of the struggle,
               Fiona didn’t think she could get a shot off that wouldn’t have a chance of striking
               Tanner. She slid her gun back in its holster, grabbed for the handle of the Wakizashi
               on her back and drew the sword. The man found a rock, gripped it in his bloody mitt,
               and made to swing it at the side of Tanner’s head. Fiona swung her sword in near synchronicity.
               The hand and rock it held sailed off into the desert chased by a stream of blood.

         The man lost his focus on his own defense in the shock of losing his hand. Tanner
               seized on the opening and dove at his throat. An instant later, she had a mouthful
               of skin, muscle, tendon, and blood vessels, tearing it away in a long string that
               immediately erupted in a crimson spray.

         Fiona fell to her knees in thankfulness for the coyote’s survival. Her heart thundered
               in her chest with genuine fear, a strange sensation she wasn’t remotely prone to.
               She’d been shot at so much in her life that bullets had long since lost the ability
               to rattle her, but nearly losing Tanner scared the hell out of her. The coyote came
               away from her kill with a bloody muzzle. Fiona beckoned her over and Tanner gave Fiona’s
               face a bloody slurp of affection and then another when the gunfighter didn’t object.

         The Dane came strolling over like he owned the world a little more with every footstep
               he took on it. The front of one of his Schofields was down and his deft fingers were
               running quickly through the task of reloading the drum from his bandolier gun belts.

         “What were you before?” the Dane asked.

         “An underwear model,” Fiona said.

         “If I had a thousand guesses, that wouldn’t have been one of them.” The Dane finished
               reloading his guns and slipped them back into their holsters.

         “What about you?”

         “Exhibition shooter for Smith and Wesson,” the Dane said. “I’d do some appearances
               in Old West shows. I played a pretty convincing Doc Holiday at a dinner theater place
               in St. Louis for a time.”

         “Sounds more useful than walking around in a push-up bra and angel wings,” Fiona said.

         “If it was, it was only by a razor’s margin,” the Dane said.

         The rest of their conversation was cut short by clattering hoof beats charging toward
               them out of the west accompanied by frantic shouting. Gus, Maude, and Kenoi were racing
               toward them with more than two dozen marauders cresting the hill hot on their trail.
               Fiona and the Dane ran back down the bluff toward where they’d hidden their horses.
               Fiona grabbed her rifle and duster from the rock on the run past. Tanner was well
               out ahead of them and picking up speed.

         Gus, Maude, and Kenoi reached them and the Dane waved them past. “Keep going,” he
               shouted, waving his gray hat at them. “We’ll catch up.”

         Fiona hauled herself up into Molly’s saddle and drew the Beretta from the shoulder
               harness. The fastest of the marauders was angling to cut down the Dane before he could
               reach his horse. She made her own counter charge on the group, rising up in the saddle
               to fire. The three men apparently hadn’t expected the attack or they were too focused
               on the man on foot to notice her until it was too late. She plucked two of them from
               their saddles and felled the third’s horse.

         The Dane made it to his mount in the window provided and they were off, barely ahead
               of the rest of the marauder column. Bullets chased them down the trail, notching their
               hats and poking holes in their coats whipping in the wind, but never finding flesh.

         They caught up to the second group of Maude, Gus, and Kenoi around the corner and
               rode on. The Dane and Fiona managed to look back and take a few shots at the pursuers
               when they stormed around the blind corner on the way up a low rise. The marauders
               fired in response, missing the two gunfighters, but knocking the horse out from under
               Gus. The horse reared, went over sideways, and tossed the pimp into the desert to
               bounce through the sorrel and sage.

         Fiona pulled up short, turned her horse to the site of the accident and found Gus’s
               head when it popped up from the brush. A cut across his forehead plastered his blond
               hair to the side of his face in a comical way. She fired at the pursuers with the
               Beretta until the slide caught on an empty chamber. She slid the gun back into the
               shoulder harness, grabbed hard to the saddle horn, and leaned over the side with her
               arm extended. Gus reached back up for her and she plucked him from the desert to deposit
               him on the saddle behind her.

         She was about to nudge Molly back into a gallop when she felt a sharp kick to her stomach. It took her a
               second to recognize the handle of Maude’s hunting knife jutting from her gut and the
               blood quickly spreading out around the shirt from it.

         “I’ve stabbed a whore for a lot less than you’ve done,” Gus hissed in her ear.

         He flung her from the saddle. She managed to get one foot beneath her as she fell,
               striking the ground to roll. The knife in her stomach shot unimaginable pain through
               her system with every jostle until she came to rest on her side. Molly reared when
               Gus tried to take command of the mare. He was a good rider, but Fiona’s horse wasn’t
               interested in the change in masters.

         The marauders rode down on them hard and fast. Gus went for the Winchester in the holster along the saddle. His hand landed on the weapon, but that was as far
               as he made it. A half-dozen bloody holes erupted across his chest and stomach and
               he fell from the saddle.

         Two of the marauders stopped along the way while the rest returned to the pursuit
               of the remaining three ambushers. The two lanky men in leather and tattered cloth
               circled the scene of the attack. One tried to collect Molly’s bridle and got bitten
               on the hand in the attempt. Rather than risk his fingers to take the horse, he pulled
               his gun and killed the mare. Fiona’s rage in seeing Molly die demanded that she kill
               him with her dying breath if she had to.

         “The guy’s dead,” the other man said.

         “So is the horse now,” the dead man said.

         The duo dismounted and walked cautiously toward her. “I’ll be damned, the other one
               is a woman,” the dead man said. “And she’s all fucked up.” He slid his sawed off shotgun
               back into the sling across his back when he saw the knife in Fiona’s stomach.

         “Not yet, but she’s about to be,” the other man said. He knelt at her back, placed
               a hand on her shoulder, and moved to roll her over.

         She let him roll her despite the pain it caused. When she fell over to her back, her
               Colt was in her hand. She pressed the long barrel under his jaw and fired. The giant
               .44 magnum slug tore off the hinge on the right side of his jaw, cut up through his
               face, and exploded out his eye. The man fell over and writhed on the ground in the
               frantic, pained way a man shot in the face is wont to do.

         The dead man who’d killed her horse managed to reach for his shotgun before Fiona
               put the last round in her Colt through his neck. He reached for the bloody wound instead,
               going stiff in the attempt to staunch the life flowing fast and strong out of his
               throat. He fell to the ground to continue his struggles there for a few more seconds
               and then went silent.

         The man who’d made mention of raping her wasn’t nearly so lucky. He’d rolled a fair
               ways off, lost his gun in the process, and seemed to struggle to breathe. Fiona slowly
               reloaded her gun with shaking, bloody fingers; she had no intention of putting the
               bastard out of his misery. In fact, if she could have prolonged the other asshole’s
               life with an equally horrific wound, she would have.

         “You may die after me, but you’ll know more pain before you do,” Fiona said. She wasn’t
               sure either thing was true. The stab to her stomach was easily the most painful wound
               she’d ever experienced and she didn’t know how mortal the wound even was yet. Given
               the choice between being stabbed and shot, she would take being shot any day of the
               week, which probably wasn’t medically sound thinking, but made a lot of sense with
               a knife jutting out of her stomach.

         “Kill me,” the man managed to gurgle out through his ruined mouth filled with blood
               and eyeball goop dripping down through the bullet hole.

         “Ask again and I’ll shoot your cock off,” Fiona growled. “You’ll die when it damn
               well pleases me and not a moment sooner.”

         She girded herself for the pain, grabbed the knife handle, and pulled the blade free.
               If it had hit a blood vessel, she planned on bleeding out quick and quiet rather than
               wasting away in horrible pain for days. The wound defied her though. Some blood leaked
               out, but certainly not enough to kill her anytime soon. She pulled her bandana from
               around her neck and pressed the cloth to the wound. She might still die from internal
               bleeding, but one question was answered about her survival chances—she wasn’t going
               to go fast.

         Standing was a mountain of pain that made her head swim. She managed to get to her
               feet nevertheless, slid her gun into its holster, and staggered over to where Molly
               lay. It was an ignominious end for such a marvelous horse and it was partly her own
               damn fault.

         “I’m so sorry, girl,” Fiona whispered to her horse. “You deserved better than this.”

         “Kill me,” the face-shot man gurgled again.

         Fiona reached back to find her sword still slung across her shoulders. It took a couple tugs to free it from the dented scabbard, but the blade was still
               intact, blood stained, and as sharp as ever.

         “Be careful what you wish for,” Fiona said. “Rapists will die screaming.” He hadn’t
               actually gotten the chance to rape her, but she didn’t doubt for a second he’d raped
               others and would have raped her if she hadn’t blown off half his face. She just wished
               she had an interstate sign to hang his mutilated corpse from when she was done. Hopefully
               others would still find him to know the message she meant to send.

      

      

          

         Chapter 23:

         Indiscriminate spark

          

         Fiona made sure the last man would indeed die screaming, but she didn’t bother to
               wait around to listen. She’d looked directly in his remaining fearful eye when she
               opened his stomach with her sword and shattered his kneecaps with slugs from her Colt.
               “When the coyotes come for you, be sure to scream,” she’d said to the sobbing man
               straining to hold his intestines in.

         The act of punishing another rapist strengthened her even as the work to make him
               suffer drained valuable energy. She gathered the water she could off Molly and the
               men she’d killed. Only one of the men had thought to tie off his horse when he’d dismounted.
               The other horse had bolted when she started firing. She traded out the supplies in
               her own saddle to the new horse including Danny’s Winchester. Getting into the saddle was an agonizing process that she only accomplished after
               she’d guided the horse over to Molly’s corpse. She stood on her dead mare’s chest
               and managed to slink into the stolen horse’s saddle.

         She had to put distance between herself and the bodies. She left behind the corpse
               of her trusty mount, a pimp, a tortured but still living rapist, and the man who killed
               her horse. The blood would attract scavengers and predators soon—the desert seldom
               left fresh meat for long.

         Anything above a gentle walk on the horse and her gut wound was too much to bear.
               She walked the tired old nag slowly in roughly the southward direction. The sun still
               hadn’t broken free of the clouds of the morning. To the west, it even looked a little
               like rain. Fiona hoped she would find her way back to Big Bend Ranch before the storm
               caught up to her.

         She spotted Tanner in the distance, darting among the rocks, sagebrush, and cactus.
               She turned to follow, too weak to cry out to the coyote. When she fell too far behind,
               the coyote seemed to wait. When she veered off track, the coyote made its trail easier
               to follow by adding a few barks.

         Fiona repeated the mantra to herself again and again as she rode, fighting down the
               pain, staving off the weakness that would knock her from the saddle, and snapping
               herself away from the fuzzy brink of passing out with the words: Stacy needs me. It
               was truer than anything else she could have told herself. Gieo didn’t need much of
               anyone, but she needed Fiona. Feeling needed and referring to her lover by her real
               name gave the words weight beyond their simple message. There were other reasons to
               survive. She didn’t want to go out to betrayal. Being killed by a pimp armed only
               with a knife would be embarrassing. Maude would have to relegate her tough woman championship
               belt too. Dying just wasn’t an option after further examination of what she stood
               to gain.

         She followed Tanner through the desert, drank the water she could keep down, and fought
               against the pain like the fight was the only thing keeping her alive. The coyote led
               her to the flat, green, grassy bank of the river and started drawing her up along
               it back to the town. A few fat rain drops began falling on her and prickling the surface
               of the slow moving river.

         She’d dipped her head to keep the brim of her hat in front so rain wouldn’t hit her
               in the face. Following the river didn’t require looking up to find Tanner anymore
               although she could still hear the coyote from time to time. She glanced up to make
               sure she was still heading in the right direction and spotted a rider in the distance.
               The horse was familiar and so was the trucker cap the man wore.

         Kenoi let out a whoop when he saw her and spurred his horse into a gallop. Tanner
               came along with him when he rode up to Fiona. The old nag she’d stolen shied a little
               away from the coyote, but it was too tired to do much else.

         “The trickster spirit is watching over you, Dahteste,” Kenoi said.

         “How far to town?” Fiona asked weakly.

         “Another mile of easy riding. I’ll stay with you the whole way.”

         “What happened to the marauders?” Fiona asked.

         “We split up and they chased the Dane,” Kenoi said. “He must have given them the slip
               when the rain started because he made it back to town an hour or so after I did. He’s
               had anyone who could ride out looking for you.”

         “I hope the spirits of antibiotics and pain killers are watching over me when we get
               to town,” Fiona said.

         The rain was already passing by them and the sun was breaking through the clouds when
               they crossed the covered bridge back into Big Bend Ranch.

          

         ♠ ♣ ♥ ♦

          

         Gieo clacked her way down to the doctor’s office on her crutches with a letter for
               Fiona tucked in her pocket. She’d tried to figure out how to get the letter to fit
               inside the crutch, but the hollowed out portion was only big enough for a little rolled up note and she’d written a few pages…front and back.

         As much as she disliked having Tabitha out of her sight, it would be a faster trip
               on her own and she was beginning to wonder how secure of a vessel her daughter was
               for secret storage considering how many new things kept getting added. Tabitha had
               expressed an interest to learn how to dance, which Gieo lacked the skill and physical
               well-being to demonstrate, and so Timothy and Anton promised to teach her a little
               of what they knew.

         Doc Harrington was in front of the office when Gieo arrived, packing things away on
               his horse. Gieo gave him a puzzled look when he glanced up to her.

         “I’ve got rounds to see to in a few of the towns throughout West Durango,” Doc Harrington explained. “Many of them are a few days from here and can only scrounge
               a cattle veterinarian in the best of times.”

         “Isn’t that what the stagecoach is for?”

         “I move faster on my own and the roads are pretty good this time of year,” Doc Harrington
               replied.

         “Roads built by Slark slavery,” Gieo muttered.

         “I can’t afford the ethical stand to avoid using them,” Doc Harrington replied.

         “I wasn’t asking you to.”

         “Can you hand me that mailbag…I mean saddlebag?” Doc Harrington pointed to one of
               the remaining leather satchels leaning against a post on the porch of his office.

         Gieo took his meaning, slipped the letter from her pocket into the bag, and brought
               it awkwardly to him. The doctor nodded his approval and secured the bag to his saddle.

         “It’s about time you began rehabbing that leg of yours,” Doc Harrington said idly.
               “There’s no need for you to wait for me to get back before starting. The machine is
               inside. I’m sure you can figure out the rest. Once every other day should be a good
               schedule to keep until I get back. We’ll see about getting you into a walking cast
               then.”

         Doc Harrington pulled himself into the saddle of his laden horse and turned it slowly
               to head toward the western road. Gieo waved to him and he tipped his wide-brimmed
               leather hat to her in reply.

         Gieo let herself into the doctor’s office through the front door. She’d given it fifty/fifty
               odds between there being a machine to rehab her leg or that the doctor’s medical advice
               was another secret message. Davies was sitting behind the doctor’s small desk in the
               corner, feet up on the edge, leaning back in the chair with a casual ease reserved
               only for sleeping cats and teenage boys.

         “There’s a secret room off the back,” Davies said. “It’s small, but should work for
               now.”

         Gieo wandered over in the general direction the boy had pointed with the toe of his
               dusty shoe. The wall looked to be solid. She glanced back to Davies who only smiled.
               She gave the wall another inspection and realized the edge of the bookcase mounted
               to the planks had a handhold cut into the outer edge. She slipped her fingers into
               the notch and pulled. The entire wall drifted idly toward her on well-oiled hinges.

         The tiny room’s interior was faintly lit by a skylight that she suspected was amplified
               by internal mirrors. There was a little workbench built into the far wall that looked
               more suited to treating patients. On the workbench was a familiar scattering of metal
               parts and the secured encasing containing Ramen’s memory core.

         “Texas has a long history of changing sides in conflicts as it suits our purposes,” Davies
               said. “Another one of those changes has just started, albeit ahead of schedule.”

         “What do you mean?”

         “Word came with the letter your girlfriend sent you that the Dane intends to start
               the revolution,” Davies said. “Doc seems to think it’s desperation and is riding out
               to try to talk sense to him.”

         “Who is the Dane?” Gieo asked.

         “A gunslinger with a big heart and delusions of grandeur,” Davies said. “Your girlfriend
               linked up with him in Big Bend Ranch. It’s just her, another Raven, and an Apache
               observer. That’s not exactly the army we hoped the Ravens would provide, although
               I guess the Dane thinks it’s enough.”

         “Fiona doesn’t typically play by Raven rules,” Gieo said. “If she’s alone, it’s because
               she left them again.” She stopped short of explaining the requirement of Raven women
               to never be captured and how her survival through the process was tantamount to betrayal
               of the Raven code. She and Heather were Ravens no longer, and if Fiona was essentially
               alone, it meant she wasn’t either.

         “We’ve got other things in place,” Davies said, “and you’ve got whatever this is.”
               He let the tilted chair fall flat against the floor with a thud and hopped up to walk
               over to where she stood at the entrance of the secret room. “Is it a weapon?”

         “Not really,” Gieo said. “It’s a…drone of sorts.”

         “It’s Slark tech is what it is,” Davies said.

         Gieo’s eyes went wide and she shook her head. “No, I built it from scraps…”

         Davies slipped an item wrapped in cloth from the front pocket of his brown, wool dungarees.
               He unfolded the cloth to reveal a circuit board identical to the broken one from Ramen’s
               head.

         “It’s Slark tech,” Davies repeated. “Or say it isn’t again and I’ll just keep this.”

         “It’s Slark tech,” Gieo said sullenly. “The basic platform and programming was taken
               from a Slark recon drone. I modified it all, wiped and reprogrammed big sections of
               the artificial intelligence, and built it a new platform, mostly with human tech.
               But, yes, the primary core of what Ramen is was built by the Slark. The personality
               matrix is a program I mostly wrote on my own, but the basis was already there.”

         Davies raised his eyebrows, clearly not having expected that response. “It’s sentient?”

         “By most standards of the word, yes,” Gieo said.

         “Does it know or remember what it was?”

         “No, I wiped that part of its memory,” Gieo said. “He thinks I built him, which is
               only partially untrue.”

         Davies seemed unsure of the course at that point, but ultimately resigned to the plan
               no doubt left to him by Doc Harrington. “We need you to fix it,” he finally said,
               offering her the circuit board in his hand. “We need it to help us.”

         She took the offered part and considered it for a moment. It was only one broken piece
               of many to be replaced. “I can try.”

         “Doc knows a little about tech,” Davies said. “He took the solar panels from your
               salvage and hid them on the roof. You should have power to work with coming through
               those wires.” Davies pointed to the wires running down along the wall from the skylight.
               “I can get you more stuff; I know where my dad hides his caches of stolen Slark junk.
               The whelps we capture typically have a little of this or that with them when they’re
               taken and the desert is littered with wreckage that we pick up when clearing farm
               land. Over the years, he’s collected enough that I can swipe a couple pieces from
               each and he’ll never notice.”

         “Why are you helping bring down your father?” Gieo asked.

         Davies let out a strangled little chuckle and ran his hands nervously through his
               pale blond hair. “My dad is a doomsday conspiracy theorist,” Davies said. “No better
               than the Marfa Alien Hunters in a lot of ways.”

         “What do you mean?”

         “The Cascade, that’s what the government people called it, that wiped the slate clean,
               he thinks a second one is coming,” Davies said.

         “Is there?”

         “Doc Harrington doesn’t think so. My dad set a date for when he said it was coming.
               It was a week before you were shot down by the giant crawler. Everyone believed my
               dad was right about it, but Doc Harrington knew the day the pulse supposedly happened
               that my father wasn’t telling the truth.” Davies reached past Gieo into the interior
               wall of the little workshop and plucked a box from a tiny shelf. He slid back the
               cover to the wooden keepsake box to reveal the interior was full of electronic devices.
               Calculators, watches, digital keychain pets, handheld video games, and the like were
               all neatly organized inside. At a glance, Gieo could see most of them were still working
               and suspected the rest only needed to be turned on to know they functioned. “There
               isn’t anything electronic anywhere else in West Durango. So who but Doc Harrington could know my father was full of shit?”

         “Except me now,” Gieo said.

         “Yep, it’s all just a big lie to keep things running the way he likes them,” Davies
               said. “Everyone believes his way is the only way to survive and that means rejection
               of all technology. He views you Ravens as the ultimate successes of his utopian society.
               If he can integrate you and Heather into West Durango, he thinks he can integrate anyone.”

         “How was he crippled?”

         “The first Raven he captured didn’t integrate so easily,” Davies said. “This was before
               West Durango. We were just nomads back then. She blew herself up, killing most of my father’s
               officers, nearly killing him, and deafening me in my left ear. Sheriff Dietrich still
               carries the scars from the assassin’s grenade.” Davies looked down at the box for
               a moment, his mop of blond hair falling over his face. He slammed the box shut and
               looked back up with a strange ferocity in his pale blue eyes. “Look, I’m not a bad
               son, but I’m also not stupid. I lost half my hearing to a Raven. I know what you all
               are capable of. The stories coming from the refugees, what Heather told me, this thing
               you built out of spare parts and stolen Slark tech…if we keep sticking our heads in
               the sand hoping the world will ignore us…”

         Gieo didn’t need him to finish the statement. If the Ravens took over West Durango by force, the people would likely become indentured servants the same as the Juarez refugees. Considering they had a clear picture of slavery, seeing as they still practiced
               it, she didn’t doubt the people would have a hard time thinking indentured servitude
               was much better. If the Slark invaded West Durango…Gieo couldn’t speak for the thought processes of the aliens, but she knew humans
               wouldn’t react well if they found out the Slark were using people as salves. From
               what she’d seen, West Durango was likely stout enough to hold off Juarez for a lot
               of years, but wouldn’t last more than a few days against the full force of the Ravens
               or the Slark, which would be precisely what showed up once one of them defeated the
               other.

         “I’ll start fixing things tomorrow,” Gieo said. “Bring me what you can, when you can,
               and I’ll see what I can make.”

         Davies seemed pleased by the announcement. “Go easy on telling people you were a pilot
               in the meantime,” he said. “That hasn’t sat well with my father and we don’t need
               him getting suspicious now.”

         Gieo agreed and they parted ways after locking up the doctor’s office. There were
               immediate fixes to be made on Ramen, things she’d already mentally planned to do should
               she get the chance, but there were other possibilities presented by Davies promising
               to bring new items to her. After a few very early setbacks in adapting Ramen, she’d
               been reluctant to fully embrace use of Slark technology. The Ravens had pushed her
               on implementing more salvage though and eventually the Corsair had become an achievement
               on par with Ramen in her mind. She wasn’t the same person who had nearly been killed
               by her hubris in her earliest attempts at adapting Slark technology for her own purposes.
               She had years of practice now, new information, and if the weirdos living beneath
               the City of Broken Bridges could harness Slark robotics safely, so could she.

         A troupe of Slark slaves walked down the cross street in front of her, marched in their chains and ropes by a few slave drivers. The men holding the clubs and lead
               ropes on the two dozen whelp slaves tipped their hats to Gieo as they passed. Such cordial slave masters, Gieo thought. She ignored the men ushering the space lizards and instead focused
               on the aliens themselves. They were small, even a little smaller than her, but she
               thought she saw a fire in their shiny, black eyes and it made her wonder.

          

         ♠ ♣ ♥ ♦

          

         Fiona rested up at the Dane’s ranch in the porch room. The town medic, who was a nurse
               at one point, came by to see her and do what he could. He was a large, aging, Tejano man with an easy smile and surprisingly gentle hands. He sniffed the wound, poked all around her stomach, avoiding the cut as much as possible, told her to fast
               at least a day, and then sewed up the slash. His prognosis, which he gave after bequeathing
               a healthy supply of marijuana and a pipe to smoke it with to dull the pain, was that
               she didn’t have any internal abdominal bleeding caused by the knife hitting a vessel
               and that the wound didn’t smell septic in a way that would indicate the knife had
               opened her intestines. All the same, he gave a mash of homemade antibiotics and instructed
               Maude in mixing it into a drink.

         Fiona promptly got stoned before the nurse even left.

         That night, Kenoi built a fire outside the porch room, stripped down to just his buckskin
               pants, and began painting himself. When he started dancing and chanting, Tanner stood
               from her resting place beside Fiona and went out to see what he was doing.

         Fiona watched the scout as he danced slow circles around the fire, half chanting and
               half singing in the strangely compelling Apache language. Tanner came to the edge
               of the circle of light cast by the campfire and watched him with great interest as
               he circled the flames.

         It was an ancient scene and one Fiona suspected could have been witnessed a thousand
               years ago on that very spot. She was glad she was stoned enough to enjoy it as her
               stomach wound didn’t seem likely to let her sleep even with all the pain-dulling weed
               she’d smoked.

         “He’s celebrating your survival and thanking the coyote spirit for bringing you home,”
               Maude said, having somehow materialized in the doorway between the house and the porch.

         “You understand what he’s saying?” Fiona asked.

         “No, he told me that’s what he was going to do.” Her arms were folded over her chest,
               lower than usual though. She looked more hangdog than her typical angry-at-the-world expression.

         Fiona returned her fuzzy attention to the scene outside. She wasn’t the religious
               sort. It all seemed like nonsense to her even before the completely non-biblical space
               lizards started showing up. She liked the spiritualism on display outside though.
               Fiona fancied herself a warrior, the Apaches valued warriors, and their religious
               beliefs placed importance on what she was and what she did. She wanted to know more
               about this trickster spirit that was apparently watching over her.

         “It’s my fault,” Maude said.

         “I don’t mind the dancing. I kind of like it actually. He’s not keeping me up.”

         “Not the half naked man dancing and singing outside. I’m talking about the knife in
               your gut,” Maude said. “I gave it to Gus to cut the ropes hobbling our horses while
               Kenoi and I held back the second wave.”

         Fiona sighed, which made her stomach hurt. “I decided to kidnap the pimp rather than
               kill him, I let him come along against my better judgment because I thought he was
               expendable in a way the townspeople weren’t, I went back for him when his horse was
               shot out from under him, and I let him get in a knife in me when I should have been
               warier…but, yeah, it’s still your fault.” She smiled to Maude who only shook her head.

         “I backtracked once we lost the marauders and found your handiwork,” Maude said. “I
               was even on my way down your trail to find you, but you beat me back to town. I brought
               back your saddle all the same.”

         “Was the rapist still alive when you found the mess?”

         “No, the coyotes were at him by that point,” Maude said. “Did he…?”

         “He meant to, which is reason enough for me to do what I did,” Fiona said. “I would have castrated him and force fed him his own balls if I wasn’t
               wounded…and then fed him the balls off the asshole that killed my horse for no reason.”

         “You’ve got a hole in you, but none of that venom has leaked out yet,” Maude said.

         “I’d just make more anyway.”

         “You don’t…you can’t…you’re all I have left of value in this world,” Maude said. “So
               you best not be planning on dying.”

         “I’m not going to,” Fiona said. “When did you go soft, old woman? I would have thought
               you’d gone through menopause before I was even born, but here you are, menstruating
               all over my convalescence room.”

         Maude let out a relieved, truncated laugh. “None of my daughters or granddaughters
               ever talked to me the way you do.”

         “I’m the only person in the world who isn’t afraid of you,” Fiona said. “Feel bad
               about the knife thing on your own damn time. You’re no use to me if you’re going to
               waste yourself on regret and shame.”

         Maude made to move as though she wanted to pat Fiona on the shoulder. She turned away
               at the last moment and walked back toward the ranch house door.

         “Where the fuck are you going?” Fiona asked. “We’ve got a half naked Apache singing
               to the coyote spirits on my behalf. Sit with me awhile and enjoy it.”

         Maude retrieved a wooden folding chair from against the wall and pulled it up alongside
               Fiona’s cot. She finally did pat the gunfighter on the shoulder and smiled to her.
               “The Dane said your coyote friend killed a man that was trying to shoot you.”

         “She did,” Fiona said. “Lends a certain air of legitimacy to the spirit world stuff
               Kenoi’s been spouting.”

         “Maybe or maybe you inspire that sort of thing in people and animals.”

         They sat in silence for a time, watching Kenoi dance and sing while Tanner observed.
               Fiona fell asleep comfortable knowing Maude was watching over her.

      

      

          

         Chapter 24:

         Calm waters

          

         Fiona lost several good chunks of time to her marijuana binge in the little porch
               room. The Dane’s ranch was a lively world around her, although she only noticed it
               with the strange, Zen detachment common among enlightened Buddhists and hardcore pot-heads.
               Kenoi chanted, passed burning sage above her, and danced outside her room almost constantly
               with Tanner in full attendance. When the coyote and the Apache weren’t pleading with
               the spirit world for her health, Maude would sit with her. Sometimes the woman would
               bring some sort of work with her to keep her company as Fiona wasn’t much of a conversationalist
               when stoned out of her mind. Fiona preferred when Maude would bring tack to wash and
               oil. The saddle soap on leather with an undercurrent of horse felt comfortable and
               pleasant.

         She missed Molly and told Maude as much only once. “If your luck holds, you’ll live
               long enough to mourn a good many other horses,” the old woman had told her sternly.
               Fiona called her a fucking irritating pragmatist and they didn’t broach the topic
               again.

         Fiona ate little, drank milk often, and was even made to stand up and walk around
               a couple times each day. The nurse came by once a day to smell her wound, ask her
               questions, and deliver a new supply of weed to relieve her pain.

         Her sleep was interrupted on what she guessed was her third day of healing. The Dane
               and another man were talking about something outside the porch room. What started
               out a short, polite conversation quickly devolved into a heated and in-depth discussion.

         “We’re not ready in Fort Ranchero,” the unknown man said. “You’ve played your hand out here with precious few cards
               and now we’re all left to scramble.”

         “I’ve waited six months for a chance as good as this one,” the Dane replied. “One
               bad bit of luck hasn’t put us in the perilous state you’re claiming. We’ve got the
               same number of cards we did a week ago and they’re likely the only ones we’re going
               to get.”

         “And what do you propose we do if she dies and Big Bend Ranch falls back into Mackenzie’s
               hands?”

         “You can check her if you want, but Sanchez says she’s on the mend,” the Dane replied.

         Judging from the thrust of the conversation, Fiona deduced that Sanchez was the name
               of her nurse and drug supplier. He’d probably said his name at some point, although
               it seemed like new information to her. Maybe she needed to cut back on the drugs…maybe.

         “The man lost his nursing license and most of his brain cells when he tried to make
               the transition to pot farmer,” the stranger said. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t trust
               his expert opinion on anything beyond what is and isn’t a good plant to smoke to make
               oneself less aware.”

         Sanchez, her newly named nurse, did seem to know a thing or two about weed, but Fiona
               was already beginning to question his medical training. It wasn’t that he was making
               things up as he went along necessarily, it just appeared he didn’t always remember
               what the medically correct thing to do was.

         “What do you propose we do then?” the Dane asked in obvious exasperation. “We put
               a hard hit on the marauders and they’ve pulled back. It’s not like we can drastically
               change course now.”

         “I’ll make up my mind when I’ve inspected your gunfighter,” the stranger said.

         The screen door opened and slammed shut. Fiona rolled over idly on the cot to find
               Tanner’s bed empty. She hadn’t even noticed the coyote’s departure, leaving the stranger
               to avoid being growled at. The tall man standing in the doorway with a doctor’s bag
               in hand looked a little confused by her appearance. His bald head and cheeks were
               sunburned, and his moustache and sideburns combination was ruffled.

         “You’re not what I expected,” the man said.

         “I’m tougher than I look,” Fiona countered.

         “Wouldn’t you have to be?” The doctor pulled the folding chair over that Maude typically
               sat in. He set down his bag on the floor between his feet and leaned over to open
               it. “I’m Doc Harrington and you’re Fiona the gunfighter.”

         “That seems to be the situation.”

         “Your purple-haired girlfriend made mention of you coming for her,” Doc Harrington
               said. “I didn’t believe her at the time and it still isn’t clear whether you’ll make
               it all the way to her.”

         “Just try to stop me.”

         “My plan is to help you.” Doc Harrington pulled down the blanket away from her stomach
               and lifted the bottom of her shirt without asking. His manner was gruff, but his hands
               were gentle and careful of the wound. The dressings were freshly changed by Maude
               that very morning and easily rolled back by the doctor’s deft hands. “There isn’t
               any outward sign of infection,” he mused as he began pressing on her abdomen in different
               places. “Are you experiencing any discomfort away from the wound itself?”

         “I was thrown from a horse and bounced off a few rocks, so, yeah, I’m a little sore
               all over,” Fiona said.

         The doctor seemed to ignore the response. He felt her forehead, checked her pulse,
               and listened to her breathing with an old stethoscope produced from his bag. “Have
               you been eating?”

         “When they bring me food,” Fiona said.

         “And does it go all the way through?”

         “Yes, I’ve used the bathroom a few times,” Fiona said. “It’s hard not to when all
               you’ve been given to eat is dried fruit and oatmeal.”

         “The sutures are a crooked mess and you’re liable to have a scar, although it looks
               like that’ll just be another one for your collection.” Doc Harrington sat back in the chair, removed the stethoscope from his ears, and
               sighed. “Do you have any idea how lucky you are that knife didn’t puncture your intestines?”

         “Apparently I have a coyote spirit watching over me.”

         The doctor’s eyes flared a little at this. He ran his hand over the moustache connected
               to his sideburns and made a frustrated little growl noise with his exhalation. “You’re
               not at all what I expected.”

         “Yeah, you’ve mentioned that already.” Fiona pulled her shirt back down and drew herself
               to sitting up. “Now if you’re done making sure I’m not dying, why don’t you tell me
               how Gieo is doing?”

         Doc Harrington reached into his bag and produced a folded up letter. “She’s got a
               broken ankle, but she’s surviving.”

         Fiona took the offered letter and immediately unfolded it to find Gieo’s delicately
               precise handwriting within. “How long until I can ride?”

         “I just finished telling you that you’re lucky to be alive and you’re already asking
               to get back on a horse?” Doc Harrington smacked his bag shut and practically quaked
               with frustration. “At least another week before we can take the stitches out. I’m
               staying around here until you’re back on your feet or beneath the ground. The next
               time you talk with your coyote spirit, ask him to bring you some damn sense.” The
               doctor made for the door between the house and the porch room, stomping his feet to
               a degree.

         “Her,” Fiona said. “I think the coyote spirit is female.”

         The doctor leveled his sharp gaze on her. “Do you think anyone is going to come looking
               for you?”

         Fiona turned her attention away from Gieo’s letter to look up at the gnarled old doctor.
               “Yes,” she said.

         “And who else can we expect?”

         “The friends of the marauders I killed,” Fiona replied. “Once they find the message
               I left them, they’ll want to have a talk with me.”

         “I hope you’re wrong as much as I’d foolishly hoped your girlfriend was right when
               I asked her that same question weeks ago,” Doc Harrington said.

         “You can keep hoping, I guess.”

         “We’ll keep you on the antibiotics for another week and a half to be safe. No more
               standing up and walking around unless you have to. And your diet needs to include
               a lot more protein than it currently provides,” Doc Harrington said. “You’re not getting
               on a horse anytime soon, so go ahead and put that notion out of your head. Think three
               to four weeks in terms of recovering from this. You were effectively given major surgery
               using a hunting knife and then went for a horseback ride. Eat, sleep, heal, and smoke
               yourself stupid to stave off the boredom if you have to.”

         Fiona let her head fall back to the pillow when the doctor left. In truth, the tumble
               from the horse hurt more than the stab wound by that point. It hadn’t gotten infected
               and wasn’t likely to anymore, the nurse had said as much and Maude concurred. She experienced a similar surgical recovery. She’d had her appendix out in high school and thus suffered
               through three weeks at home with her mother calling her lazy and limiting her food
               intake to make sure she didn’t get fat from so much time away from the gym. She knew
               how to brace her stomach when she coughed or turned and she knew now that the pain
               was fading, she was about to start experience some discomfort from itching at the
               wound site. She also suspected Doc Harrington was a talented physician and Nurse Sanchez
               was likely a better pot grower than a nurse.

         Reading material would be nice. Her mother hadn’t let her read when she had her appendix
               out. “Reading gives you wrinkles,” her mother had said with her Botoxed forehead remaining immobile through her best
               attempt at a maternal smile. Oh the work that went into figuring out how to minimize
               and cover up the scar afterward. Her mother became a master of makeup and liquid latex
               and an expert on scar reduction massage only to find out magazine models were typically
               digitally altered in so many other ways that removing a single scar from a photo was
               almost an afterthought. If her mother could see the collection of scars she’d assembled
               since…wrinkles from reading too much wouldn’t even be noticed.

         Fiona turned her attention to the only reading material available in the room: Gieo’s
               letter. Her girlfriend could certainly write more eloquently than Fiona and with greater
               volume. Apparently whoever told her to reply hadn’t bothered to tell her to be brief,
               that the letter might be read by others, or to exclude possibly damning information.
               Gieo included absolutely everything.

          

         To my gunfighter goddess:

         Holding your letter and knowing you’re alive is the single best piece of news I’ve
               ever received. I am going to frame the letter when we get out of here and hang it
               on the wall to look at whenever I’m feeling even a tiny bit less hopeful.

          

         I’ve debated with myself and wrote several drafts of this letter before deciding on
               what to tell you and when in the letter to do the telling. I decided early on was
               best and to be blunt in a way that might be familiar to you. So, here it goes. I’ve
               adopted a little girl. She’s five-years-old. Her name is Tabitha. And aside from you, she’s the most important thing in the
               world to me. I’d like you to join me in being mothers to this child, and I know you’ll
               love her as much as I do the second you meet her since she’s actually a little like
               me.

          

         Fiona put the rest of the letter down at that point. Of all the insane things Fiona
               could have guessed that Gieo would find in West Durango, a daughter wouldn’t have even cracked the top thousand. Fiona had planned on reading
               through the entire letter in one sitting, probably read through it again for the pure
               pleasure of it, and then try to write a response. It was pretty clear she would need
               to take it a piece at a time and process thoroughly what she read. The first obstacle
               to that plan was how fuzzy and abstract her thinking was from all the pot smoking.
               She’d need to come down and then try again.

         A five year old girl named Tabitha that was a little like Gieo. Fiona couldn’t remember
               the last time she’d even thought of having children. Her own mother was terrible and
               her father was a faceless name on a monthly child-support payment. Having children
               always felt like something someone did to another person and it wasn’t a very nice
               thing to do in Fiona’s estimation. That wasn’t Gieo’s experience though. Parenting
               wasn’t something her mother and father had inflicted upon her the way Fiona’s mother
               had. It sounded like Gieo actually had a fairly pleasant childhood and…would probably
               make a good mother because of it.

         Fiona had to stop at the end of that thought to marvel at the realization. It carried
               such a warm, loving feeling that she didn’t want to move on right away. The woman
               she loved, the one she would like to spend the rest of her life with, would make a
               good mother. The more she rolled the notion around in her head, the more she liked
               it. Maternalism wasn’t anything Fiona had ever prized in a mate. In fact, her disinterest
               in it was one of the primary things that Carolyn and Veronica liked best about her
               even though Carolyn was a mother. Gieo was good at most things and Fiona thought she’d
               be good at this too, such was her intelligence and emotional maturity. That wasn’t
               the hang up though.

         Fiona didn’t have to question Gieo’s fitness since her own was so obviously lacking.
               She couldn’t nurture, she didn’t love easily, her fuse was vanishingly short, and
               she solved most of her problems by shooting them. She couldn’t even pretend to be
               a good mother since she’d never seen one. Her own mother was a catastrophe of a human
               being and a downright harmful parent, but she wasn’t alone. Growing up, all of Fiona’s
               friends had the same fame-whore mothers she had, trying to live vicariously through
               their daughters. Seeing loving families on television and movies became a fiction
               born of the medium—the only people with good mothers were imaginary folks with live
               studio audiences, soundtracks, and canned storylines. And those were the only two
               versions of parenting that Fiona had been exposed to until she met Carolyn: her own
               fame-whore mother and Marge Simpson.

         Carolyn for all her faults, of which there were many, was a good mother. She had a
               natural born son whom she loved, protected, and guided through the world with expert
               grace. Fiona really regretted not paying more attention when she was with Carolyn.
               She hadn’t been interested in the maternal parts of the Red Queen though. Everyone
               else looked to Carolyn for mothering and guidance while Fiona looked to her only for
               lurid sex. “That’s what girls in their early twenties do,” Carolyn had told her long
               ago when Fiona voiced the concern. “And make no mistake, you are still a girl. You’ve
               got a woman’s body and a woman’s appetites at twenty-four, but that doesn’t make you
               a woman.” Fiona was closing in on thirty now though and she hadn’t grown significantly
               wiser.

         Maude came out from the house with a tray of food, breaking up Fiona’s thoughts. “That
               doctor and the Dane are back at it,” Maude said. “Likely those two couldn’t agree
               on the color of shit.”

         Fiona looked up to Maude as though she’d seen her for the first time. All the musings
               on her own crappy mother and missing out on taking lessons from Carolyn faded away.
               She had a prime example of a good mother and grandmother right in front of her.

         “What’s that weird look in your eye?” Maude asked. “Are you dying or do you just have
               gas?”

         “No, I…” Fiona fidgeted with the letter still in her hands before folding it up with only
               the first page read. The front side of the first page, as she noticed when folding
               it back up. “Gieo adopted a little girl.”

         Maude set down the tray and scowled. Fiona was learning the subtle differences between
               Maude’s scowls and she thought this one was the angry expression of thought.

         “Is that a normal sort of behavior for her?” Maude asked. “Picking up strays wherever
               she goes?”

         “No,” Fiona said. “She likes her life compartmentalized, organized, and perfectly planned.
               She’s never mentioned even thinking about children to me.”

         “Did she say what she wants your stake in this to be?”

         “She wants me to embrace motherhood with her.” Fiona laughed a little at the mentioning
               of it.

         Maude scowled at her in the ‘stop being a dumb ass’ kind of way. “And what’s wrong
               with that? Are you too good for mothering or something?”

         “I’m not fit for motherhood, more like,” Fiona snarled back. If Maude thought she
               was injured and stoned enough to be cowed by a few harsh words and a hard stare, Fiona
               was eager to prove the old woman wrong.

         “You’re reckless and stubborn, but those flaws don’t exclude you from the calling,”
               Maude said. “You’re not stupid and you protect what’s yours. That’ll go a ways in
               mothering. How old is this ankle-biter she’s adopted anyway?”

         “Five,” Fiona said quietly.

         “I ought to slap you for being a fool then,” Maude said. “You’ve missed most of the
               hard part and stepped right into the dessert. No miserable pregnancy to muddle through,
               no sleepless nights with a crying newborn, no chapped nipples from breastfeeding,
               no dirty diapers, no crushing worry that you’ll find your child dead from lack of
               breathing in her crib. Someone else already made it through the mire of worrying over
               Sudden Infant Mortality Syndrome, teaching her to talk, walk, and use a bathroom,
               and you get to waltz in an enjoy the decade of adorable childhood before she becomes
               a surly teenager.”

         Fiona thought of herself as a teenager. She didn’t fancy going through that as a mother,
               although she remembered Gieo talking about the same time period in her own life. When
               Fiona was off building her modeling career, partying with older men and women, and
               reveling in her adolescent immortality, Gieo was going to science camp, taking SAT
               prep courses, studying for AP classes, volunteering at community centers, and playing
               the piano. Gieo had mentioned that the little girl was like her already. Maybe she
               would emulate her more throughout her life.

         “What’s the girl’s name?” Maude asked.

         “Tabitha,” Fiona said.

         “I guess you best start asking me questions so you don’t make a complete ass of yourself
               when you meet Tabitha,” Maude told her.

      

      

          

         Chapter 25:

         Saw it coming

          

         Gieo had mostly told the truth to Davies about Ramen. She hadn’t wiped everything
               from his memory. There were a few things she’d sequestered behind firewalls and physically
               disconnected from his primary memory core that she hoped to one day understand enough
               to use. Writing software to interface with the alien technology in a comprehendible
               way left her with only a few limited options for what she could do with certain data
               clusters that she’d preserved. Without her computer and the software suites she’d
               created to interface with Ramen’s processes, she would need to rely upon him to open
               them and that had the potential to be dangerous. Focusing on the construction of a
               new physical platform was far easier and less fraught with ethical dilemmas.

         All the plans she had in her head for rebuilding Ramen’s body were thrown out when
               Davies started bringing her things. The sky was to be the limit and her imagination
               was free to run wild. She ignored Doc Harrington’s warnings about coming every other
               day and started spending enormous amounts of time in the hidden room. The interesting
               things Davies was stealing for her were awakening so many possibilities and she started
               leaving lists of items for him to find and bring her.

         Tabitha desperately wanted to help build the robot and Gieo afforded her a few opportunities
               to hand tools and parts over when they were asked for. The little girl picked up the
               names for tools fairly quickly, although their uses escaped her as she had her own
               set of ideas for what they might be used for. When it became clear Tabitha was slowing
               her down more than actually helping, Davies began staying at the doctor’s office to
               help Tabitha with her homework while Gieo worked. Too often, Gieo came out of the
               little room to find night was well upon them. Tabitha would be asleep on the examination
               table and Davies would be asleep at the desk. To alleviate some of her guilt over
               essentially neglecting her child and General Mackenzie’s child as well, Gieo began
               dropping off Tabitha at the bakery to spend time with Richard and Heather.

         The long hours and mental distractions also hurt Gieo’s teaching. She hated to let
               her students down, even though she was blackmailed into even taking them in the first
               place. It wasn’t their fault General Mackenzie was a manipulative asshole. It made
               her feel even worse when she realized that she wasn’t just doing a bad job—she was
               actively working toward a future where she wouldn’t be their teacher at all anymore.
               She tried a little harder after that epiphany.

         Reactivating Ramen within his body with access to the restricted data clusters was
               too dangerous to risk. His old solar powered dragonfly form wasn’t particularly deadly,
               but the new body she was building had ample potential to be. If he was going to help
               her in the way she needed helping, he had to transform from a simple companion and
               servant to something much scarier.

         The body wasn’t even finished when she pieced together the last few bits of his new
               head. She hooked in the power cores needed to run the head alone. When she was finished
               with his body, he would have sensory devices in several places through his limbs,
               but at the moment she only attached his eyes, ears, and mouth. For this momentous
               occasion, she banished Davies from the office and brought Tabitha into the little
               room that was quickly filling with a fairly recognizable robot of Slark origin.

         Tabitha crept over to Gieo in the green glow cast by Ramen’s eyes. Gieo lifted the
               girl up to sit on the knee of her good leg so they both might sit on the stool directly
               in front of Ramen’s field of vision. It took a few moments for the startup routines
               to run. Ramen came back online after nearly a month of sitting in stasis.

         “We crashed, boss,” Ramen said.

         “We really did,” Gieo replied with tears of joy brimming in her eyes.

         “I’m lacking parts,” Ramen said. “Did I lose them in the crash?”

         “In a manner of speaking, but you’ll be whole again soon,” Gieo promised.

         “You have a small child on your lap and your hair has not been dyed in some time,”
               Ramen said. “Did I miss something important?”

         “A few things, as it happens. This is Tabitha. She’s my daughter.”

         “Hi,” Tabitha said shyly.

         “Hello, Tabitha. I’m Ramen, or what’s left of Ramen.”

         “You’ve no doubt found the newly open bios and the data on the other side,” Gieo said.
               “Why don’t you leaf through it and tell me what you think.”

         “The word I would use to describe it is ‘familiar.’ Am I meant to have known this
               all along?”

         “It’s something you once knew before you were you.” Gieo was suddenly regretting teaching
               Ramen how to lie. Sure, there was the challenge of it and the thrill of success in
               writing programming that worked for verbal subterfuge, but maybe Fiona was right.
               Teaching a robot to lie might have some pretty dire consequences. She bet the weirdos
               living beneath the City of Broken Bridges couldn’t teach their robots how to lie…and probably knew better than to try.

         “There are communication routines and weapon behaviors I have no corresponding memory
               anchors for,” Ramen said.

         “You didn’t have awareness when you last used them,” Gieo said. “I wrote your personality
               matrix. I changed the runtimes to include a form of free will. I overwrote…”

         “…what I was before,” Ramen finished for her. “This language within the communication
               routines…it’s Slark, isn’t it?”

         “Yes,” Gieo said. “I can’t understand it. Translating it is well beyond what my laptop
               could do. I doubt there are any programs on the Slark side that could do it either,
               although their computers would have a much easier time of it than my repeatedly repaired
               Dell. I believe the only way the two languages could interact in a meaningful way
               is if you wrote the translation software.”

         “An artificial intelligence born out of both species with mixed technology,” Ramen
               said.

         “Like a ham and cheese sandwich,” Tabitha concluded.

         “Yes, small boss,” Ramen said. “Like a ham and cheese sandwich.”

         “Is there a little person living inside there?” Tabitha asked.

         “In a manner of speaking, yes,” Gieo replied.

         “I’ll see what I can come up with, boss,” Ramen said. “It might take some time though.
               It’s a difficult prospect, even for me.”

         “I’m sure you’ll be able to manage,” Gieo said. “It’s good to have you back.”

         “It’s good to be back.”

         Gieo and Tabitha departed the doctor’s office to let Ramen work. The afternoon was
               maturing nicely with the heat of the day slowly relenting as the sun faded into the
               west. Tabitha and Gieo walked the streets of West Durango in a roundabout way back toward the boardinghouse to enjoy the clean desert air.

         “Does Ramen have a soul?” Tabitha asked, breaking the silence that hung between them.

         “Where did you hear about souls?” Gieo asked.

         “Tommy-Joe.”

         “What did he tell you?”

         “They’re the part of you that doesn’t die. He said it’s the most important part that
               god gave us. He said if I wasn’t an orphan I could go to church like he does.”

         “And what do you think of all that?”

         “I’m not sure.”

         The discussion of religion wasn’t something Gieo had even considered. She’d grown
               up in a non-practicing Buddhist family and that was the end of it. She’d had questions
               when she was about Tabitha’s age, but her father had quashed them with the harsh rebuke
               of, “We are Buddhist, Stacy. Those questions do not matter for us!” Years later, she’d
               read up on Buddhism only to find out questioning things and seeking truth did indeed
               matter to Buddhists. She’d taken what she found to her mother and received a slightly
               better answer. “Those are stories for people who don’t have a now worth living in,”
               her mother had declared. She’d set aside her questions of western religion for awhile
               after that, taking her parents’ answers at face value. In high school, when science
               became her world, she thought of all religion as little more than mythology; during
               Gieo’s junior year a “friend” had convinced her to go to church with her. It turned
               out the “friend” was more interested in converting her to Christianity in hopes of
               praying Gieo’s gay away. When Gieo politely declined both offers, the “friend” had
               told her in no uncertain terms, “dykes go to hell.” Apparently the “friend” didn’t
               have any interest in real friendship—she just wanted the pride of converting someone
               with a lesbian curing chaser. Gieo shoved religion and new possibilities for friendship
               away at that point. Her parents were relieved that the church excursion only lasted
               one week. Sundays were best spent studying and practicing piano.

         “Remember the stories in the fables book we’ve been reading?” Gieo asked.

         “I like The Rose and the Amaranth,” Tabitha said proudly.

         “Me too,” Gieo said. “Do you remember the moral for it?”

         “You can’t have everything you want,” Tabitha recited. “Sometimes good things come
               with a tradeoff.”

         “Yep,” Gieo said.

         “The rose gets to be pretty, but she doesn’t get to be pretty for very long.”

         “The fables are stories people use to explain things,” Gieo said. “That’s what the
               god and soul stuff Tommy-Joe told you is. They’re stories and ideas people used a
               long time ago to explain things they didn’t understand, just like the fables.”

         “Tommy-Joe said it’s all real though. He said they have a picture of Jesus on their
               wall and that proves it’s real.”

         “We’ve got a picture on our wall of a purple unicorn,” Gieo said.

         “I drew it.”

         “It’s very pretty, but does it make purple unicorns real?”

         “I don’t think so.”

         “There are better ways to explain things we don’t understand,” Gieo said.

         “Like doing experiments?”

         A passing feather could have knocked Gieo from her feet with how impressed she was
               by her little girl’s insightfulness. “Yes, doing experiments and using the scientific
               process.” She couldn’t keep the bright smile from her face that soon infected Tabitha
               as well. “And asking questions, lots and lots of questions.”

         “Are purple unicorns real?”

         “Sadly, I don’t think they are,” Gieo said.

         “I’d want one as a pet.”

         “You’d have to feed it and clean up after it.”

         “What do purple unicorns eat?”

         “I don’t know,” Gieo said. “What do you think they eat?”

         Tabitha thought for awhile. “Strawberries or maybe fish.”

         “You could run an experiment if we had a purple unicorn and see which one it ate if
               you gave it strawberries and fish to choose from.”

         “That would be a good experiment.”

         They passed by the schoolhouse and turned toward home. The rumble of heavy horses
               and lots of them thundered through the streets all around them. Instinctively, Gieo
               shepherded Tabitha into an alleyway between two buildings and stood guard at the entrance.
               She watched with growing discomfort as men on horses began flowing into the town first
               as a trickle, but in increasingly heavy numbers. They weren’t the standard West Durango folks and seemed to be alarming the populace as much as they were alarming Gieo and
               Tabitha. The men were hard looking, dressed in leather, bits of metal armor, and chains. There was quite a bit of variability building on
               the theme of post-apocalyptic marauders. Some groups wore trappings of uniforms while
               others had created their own dress code no doubt designed to instill fear. The one
               thing they all had in common was being armed to the teeth with guns, swords, axes,
               knives, and heinous homemade creations combining anything lethal they could find.
               When the bulk of the force had passed, Gieo slunk from the alleyway to see if the
               coast was clear.

         Davies stood leaning against the wall to the right of where she’d hidden. His hands
               were casually thrust in his pockets and a grim expression marred his typically blank
               features.

         “He’s called back his men,” Davies said.

         “Those were Mackenzie’s marauders?” Gieo asked.

         “Some of them,” Davies said. “Some are strays the marauders picked up.”

         “What are we supposed to do?” Gieo asked.

         “Wait until the rest of them get here.”

         “Why?”

         “So they won’t splinter.”

         “I don’t understand.”

         “Doc Harrington will fill you in when he gets back. Do you want a gun in the meantime?”

         Normally the offer would have been an easy one to reject, but Gieo had new things
               to consider. She was without Ramen and Fiona to protect her and she was in charge
               of protecting someone else now.

         “Yes, please,” Gieo said.

         Davies produced a small revolver from one pocket and a little tin box, which Gieo
               guessed contained bullets, from the other. She took both items and slipped them into
               her satchel slung across her shoulder. Fiona had taught her how to use a revolver
               and while she was a pretty good shot, she much preferred the act of taking apart and
               cleaning weapons to firing them.

         “Don’t use it unless you have to,” Davies said. “Things are going to be touchy for
               awhile and then things are going to get hectic. Even a little slip up at this point
               and the whole place could burn.”

         “I understand.”

         Davies wandered along with his hands back in his pockets and a casual lope to his
               step. To say the boy was ideally suited to clandestine dealings would be a gross insult
               of an understatement. Gieo surmised that if the agency still existed, the C.I.A. would
               be falling all over itself to recruit him as soon as he came of age.

         Gieo led a terrified Tabitha back to the boardinghouse and immediately upstairs. There
               were more things to consider than just the gun at that point. She needed a plan that
               would ensure their safety even if everything else went sideways for the resistance.
               Davies, Doc Harrington, Heather, and an affable baker against an army of hardened
               marauders led by an insane Brigadier General seemed like solid proposition going in
               the wrong direction. That was fine though. She had a gun, soon she would have Ramen,
               and if everything else went according to plan, she’d have an army of her own.

         She was entrusting a lot to Ramen on that front. She’d reactivated him without putting
               any new security measures in place. Point of fact, she couldn’t even if she wanted
               to. Without her laptop, altering his code was impossible. The firewalls on the data
               clusters were a physical mechanism that prevented him from eventually getting curious
               and hacking into them. She’d simply had to reconnect wires to grant him access. She
               was giving his new body weapons and the Slark targeting systems to use them in ways
               similar to the giant crawlers. If he decided he was still one of the aliens, she might
               be creating a problem far worse than the one she was trying to solve. She hadn’t hooked
               him in yet though so she could still back out.

         “Are you okay, Mommy?” Tabitha tugged at the hem of Gieo’s dress to get her attention.

         “Yes, Tabby-Cat, I’m just thinking.”

         “Should I think too?”

         “Yes, we should both think really hard right now,” Gieo said.

         Tabitha did as she was told, although there was no telling what the enigmatic little
               girl was thinking about behind her dark brown eyes. Gieo liked that about her daughter.
               She was an expansive, deep thinker already and seemed eager to use her mind at every
               opportunity.

         Gieo guided Tabitha to the wash basin to get herself cleaned up before dinner. Cleanliness
               was something she really needed more work on. Gieo wasn’t about to be the mother of
               the smelly kid in class, especially not Tabitha’s class that was dominated by rank,
               redheaded Garvey boys. While Tabitha cleaned herself to the ticking of an egg timer
               that dictated how long she had to participate in her hygiene regiment, Gieo returned
               to the conundrum before her.

         Ramen was a mark 2. She’d never called him a mark 2 because that would invite the
               obvious question of, “what happened to the mark 1?” She’d have a hard time explaining
               how her first attempt at a robot companion had gone insane and had to be destroyed.
               Gieo still got chills thinking about fleeing her own creation through her workshop
               looking for the EMP weapon she’d built. The Ramen mark 1 had been smart enough to hide it from her before
               deciding she was an enemy combatant to the Slark.

         She’d spent years with the Ramen mark 2 though. She trusted him. He’d saved her life
               dozens of times. Of course, the mark 2 never had access to his original programming
               before. And the mark 1 hadn’t known how to lie. So she was in entirely new territory.
               Gieo had actually asked the mark 1, “Have you seen the EMP zapper?” To which the mark 1 replied, “I hid it so you couldn’t use it against me
               when I try to kill you, boss.” That gave her a convenient head start toward running
               away.

         Depending on how Ramen reacted to integrating the original programming, Gieo could
               be creating the greatest weapon humanity ever had against the invaders, or she could
               be giving the enemy a powerful new ally capable of translating human speech.

         “I’m all clean, Mommy.” Tabitha held out her hands for inspection with a bright smile
               on her face.

         Rolling the dice would have been a lot easier without a daughter to consider. She
               had purple unicorn promises to keep to a little girl now.

         “Looking good, Tabby-Cat, let’s go get something to eat.”

      

      

          

         Chapter 26:

         The pin pulled

          

         Fiona ate breakfast at the communal tables with the rest of the ranch several mornings
               in a row. Sitting up to eat wasn’t the painful experience it once was and she found
               herself ravenous for the smoky bacon and mountains of eggs being cooked out of doors
               in the pleasant warmth of early summer. They had a chicory type drink as well that
               wasn’t quite coffee, but with a little cream became almost as good.

         When breakfast was over and Fiona was eyeing the hill back up to the house, Maude,
               Kenoi, and Tanner took their leave. The trio had found the daily chore of patrolling
               to be increasingly pleasurable as the tracks of marauders all seemed to be heading
               east toward the center of West Durango. Fiona and the Dane sat at the table awhile longer even as it was being cleared of
               empty plates and mugs.

         “The doctor says your stitches can come out soon,” the Dane said.

         “What happened to doctor/patient confidentiality?” Fiona asked.

         “Died with the lawyers and courts, I would imagine,” the Dane replied. “There’s a
               Gelderlander Dutch Warmblood that’s having some separation issues after foaling down
               in the satellite stables by the river. She’s a black and brown of good size with about
               the sweetest disposition you’ll ever come across.”

         “Did her colt or filly die?”

         “Nope, the young buck grew up too fast for her taste, as young stallions are prone
               to do, and she’s taking the empty nest a little hard,” the Dane said. “Before she
               was bred, she was one of the fastest horses in Big Bend Ranch. I’m eager to find her
               a rider to see if she still is.”

         “The doctor says I won’t be riding a horse anytime soon,” Fiona said.

         “It might take you some time to earn her trust all the same,” the Dane said. “I can
               set you up with a ride on the tack wagon heading down there today if you’re feeling
               up to it.”

         “What’s her name?”

         “Snapdragon,” the Dane said. “I believe she was named after her original owner’s favorite
               flower, although who can really say why people name horses the things they do.”

         “Yes, I think I’d like to meet her,” Fiona said.

         She wandered back up to the house to get properly attired for meeting a new horse.
               She was still raw from losing Molly, but she knew she would have to move along soon
               as being without a horse for long wasn’t a real option anymore. She’d gotten so used
               to the idea of having Molly around for a good while even though she’d lost horses
               before. Horses died in war, but with the end of the War of Retribution, it gave Fiona
               hope that Molly might at least see her through to finding Gieo and bear them back
               to Albuquerque where she might be retired to light patrol duty. They used very few horses on the
               Slark front anymore and so Molly’s fighting days might have been truly done if she’d
               survived West Durango. That thought only served to make Fiona glum, and she nearly went right back down
               the hill to tell the Dane she wasn’t ready.

         She rallied though and got dressed for the day with the nervous anticipation reserved
               for blind dates. Meeting a new horse was a little like meeting a potential new girlfriend;
               Fiona wanted to make a good impression on Snapdragon and so she put on a clean pair
               of jeans, changed her stomach bandage wrapping, pulled a clean short-sleeved blouse
               over the top and buttoned up a black leather vest over the whole thing. She eyed her
               gun belt trying to decide if she should go armed. The patrols returned no marauder
               activity in weeks and guns made some horses nervous. Plus, Fiona felt weak from her
               time recovering and the added weight of the huge pistol was unappealing. She skipped
               the gun, taking only her russet cowboy hat.

         She felt silly and a little giddy pulling herself up into the shotgun seat on the
               tack wagon next to the large, black ranch hand who had taken charge of Molly on the
               first night she’d arrived at Big Bend Ranch. The man’s name was Marbury although he
               only answered to Mars, not for the Roman god of war as he explained it, but for his
               favorite candy bar back when candy bars still existed. He had the jocular personality
               that made far more sense for the candy bar than the god of war anyway.

         The bumpy ride down through town and out the other side in the buckboard wagon heavy
               laden with tack and saddles was uncomfortable with her still-healing stab wound. Trying
               to keep herself upright in the wagon’s seat tugged at the newly forming scar in strange
               ways that drew attention to the peculiar manner in which it was healing. She would
               be getting her period the following week, which would add cramps to the tightness
               of the healing wound—she wasn’t looking forward to that at all.

         She actually muttered, “Thank the coyote spirit” when the wagon finally stopped at
               the satellite stables. She slid from the seat and leaned against the wagon for a moment
               to let the shaking go out of her arms and legs. Mars was already off to his work,
               humming a jaunty tune, and hauling tack out of the wagon in loads that would have
               broken a lesser man’s back. Watching him heft saddles without effort irritated Fiona
               after she’d left behind her pistol to save on weight. She vowed to get strong again
               and put the big Colt back on her hip so she would once again be equal to any man and
               better than most.

         “Snapdragon is down by the river in the bottom pasture,” Mars said on his return trip
               from the barn. “Follow the fence there and the sound of water. You can’t miss her.”
               He hefted up another armload of gear from the wagon and began walking it into the
               barn.

         Fiona took his direction and walked slowly down toward the water. The river was the
               Rio Grande as she’d learned during her time in Big Bend Ranch. Fiona didn’t know shit about
               geography even before everything stopped using the name it used to have. It was a
               big river and the spring swell only made it bigger going into summer—that’s about
               all Fiona knew of the fabled waterway. Texas and Mexico weren’t Texas or Mexico anymore, so the river wasn’t forming a border between anything. West Durango sat on both sides of the Rio Grande taking up a fairly empty area once covered by a huge national park. The river ran
               wide and slow, swamping some of the lower pasture in the murky green and brown water.
               A grove of poplars and cotton woods sat on the edge of the river where the fence turned
               the corner. Beneath the shade of the trees, dappled by the sun filtering through the
               leaves, was one of the pretties horses Fiona had ever seen.

         Snapdragon looked like a fast horse as most warmbloods did with beautiful lines and
               a smooth coat. Her mane and tail were black as pitch and the brown of her coat was
               so dark as to be nearly black as well. Fiona let out a whistle and clicked her tongue.
               The horse popped its head up and began trotting over toward her. Even in the casual
               jog, Snapdragon had the sporty grace of a dressage horse. Fiona didn’t know anything
               about what a horse might cost before the Slark invasion, but she suspected she was
               looking at a Mercedes.

         She leaned against the fence when Snapdragon came near and the horse closed to give
               her a proper greeting. Her ears were perked up, her head was held high, and she gave
               Fiona a warm sniffing over. Fiona turned her head to only show one eye to the horse,
               a traditional display of friendliness among equines. Snapdragon nudged Fiona’s hat
               back away from her face with her nose and sniffed at the red hair below. That was
               it for Fiona—she had an instant liking for the maternal horse.

         She climbed through the fence slowly, careful to keep her stomach wound as still as
               possible. On the other side, she found Snapdragon watching her with concerned eyes.
               When Fiona straightened up slowly so too did Snapdragon raise her worried head. Fiona
               passed her hands along the horse’s smooth flanks and sun-warmed dark coat. She was
               beautiful, gentle, and eager for contact. The Dane was right in the pairing; Snapdragon
               seemed keen to tend someone and Fiona definitely needed gentle care while she healed
               from her wounds both physical and emotional.

         Fiona and Snapdragon walked the pasture together. Sometimes Snapdragon would trot
               ahead and look back over her shoulder to see if Fiona felt like running with her.
               When she realized Fiona wasn’t following, she came walking back slowly or waited while
               Fiona caught up. They walked for awhile around the pasture, down by the water, around
               the trees, and rested there a moment in the shade. Fiona felt stronger by the minute
               and even relaxed when she sat beneath one of the poplars to watch Snapdragon resume
               grazing.

         Hoof beats drew her attention to the fence where Maude was riding up on her gelding.
               Snapdragon glanced up, looked to Fiona, and resumed eating. Fiona stood slowly and
               walked up the hill a ways to where Maude had tied off her horse along the fence. The
               two women came together at about the midway point between their horses.

         “The Dane said you might be meeting a new horse today,” Maude said. “It looks to have
               gone well.”

         “She might have a few things to teach me about nurturing as it turns out,” Fiona said.

         “You need the extra lessons and the coyote spirit knows I’m not the one to teach you
               on that front.” Maude had started replacing god or lord in her vernacular with coyote
               spirit in following Fiona’s lead. At first Fiona had thought she was doing it to mock
               her newfound spirituality, but increasingly it appeared Maude was finding her own
               place within the Apache beliefs. It seemed to Fiona that with a little more time among
               Tanner and Kenoi, the duo might actually become Dahteste and Lozen.

         “We’ll have to see if she shies away from the sound of gunfire eventually,” Fiona
               says.

         “All in good time.”

         Another set of riders out of the northwestern edge of the pasture drew their attention
               away from the conversation. There were four of them and at the long distance it was
               difficult to tell who they were. They closed the gap so quickly, hurling mud and sod
               from their horse’s hooves in the gallop. The illusion of safety created by the idyllic
               setting and week without conflict had served to dull both Maude and Fiona’s reflex
               to danger.

         They were marauders, no doubt about that when they got closer, and they were armed,
               but not threatening yet. Maude went for her grenade instead of her gun and pressed
               Gieo’s trump card salvaged from the plane crash into Fiona’s hand. The four riders
               pulled up short at noticing that the two women weren’t fleeing them. They were ugly,
               brutish men who had clearly softened their post-apocalyptic garb to move around Big
               Bend Ranch without arousing suspicion.

         Maude slipped through the fence slats and took several steps toward the men when they
               stopped their hoses a few paces away from where Fiona stood. She pulled the pin on
               the grenade, holding the trigger clip tightly in her hand as she raised the explosive
               orb above her head for all to see. Fiona followed suit and yanked the pin on her own
               grenade, still holding the trigger clip. The hard men appeared instantly rattled by
               the gesture. Guns made men overconfident and foolish—they probably thought to frighten
               the women and easily take them prisoner without a struggle. Fiona was always happy
               to prove that type of man wrong.

         “We found your message in the desert,” the lead man said. He wasn’t the largest of
               the bunch or the oldest, but from the stern set to his jaw and fierce eyes, there
               was little doubt he was the hardest.

         “You clearly didn’t understand it if you’re here,” Fiona said.

         The men had guns in their hands, but none of them seemed to quite know what to do
               with them. None were pointed at Fiona or Maude. Indeed, they seemed like paltry toys
               in comparison to the explosives the two women held.

         “This is our land, these are our people to do with what we want, and Ravens aren’t
               welcome here,” the lead man said.

         “Fuck you,” Fiona replied. “If you know what we are, you know we’re willing to take
               you with us when we go.”

         “At this range, we’ll go fast, but it might take y’all hours to die from the shrapnel,”
               Maude said.

         “This ain’t going how you said it would,” one of the other men muttered at the lead
               man. He was the biggest of the bunch and the only one that still looked remotely like
               the soldier he’d once been. His beard was trimmed and his hair cut short where the
               others had let themselves devolve into dirty barbarians.

         “The man I mutilated threatened to rape me when I was injured,” Fiona said. “If you’re
               willing to die to avenge that piece of shit, take your shot and we’ll all find out
               what blowing up feels like.”

         “Fuck you, bitch,” the lead man said. “You don’t scare me.”

         Maude took two hard steps forward, holding the grenade out in front of her. The men
               shied away and two nearly bolted. “I’m sick of your mouth. Drop your guns and turn
               tail or we’ll make up your minds for you on how long this conversation lasts.” Maude
               dropped the pin of her grenade into the grass to make things clear on how she meant
               for it to play out.

         “Make one move to leave with your weapons and we’ll make sure you don’t go anywhere,”
               Fiona added. “If you’ve forgotten how badly it went for your kind fighting Ravens,
               we’re happy to give you a lesson you won’t live to make use of.”

         “Fuck this, Castor,” the big man said to the lead man. “You’re an idiot and now you’ve
               cost me a gun.” The big man threw down his pump action shotgun with disdain and turned
               his worn out horse to leave. “I’m heading to Fort Ranchero and I’d best not see your ass there.”

         “I’ve seen the bodies and I don’t mean to be one,” one of the other men said as he
               moved to follow the big man away. He sheathed his pistol, but didn’t throw it down.

         The duo rode away, leaving the man apparently named Castor and one other in a state
               of nervous confusion. The wall of threat created by the armed explosives held and
               the numbers evened themselves out.

         “You cowardly shits,” Castor turned his head to shout after them as they departed.
               “You aren’t man enough to kill a couple women and…?”

         The rest of his words were cut off by the top of his head exploding upward. Fiona
               stepped out from behind Maude, still holding her grenade in her left hand and Maude’s
               smoking pistol in the other. The last man standing didn’t even get his head turned
               back to front after watching Castor’s brains explode from the top of his hat before
               Fiona put three rounds in his chest.

         The two men who had moved to leave kicked their horses from casual departure into
               full blown fleeing. The big man had an eye to the horizon while the one who had only
               sheathed his pistol made the fatal mistake of splitting his efforts in running and
               redrawing his gun. Fiona stood tall, extended her arm, turning her body entirely sideways
               to site along her arm, and fired. The shot hit the lagging man in the gut and dropped
               him from his horse. She sighted in on the last man, but he was well out of her comfortable
               range with the unfamiliar revolver and she didn’t think it worth wasting the lone bullet left in the drum. If she’d had her Colt
               with extended barrel, she might have tried anyway, but Maude’s old .357 Redhawk Ruger
               didn’t have the range with its four inch barrel. It was a lovely old gun from the
               late 1970s with a chrome finish and a walnut grip, but it didn’t have nearly the distance
               or firepower of Fiona’s more modern Colt Anaconda.

         She walked back to Maude and slid the pistol into the holster on her hip. Maude seemed
               a little stunned and rattled by the move. Fiona slipped the pin back in her own grenade
               as it was still looped around her right hand middle finger. She retrieved Maude’s
               pin from the grass where it sparkled in the sun, and helped her put it back in as
               well.

         “You used me as a human shield when you fired that first shot,” Maude said.

         “Christina told me to,” Fiona said with a smirk, “and I wouldn’t have had to stand
               behind you if you weren’t left handed.” Fiona clipped Gieo’s grenade back onto Maude’s
               belt before walking away from her friend. She bent down gingerly and scooped up the
               discarded shotgun, and trudged out toward the man she’d wounded. A quick glance to
               her right told her that Snapdragon hadn’t spooked at the sound of all the gunplay.
               That’s a good start, Fiona thought.

         Before she even came into range of the fallen man, she spotted the blood sparkling
               bright red on the green grass of the pasture. He was dragging himself away, which
               she had to respect considering she’d recently suffered her own gut wound and knew
               all too well how painful it likely was to drag it along the ground. It was just a
               wound though and not necessarily a lethal one; she knew that from recent experience
               too.

         The war within her was quickly done. The softer, more nurturing side she’d hoped to
               cultivate before meeting Tabitha was overwhelmed by the recent memory of Gus betraying
               and stabbing her. Kindness was not a virtue in the new world and the wounded man she
               had in her sights had awoken that morning with the intent to do her harm.

         She lifted the shotgun to her shoulder, aimed, and put a shell through the broad target
               of his upper back. She pumped the action, chambering another shell, and put another
               cluster of heavy pellets into the back of his head made all the bloodier as he’d lost
               his hat when he tumbled from his horse. She immediately drew her eyes to the edge
               of the field where the sole survivor had paused in his escape to see what she was
               firing at.

         “I’ll kill any man who dares draw on me,” Fiona shouted, aggravating her healing wound
               in projecting enough to be heard. “Tell them to run. Tell them you took your best
               chance and couldn’t kill me. Tell them I’m coming to claim what’s mine.” The thrill
               of pleasure and excitement brought on by killing coursed through her and yelling the
               warning only added to it. The man she’d imparted the message to over the great distance
               turned and rode away.

         Fiona strolled back to Maude with a jaunty spring in her step. Men were flooding down
               from the barn at the top of the hill led by Mars. The old rancher woman still looked
               startled by what had transpired. Fiona placed her hand on Maude’s shoulder to try
               to shake her from the dazed state.

         “They followed me in, they must have,” Maude said. “I was so ready to die. I was so
               ready…”

         Maude’s reaction to the fight struck Fiona in much the same way the knife in her stomach
               had. It brought her back to the conversation with Gieo after Fiona had tried to teach
               the Juarez women to execute their former captors like true Ravens. Fiona wasn’t normal. No,
               she wasn’t just ready to die; she was ready to kill—she was always ready to kill.
               She’d thought Maude was a kindred spirit. She’d thought Maude was like Veronica. But
               Maude wasn’t a cold blooded killer; she was tough and strong, but she didn’t have
               the sharp edge that made Fiona and Veronica what they were.

         Maude had to make ready to pull the pin. Fiona was born ready.

      

      

          

         Chapter 27:

         The trigger released

          

         The town of Fort Ranchero struggled with its new inhabitants in entirely foreseeable ways, if Davies
               was to be believed. The men returning weren’t the same soldiers General Mackenzie
               once pulled off the line before the catastrophic defeat that spelled the end for human
               society. Teaching a soldier to become a marauder wasn’t difficult. In many ways, soldiers
               were simply more precise marauders given specific enemies in restricted areas to assault.
               Removing the restraints on such men required creating the understanding that only the strong need survive,
               the societal hindrances no longer applied to them, and that they had no homes to return
               to. A strong, charismatic leader like General Mackenzie didn’t struggle in convincing
               them to abandon soldiering to become guerilla fighters and brigands.

         The struggle came when Mackenzie asked them to go from being marauders to peacekeepers.
               Many of the men he commanded had spent more time fighting for him than they ever had
               for the U.S. Army and any military historian could have told him forcing war fighters
               into the role of peacekeepers had never worked well. The marauders were told to protect
               a new home they weren’t from, guard the weak they formerly preyed upon, and accept
               a much smaller salary no longer based on their capacity for violence and theft. Of
               course it didn’t work, Davies had explained. To add to the already ludicrous plan,
               General Mackenzie wasn’t physically strong or as charismatic after the explosion crippled
               him. Even if he hadn’t been asking the impossible, the men likely wouldn’t have listened
               simply because his words were no longer as compelling.

         It all drew back to the words Davies originally said about his father when Gieo asked him what he thought. The general too long had what he wanted and what actually happened align that he began
               to believe the two things were one in the same. The rowdy, barely controlled town
               filled with multiple marauder camps proved his error to everyone’s satisfaction except
               apparently General Mackenzie.

         Sheriff Dietrich had his hands full in simply keeping the streets from running red.
               Davies said his father wasn’t even willing to listen to the reality of the devolving
               situation anymore. General Mackenzie rarely left his ranch and it became increasingly
               clear that West Durango had flourished in spite of its creator rather than because of him in recent months.
               It was all necessary, according to Davies, for the revolution to work.

         Gieo didn’t like it.

         Without Doc Harrington in town, Davies and Heather were her only contacts within the
               resistance, and Heather knew even less than she did. Gieo knew about the plan to use
               Ramen in some capacity, which came as news to Heather when she’d mentioned it. Whoever
               the leader of the resistance was, he would have to do something soon, in Gieo’s estimation,
               or his coup would only result in taking over the smoldering remains of a failed civilization.

         Gieo led Tabitha through the back alleys and smaller corridors between buildings that
               weren’t wide enough for horses to ride down. To walk the main thoroughfares any longer
               was to take one’s life in one’s hands; since Gieo’s hands were occupied operating her crutches, she didn’t think herself equipped to do so. She planned to
               drop Tabitha off at Heather’s place while she worked in the doctor’s office. They
               had started canceling school that week as so many parents were keeping their children
               at home since abductions and accidental trampling deaths were on the rise.

         Gieo heard men shouting ahead. She paused in the alley within the shadow of a roof-mounted
               water tank. Tabitha, for her part, was becoming an excellent little shadow. When Gieo
               stopped, so did she. When Gieo fell silent, she even held her little breath. When
               Gieo ducked, Tabitha hit the deck. It seemed to go beyond simply wanting to please
               her new mother; the little girl had good survival instincts that hadn’t been dulled
               by an easy life. Gieo envied that about her. She crept closer to the front of the
               alley that would require only a short run across the main street to reach the bakery.

         One of the shouting male voices was familiar, although she couldn’t make out specific
               words yet. Richard was angry and arguing with a group of even angrier men. The conversation
               came to an abrupt end with the sound of gunfire as so many conversations of late did in Fort Ranchero. More angry shouting followed and Gieo finally made out the word Raven being bandied
               about. She crept closer to the entrance to the alleyway in time to hear more gunfire
               coming from the second floor of the bakery.

         No sooner had she poked her head far enough out between the buildings to double check
               with her eyes what her ears were telling her than the entire second floor of the bakery
               exploded in a shower of wood splinters and broken glass. Gieo’s ears warbled a little
               at the sound and a flash of hot air rushed past her. Men no longer shouted and guns
               no longer fired. The only sounds on the street were of the shattered wooden walls
               falling to the dusty ground. The windows on the top floor of the bakery were all combined
               into a single gaping hole where Heather once sat while she did her sewing. Smoke and
               fire poured from the building.

         Gieo made to cross the street to check on her friends, but stopped short when she
               saw Richard’s body in front of the bakery. The brave young man had fallen bloody and
               unarmed trying to prevent entrance through the front door. Gieo could piece together
               the rest. Heather likely shot a few of the men who came for her and then pulled the
               pin before they could overwhelm her.

         Two men came stumbling down the stairs of the bakery and staggered out into the debris-strewn
               street. They were wounded, bleeding, burned, and clearly confused. Part of Gieo wanted
               to reach for her gun to finish them herself. She hated the men on sight knowing what
               they’d done. If she wasn’t fairly certain she would miss, she would have done it too.

         Satiation of her desire for retribution came swiftly though. The black hat sheriff and five of his deputies rumbled down the street on their huge horses. The
               two wounded marauders made a frantic scramble to flee. The sheriff drew one of his big, black revolvers and gunned them both down even as one of the
               marauders raised his hands to surrender.

         Gieo nudged Tabitha back into the safety of the alley and they both waited. Gieo couldn’t
               move for the rage, sorrow, and fear colliding within her. Her head was spinning, her
               heart thundering in her chest, and her legs wouldn’t stop shaking. If the men in town
               were willing to risk what they risked to kill Heather, they would certainly do the
               same to kill her. It terrified Gieo to think of them storming the boardinghouse, killing
               anyone in their way as they had with Richard, and then breaking down the door to her
               apartment. She had a gun, as Heather clearly had, but she didn’t have a grenade anymore
               and she didn’t think she had the nerve to use either when the time came. She couldn’t
               protect herself, let alone Tabitha.

         Ethical questions and fear of the past fell away in light of her imminent death and
               likely the death of her daughter. She steeled herself and ushered Tabitha back the
               way they came. They turned a few corners, scampered quickly across an empty street,
               and made their way to the doctor’s office. The soldiers gone feral would be punished
               for what happened to Heather and Richard—Gieo would make certain of that. The Ravens,
               General Mackenzie, Sheriff Dietrich, and Fiona, none of them had the weapon Gieo did
               and she finally found the courage or desperation to use it.

         She stormed into the hidden backroom of the doctor’s office, threw aside her crutches
               and immediately began hooking Ramen’s cerebral core into the terrible new body she’d
               built him. The creation was massive and likely would require destroying part of the
               doorway for it to even escape. It looked like a four armed gorilla, armored throughout,
               and well-stocked with weapons. The Slark armor she’d reshaped gave the body a cold
               feel and an impenetrably black color. Gieo guessed if there were still a Geneva for a convention, they would describe what she’d built as a war crime. Part of her
               must have known what she would need to do otherwise she wouldn’t have built what she
               had. Sure, Ramen wouldn’t be able to fly anymore, but that would be the only thing
               he couldn’t do.

         Ramen and Tabitha were both confused and frightened by Gieo’s fury in completing the
               project. When she was finished attaching his head to the new body, she gripped his
               tapered diamond shaped head in her hands and forced his glowing green eyes to focus
               only on her.

         “Do you love me?” Gieo asked him.

         “Yes, boss,” Ramen replied. “You are my mother and my dearest friend.”

         The word mother struck her with a strange weight almost equal to when Tabitha had
               used it the first time. Her next comment faltered because of the weird and wonderful
               declaration from her oldest living friend. She didn’t even realize she was crying
               until she felt the tears fall on her forearms.

         “There are men coming to hurt me and my child,” Gieo said. “I need you to protect
               us. I need you to kill them.”

         “You said I must never hurt a human, boss,” Ramen said.

         “I said that, yes, but I never programmed you not to,” Gieo said. “There are no fail
               safes preventing you from doing so other than your own will.”

         The top set of arms, which were meant to be walked upon like a gorilla were as long
               as the entire platform and likely accounted for more than a third of the body’s weight.
               Ramen flexed them some and moved in such a way that seemed strangely like a baby deer
               finding its legs. Gieo stepped backward and guided Tabitha behind her. Ramen stood
               slowly from the floor to stand to his full height of nearly seven feet tall.

         “I would never let anyone hurt you or small boss,” Ramen said.

         He slipped from the room with surprising grace and fluidity. Using both sets of arms
               and his legs, he crawled through the doctor’s office to peer out the front door. Gieo
               took up her crutches and followed slowly. He was still moving as though he were small
               and wished to be as unobtrusive as possible.

         “Do you want to stay here or would you like to go somewhere safer?” Ramen asked. “The
               streets appear clear enough now to move.”

         Gieo took a deep breath. Her mouth was dry and her legs were still shaky, which didn’t
               matter all that much when using crutches. “Did you figure out the language data packets?”

         “I’ve had nothing to test it against, so I cannot be sure, but I believe I have constructed
               translation software capable of moving information between Slark and human languages.
               Without conversing with a native Slark speaker, I can’t know.” Ramen paused for a
               moment as if to consider his own comment. “Actually, even with a native Slark speaker,
               I’m not sure I’ll be able to determine if it works or not.”

         “You could do an experiment,” Tabitha offered.

         Ramen glanced back over his now massive shoulder to the little girl and turned his
               head a quarter rotation. “The small boss is correct,” he said. “I could use a series
               of simple questions and instructions to calibrate the software for accuracy if I had
               access to a native Slark speaker and time enough to perfect the experiment.”

         “You’re in luck,” Gieo said. “This town was built by Slark slaves.”

          

         ♠ ♣ ♥ ♦

          

         It was shortly after dark before Davies finally showed up at the doctor’s office.
               He nearly jumped out of his skin when he opened the door to find Ramen in his new
               platform standing stock still in the middle of the front room. Gieo and Tabitha were playing go-fish in the corner by the light of a couple candles. Gieo was on a
               massive losing streak and she was beginning to wonder if maybe she wasn’t terrible
               at all card games.

         “How did you move that thing out here?” Davies asked.

         Ramen’s eyes lit up again at being mentioned. “I moved myself out here, male teen
               boss.”

         “He’s writing code to fully implement his body,” Gieo explained. “I don’t have the
               laptop or several weeks required to do it myself.”

         “He looks bigger activated,” Davies surmised.

         “Hi, Davies,” Tabitha said.

         “Hi, Tabitha,” Davies replied.

         “Is there any way to get us to Big Bend Ranch?” Gieo asked, abandoning her lousy hand
               of cards a few moves before her daughter beat her again.

         “Nope,” Davies said. “We’d have to walk right past the worst of the marauders to get
               there. I’m supposed to sneak you out to Doc Harrington’s cabin tonight.” Davies inched
               his way around Ramen to come in closer, dropping his voice to barely above a whisper.
               “We need to talk about…something uncomfortable.”

         “If it’s about Richard and Heather, we already know,” Gieo said.

         “Bad men killed them,” Tabitha said.

         “Yeah,” Davies said sullenly. “Bad men killed them.”

         “I thought Heather’s grenade was a dud,” Gieo said.

         “The sheriff thinks she must have gotten her hands on some dynamite at some point to make an improvised explosive. He doesn’t think it was very mobile, which explains why she didn’t like
               leaving her apartment.”

         “Among other reasons,” Gieo said. “Apparently I was the only one who wasn’t aware
               I was in mortal danger walking the streets all this time.”

         “Come tomorrow, the streets aren’t going to be safe for anyone,” Davies said, “which
               is why we have to get you out of town tonight.”

         “I hope you’ll understand that I’m going to see to my own safety from now on,” Gieo
               said.

         “I get the feeling you’re about to change the game,” Davies grumbled.

         “We’re going to free the slaves like Abraham Lincoln!” Tabitha declared. “He’s the
               one on the penny.”

         “What!?” Davies’ exaggerated response was well worth letting Tabitha break the news.
               Gieo had begun to wonder if he even knew how to emote until that point.

         “Surely you remember pennies,” Gieo said. “You’re welcome to join us if you want,
               but to be blunt: this shit is going to happen.”

         “How old do I have to be for that one?” Tabitha asked.

         “Fifteen,” Gieo said.

         “Fifteen for what?” Davies asked.

         “Fifteen years old to use the word shit,” Gieo said.

         “This is madness,” Davies said.

         “Maybe,” Gieo said, “but for once, I’m controlling the madness.”

         “I’m ready to go whenever you are, boss,” Ramen said.

         “Are you coming with us?” Gieo asked.

         “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do here,” Davies said. “I was only given orders
               to take you to the Doc’s cabin. I wasn’t given a contingency for what I was supposed
               to do if you decided to start liberating the whelps using a giant robot.”

         “Yeah, well, I was getting pretty sick of being moved around in this little game of
               shadow chess,” Gieo said. “I’ve got a few pieces and plays to make now. You can join
               us and help or you can run back to whoever has been giving the orders and tell them
               shit is about to get interesting.”

         “I wish I was fifteen right now,” Tabitha muttered.

         Ramen slipped out the front door like a ghost. In the gathering darkness outside,
               his black metal form was nearly invisible. Gieo gathered up her toolkit and satchel.
               She followed him with Tabitha quick at her heels. Outside, Ramen lowered a shoulder
               and helped hoist Gieo and Tabitha up onto his back in something of a built in saddle.
               Gieo set about strapping herself and Tabitha to Ramen’s back and securing her crutches.

         Davies followed them out of the building waving his arms in futility. “Please, the
               plan doesn’t involve…any of this,” he said.

         “The plan let Heather and Richard die,” Gieo said. “I can’t trust that the plan doesn’t
               consider me and my daughter just as expendable. Run and tell the leader of the resistance
               not to get in my way. I don’t know who he is and anyone in my way will get run over.”

         Ramen turned slowly away from Davies and began walking north up the street toward
               the slave pens. Gieo didn’t need to drive the robot as she’d given him a map to scan
               before they left. She was glad of the straps holding her and Tabitha to Ramen’s back
               when he rolled into something of a jog. He moved on all fours like a giant ape, but
               not in the sort of sidling way large gorillas did. Ramen’s new body and the software
               he’d written to make use of it was far more fluid and quiet than Gieo anticipated.
               The wind rushed past her face and Tabitha gripped tightly to her back.

         “Can you build something to make this platform fly?” Ramen asked.

         “If we can find the right parts,” Gieo said.

         “You do realize this plan is crazier than your usual plans, right?” Ramen asked.

         Gieo had to admit inwardly that her robot gorilla made a good point. She could leave
               and find her own way to Big Bend Ranch. West Durango could burn without her help. She’d charged Ramen’s batteries throughout the week.
               His range would be more than enough to make their escape. Running wasn’t her way though,
               and she had retribution to deliver in Heather’s name. She couldn’t abide the use of
               slaves, even if they were Slark. And there were good people in Fort Ranchero she couldn’t leave to the horrible fate that was clearly part of the resistance’s
               plan. Yep, her plan was crazy, but it was also equally bold and she hoped brilliant.

         “I’ve reconsidered the age for when you can start saying shit,” Gieo said.

         “Really!?”

         “Yep, how does fourteen sound?” Gieo couldn’t imagine telling Tabitha to mind her
               mouth at that age if she was anywhere near as grown up as Davies by that point. She
               hated throwing the boy to the wolves since she believed he really did care what happened
               to her, but she had larger considerations and she also believed he likely could handle
               things.

         “That’s so long!”

         Gieo certainly hoped so.

      

      

          

         Chapter 28:

         A pair on the deal

          

         Fiona sat in the darkness of the porch room listening to the night. Kenoi and Tanner
               were with her, simply sharing the space and the smoky relaxation of burning sage and
               marijuana. In the aftermath of a fight, Fiona was typically energized either for more
               conflict or sexual release. That night though, she was calm in what she viewed as
               the presence of the coyote spirit. Kenoi had been teaching her the chants to commune
               with the spirit world and techniques to draw the coyote spirit to her. It made her
               feel stronger.

         The mood outside the porch room was somber. The men she’d killed earlier that day
               weren’t as despised as their fellows. They’d been among the last to leave to resume
               the marauding. They’d even traded with the town some in the beginning. The Dane was
               more pragmatic about their demise, but Doc Harrington apparently wasn’t pleased with
               how things were going.

         Fiona didn’t give a shit. They’d forced her hand, but even if they hadn’t, she would
               have killed them anyway. They were enemies in every sense of the word and they’d threatened
               her and her friend.

         Maude darkened the doorway from the outside into the room. She paused there for some
               time, inspecting the interior to find all its inhabitants and their relative positions
               to her.

         “I don’t think I can keep up with you anymore,” Maude said hoarsely.

         “Who said you ever could?” Fiona replied. It wasn’t the time for joking and friendly
               ribbing of one another, which was fine, since Fiona was only partially teasing. There
               was something softer about Maude since she’d taken the afternoon among the Chief and
               the Apache elders. She’d never had the hard edge Fiona boasted, but what steel she
               did have was apparently dulling.

         “The way you killed those men…” Maude murmured.

         “She struck as a warrior,” Kenoi argued. “The fight came to her and she fought back
               with the ferocity of a strong spirit.”

         “The ferocity part is what I think I lack,” Maude said. “I’ve been failing you lately
               and nearly blew us both up today when you had a plan all along.”

         Fiona snorted. “I didn’t have a plan. I saw an opening and took it.” She sat up with
               great effort and positioned herself on the edge of the cot with her elbows on her
               knees and her head hung a little. Her hair fell as a curtain to either side of her
               face. “I have to get back to Gieo. Nothing else matters to me now. Anything in my
               way…” Fiona looked up to Kenoi and then Maude before returning her gaze to the expanse
               of floor right in front of her. “…it’s not rage specifically. Maybe hate is closer.
               I can’t stand to think of anything stopping me now. Those men had to die and they
               couldn’t take me with them.” Fiona glanced over to Tanner lying in her makeshift bed.
               The coyote seemed to smile to her, or perhaps it was just a trick of the shadows.

         “If you keep relying on me, I’m afraid I’m going to get you killed,” Maude said.

         Fiona snapped her head up and stared hard at the old rancher woman with fire behind
               her blue eyes. The sudden movement and feral stare shook Maude enough to make her
               outwardly flinch.

         “I don’t release you,” Fiona snarled. “You feel like wallowing for a time, fine, go
               ahead. Drink yourself silly, complain to anyone who cares to listen, or get laid if
               you think that’ll help, but you’re not going anywhere until this is done. I’m fast
               running out people I can trust in this world and I’m not about to let you retire into
               being a toothless old grandmother simply because you didn’t like the sensation of
               pulling the pin for the first time.”

         “How did you…?”

         “Because this is everyone’s reaction the first time,” Fiona snapped. “The first time
               isn’t always the last time and when it isn’t, you get this strange ‘I should be fucking
               dead’ feeling afterward. Yes, you absolutely should. If I wasn’t there, you’d be a
               splatter of old lady parts in a pasture with four dead assholes mixed in. But I was
               there. We’re alive and they’re dead. Move the fuck on.”

         “It’s just that easy for you, isn’t it?”

         “Yes.”

         “My grand uncle might not have done you quite the service you think he did,” Kenoi
               said. “The Apache revere wisdom, but we’re more likely to ridicule weakness. We have
               stories of the old beggar being fooled by his sons into thinking he’d been scalped.
               There’s a story about two young boys tricking two old, blind women into fighting one
               another while they steal their food. The story of the old man and the beaver is a
               famous one for a young son teaching an old father the foolishness of his ways.”

         “Can you tell it?” Fiona asked.

         “Please don’t,” Maude grumbled.

         “I’m not the storyteller my brother is, but I can try,” Kenoi said. “There was an
               old man who loved to eat beaver meat. He would kill a beaver and eat of its meat most
               days. He killed so many that his son worried for him. His son told him that trouble
               would surely find him if he continued killing so many of the revered beaver. The old
               man didn’t listen to his son though and continued killing and eating a beaver whenever
               he could. The son told the old man that the beavers, who are endowed with the powers
               of medicine men and the spirit world, would eventually catch him and take their revenge.
               The very next day, the old man saw a beaver enter a hole to its den on the bank of
               a river. The old man made to chase the beaver down the hole. The son saw his father
               entering the hole and set upon him, grabbing him by the ankles and pushing him farther
               underground. The old man thought another beaver had attacked him and began to shout
               for mercy. He pleaded to the beaver to let him go, promising him his knife, his satchel,
               his arrows, his bow. The son took these offered items and released his father’s legs.
               He snuck away before the old man could escape the hole. When the father returned to
               camp, the young man replaced the items within his father’s tipi excepting his knife.
               The son asked the old man where his knife was. The old man said he gave it to a beaver
               to let him escape with his life. The son scolded him, reminding him that the son had
               told him the beavers would catch him. The old man never hunted beavers again.”

         Fiona chuckled.

         “Ageist bullshit,” Maude huffed.

         Kenoi only shrugged. “This concept of the noble savage the whites have of first nation
               peoples is stupid. The Apache value strength and cleverness above all else. We are
               a warrior people—the strength to fight is all important. Of course we mock the weak
               and foolish in our stories.”

         “Stop killing beavers, old woman, or I’ll shove you in a hole and take your fucking
               knife,” Fiona teased.

         “I don’t see how,” Maude sniped back. “You already left my knife in the desert.”

         “Glad to have you back, old woman,” Fiona said.

         “If you’re all such great warriors, why did you leave West Durango alone for so long and why aren’t you fighting the Slark?” Maude asked.

         Kenoi sighed and sat for a time apparently mulling over something very carefully before
               replying. Fiona waited patiently for an answer as she had begun to wonder the same
               thing; it was easier for her to wait when she was stoned even though serenity wasn’t
               one of her usual virtues.

         “I’m not part of the war oligarchy…” Kenoi began.

         Fiona glanced to Maude, finding her scowling. She got the feeling she was about to
               hear something she wasn’t going to like and Maude figured it out a step ahead of her.

         “We knew of the giant crawlers moving again. We drew one eastward in hopes of leading
               it into West Durango,” Kenoi said. “It wasn’t the plan I would have preferred. I wanted to attack West Durango ourselves, match our might against theirs, and drive them away from the river that
               we rely on for so much. The war oligarchy thought pitting our enemies against one
               another was wiser.”

         “But the Chief said…” Fiona objected.

         “…what he thought you needed to hear,” Kenoi finished for her. “The crawler turned
               north, drawn in by the war against Juarez. I didn’t know you then. I didn’t know West Durango the way I thought I did.”

         The goddamned gibberish the Chief said about the Slark suddenly clicked into place
               with the new piece of information from Kenoi. The Slark weren’t just an invader for
               the Apache or a balancing force—they were using the Slark as weapons against their
               enemies. It was brilliant in a frightening sort of way.

         “What was with all the Dahteste and Lozen stuff then?” Maude asked.

         “We still believe that,” Kenoi answered. “The crawler wasn’t supposed to attack the
               bird women. We admired you from afar and I even thought one day to make contact with
               you.”

         “Your warriors are at our backs, aren’t they?” Fiona asked.

         Maude and Kenoi both looked startled at the question but for different reasons.

         “Yes,” Kenoi said.

         “Can you call them to us?” Fiona asked.

         “Yes.”

         “How many?” Maude asked.

         “A thousand, maybe more,” Kenoi said. “They’ll have burned a hole through the outer
               ring by now. Red Water is likely gone.”

         “How did they know…?” Maude asked.

         “You sow the seeds of chaos wherever you go,” Kenoi said. “Just like the real Dahteste
               and Lozen, you’re a fire upon the land. We knew West Durango was teetering on the edge of rebellion and the Chief believed you would be the spark
               needed to set it ablaze.”

         “That’s fine, but this can’t be a spectator sport for your people,” Fiona said. “Are
               your warriors ready to get their hands bloody?”

         Kenoi smiled and made fists of his hands. “It’s all we’ve wanted.”

          

         ♠ ♣ ♥ ♦

          

         Fiona couldn’t sleep even after the important conversation, a good dinner, and a healthy
               dose of weed. The unspent energy built up after a fight came back on her in a familiar
               way and she started craving Gieo. The night was quiet with only the sound of the wind in the hills as background noise. Tanner’s breathing was so silent
               that she never gave away her position when she slept. The quiet and darkness gave
               Fiona the cover she thought she needed.

         She lit a candle on the window ledge next to her cot and fished out Gieo’s letter.
               She’d finished reading it a few times, but wasn’t able to send a reply as Doc Harrington
               was apparently the mail delivery contact in Fort Ranchero and he was sleeping upstairs
               in the Dane’s ranch house.

         There were a few passages that tickled at the naughty parts of Fiona’s mind and set
               a fire between her legs. She certainly didn’t feel attractive after so many weeks
               on the trail and recovering from being stabbed hadn’t done her grooming any favors.
               She might need to feel prettier when she next saw Gieo, but she wouldn’t need to feel
               attractive for a little self-care.

          

         . . . don’t take this the wrong way, but I’ve had a much easier time remembering what
               your breasts look like than your face lately. I think it’s owed partially to my need
               to get laid and partially to you having fantastic tits. Take a note to remind me to
               lick them…

          

         Fiona loved that particular passage in the letter. She read it and re-read it just
               to feel the tingle of affection and desire it brought up. There was Gieo’s silly humor
               in it, her wantonness with compliments, and of course the promise of an adored sexual
               activity. Fiona began running her hand gently up and down between her legs, feeling
               the soft skin beneath the thin layer of hair. Without much effort, she could imagine
               Gieo’s tongue on her breasts and the familiar sensation of Gieo’s braids tickling
               across her skin.

          

         . . . you seemed a little more open about things in your last letter. Before you go
               shutting yourself up behind your emotional firewalls again, I thought I’d confide
               in you that I’ve been intrigued to try our little decompression routine from the other
               side. It’s not just scientific curiosity either, although that’s definitely part of
               it. You’re a gentle, attentive lover, and I think you’d take good care of that as
               yet untouched part of me. Start thinking of things I can do to convince you to try
               from the other side. I want to feel like I’ve earned it.

          

         That was the particular passage that always sent butterflies through Fiona’s stomach.
               It was as coy as Gieo got about anything. The trust within their relationship was
               such that her self-assured lover rarely felt bashful. Hopeful uncertainty was very
               attractive to Fiona as more than just a change of pace. And that was all before she
               even let her mind run wild on the possibilities of the act itself. After reading the
               request, Fiona failed in constructing the list of things Gieo could do to convince
               her; she was far too busy fantasizing about the act itself and all the things she
               would like to do. She wanted to lick Gieo beforehand, that much was certain. The details
               beyond that included countless positions, soft caresses, and ample opportunity for
               Fiona to watch Gieo’s reaction on her face and the sight of the strapon physically
               entering her.

         Fiona’s hand lost the taunting strokes in these thoughts and pushed through to the
               wetness. Her cravings had long since gotten the best of her and now she simply needed
               relief. Still, there was one more passage she wanted to read before she could complete the act she was already aching to finish. She was
               practically panting from her own gentle rubbing by the time she found the last section to read.

          

         . . . you know what you haven’t done in awhile? Tie me up and spank me. I can’t remember
               the last time you did that and now it’s all I can think about. I can clearly recall
               you doing it right after we met, so maybe that’s why I imprinted on the act like a
               little duckling. Regardless, that shit needs to happen again and soon. I had to tie
               on an apron today and it made me think of you. It’s your fault and you owe me, so
               there.

          

         Without fail, reading that passage always made Fiona think of tying up Gieo and spanking
               her while Gieo was wearing only an apron and her lurid smile. It blossomed into a whole domesticated life fantasy after hearing
               about Tabitha too. There were entirely non-sexual happiness-creating thoughts mixed
               into the amalgam. They were to have a child together and Gieo was apparently working
               as a school teacher. Fiona couldn’t put her finger on why that all aroused her so
               much. It did though and it moved her already racing thoughts into a hopeful picture
               of finding Gieo baking in just an apron and all the things that might lead to well
               beyond simply tying her up and spanking her. Gieo had a way of making things sexy
               that Fiona formerly never saw any appeal in.

         Fiona bit at her pillow and clenched her thighs around her hand on her side as she
               finished rubbing herself to climax. It wasn’t a long trip to the quivering state of
               bliss as she’d started reading partway there already. A strange calm came over her
               in the euphoric haze after the brief, yet intense, orgasm. Her attraction for Gieo
               was evolving in their absence from one another. The melding they’d undergone in living
               together in Alamogordo apparently had stagnated their relationship and spending time apart allowed them
               both to grow anew. Fiona could feel herself relaxing and she could see in Gieo’s letter
               a whole new laundry list of things Gieo decided to be good at that she’d formerly
               never shown any interest in.

         Fiona felt a strange wetness on her cheeks. She lifted her fingers to her face and
               found she was crying. It aggravated her instantly. It wasn’t even clear if they were
               happy tears or if she’d been conditioned to have a Pavlovian reaction to orgasm. She
               had to laugh at herself for giving Maude such a hard time about having an emotional
               response to nearly blowing herself up for the first time. How tough can I possibly be if masturbating makes me cry? Fiona thought.

         Tomorrow, Kenoi would bring the Apaches to Big Bend Ranch, her stitches would come
               out, and they would begin planning the final push into the heart of West Durango. The gambit to appear to leave the Ravens had taken such a turn on her that she wondered
               if maybe she hadn’t really left them all along. This thought immediately dissolved
               though. She needed people she could trust and she couldn’t trust the Apaches or the
               West Durango rebels. The Dane and Doc Harrington had a long list of people they were protecting
               and she wasn’t on it while the Apaches were clearly operating on an entirely different
               wave length in using the Slark as a weapon against fellow humans.

         Her stomach wound itched as if to remind her that people were fucked up, self destructive,
               and not to be trusted.

      

      

          

         Chapter 29:

         Another pair on the flop

          

         Gieo, Tabitha, and Ramen wandered around in the darkness outside the Slark slave pens
               for a solid hour. Tall fences topped with barbwire appeared to keep the general public
               out of the tenements rather than keeping the Slark in as the posts all angled outward.
               There was one gate with a couple torches lighting the road into the compound. Gieo
               had rather hoped they could find a way in that wouldn’t result in a conflict, but
               the fence looked pretty impenetrable in the dark without raising an alarm. Ramen assured
               her that he could jump the twelve foot tall fence easily, but Gieo didn’t really want
               to try it with her and Tabitha strapped to the robot gorilla’s back. They finally
               resorted to a slow approach on the front gate to see what manner of guards stood watch
               at the barricade.

      

   
      
         They crept up at a snail's pace, seeing nobody in the little guardhouse. The torches
               crackled and bugs chirruped in the night, but nothing stirred within the wooden shack. They stepped into the halo of light cast by the
               torches and finally heard a familiar voice.

         “I done told you it were a gorilla,” Tyler said.

         “You didn’t neither,” Darrel argued. “You said it were a monkey and that ain’t no
               monkey.”

         “Monkeys are gorillas,” Tyler said.

         “Even if’n they are, that ain’t no gorilla,” Darrel said.

         They both stepped out from the darkened side of the building holding Henry repeater
               rifles in their hands. Gieo let out a little sigh of relief that neither man seemed
               all that threatened by the sudden appearance of a giant gorilla robot in their midst.

         “In a strange way, I’m glad to see you two,” Gieo said, “but what are you doing here?”

         “All the patrols were pulled back into West Durango,” Tyler explained.

         “We got put on guard duty out here to make sure the horde don’t go and attack the
               labor,” Darrel said.

         “What are you and the little one doin’ ridin’ around on a robot gorilla?” Tyler asked.

         “It’s going to sound far fetched,” Gieo said.

         “More far fetched than that thing you’re ridin’ that we ain’t agreed on yet is actually
               a gorilla?” Darrel asked pointedly, directing the second half of the question to Tyler.

         “And what would you call it if not a gorilla?” Tyler demanded.

         “Last I checked, gorillas don’t have four arms,” Darrel countered.

         “We’re here to free the Slark and start a slave rebellion,” Gieo interrupted the debate.

         “Well that seems like just the sort of thing a lady gangster like you would do,” Tyler said.

         “Also seems the sort of thing we’re supposed to prevent,” Darrel added.

         “You both were kind to me when you didn’t have to be and I’d really rather not have
               to resort to violence in front of my daughter,” Gieo said, “but don’t think for a
               second any of that will stop me from having my robot gorilla do something terrible.”

         “You seemed a whole lot more inclined to talk your way out of a pickle before,” Tyler mused.

         “I wasn’t in a hurry before,” Gieo said.

         “You didn’t have the intimidatin’ gorilla then neither,” Tyler said.

         “That too.”

         Tyler and Darrel nodded as though that settled it.

         “Mind if we talk it over a spell?” Darrel asked.

         “Keep in mind that I’m in a hurry,” Gieo said.

         They turned their backs on her, hunched together closely, and began whispering to
               one another quickly. The patter they traded easily in casual speech seemed all the
               more rapid-fire in whisper form. They came to a speedy conclusion, which Gieo was
               appreciative of, and turned their attention back to the intruders.

         “So you’re sayin’ that is a gorilla?” Darrel asked.

         “Sure, why not?” Gieo sighed.

         “You’re welcome to try to take the slaves if’n you want,” Tyler said. “We don’t expect they’ll go nowhere though.”

         “Why not?” Gieo asked.

         “They ain’t over eager to do anything but work,” Darrel said. “We’re standin’ guard
               here not to keep them in, but to keep other folks out.”

         A minor epiphany struck Gieo’s brain with a particularly mischievous idea. “You seem
               like the betting sorts,” Gieo said. “Care to place a wager on that?”

         Tyler and Darrel’s faces lit up. Clearly they were of a mind to bet with someone other
               than each other for once.

         “What’s the bet?” Tyler asked.

         “If we can convince the Slark to come with us, you join us in our little uprising,”
               Gieo said. “If we can’t…um…you both can have a ride on the robot gorilla.”

         “Separate rides,” Tyler said shrewdly. “I don’t want to share a saddle with him.”

         “Deal,” Gieo said.

         Tyler and Darrel stowed their rifles in the guardhouse to begin opening the fairly
               elaborate gate into the Slark compound. Ramen helped Gieo and Tabitha down from his
               back. In the quiet moment shared while the cowboys opened the gate, Ramen whispered
               to her. “Are you sure we can trust these two?”

         “Yes,” Gieo whispered back. “Unknowingly, they rescued you when they captured me.
               Despite not even knowing what you were, they carried you all the way from the crash
               site to West Durango.”

         “That’s reassuring, I guess,” Ramen said. “Am I a gorilla now?”

         “Sort of, and what’s wrong with that? Gorillas are cute, right, Tabitha?”

         Tabitha nodded vigorously and smiled to Ramen. “I like gorillas.”

         “I’m more interested in the not bein’ pummeled by a four-armed robot gorilla than
               I am in ridin’ it as a prize,” Darrel muttered.

         “You speak for yourself,” Tyler said. “I’m itchin’ to add that there gorilla to my list of things I’ve ridden.”

         “I still say that llama on your list don’t count,” Darrel said.

         “And I still say it don’t have to be a full eight seconds for it to be on the list,”
               Tyler replied.

         Ramen preceded them into the Slark slave pens followed by Gieo and Tabitha while Darrel
               and Tyler brought up the rear carrying torches. A few curious faces peered out of
               the shacks at them. The buildings housing the Slark looked to be modified rabbit hutches.
               They were big enough to hold the four-foot tall whelps, but not by much. Up close,
               Gieo could spot other differences between the whelps and the warrior Slark. Their
               pointed heads were more rounded than the near perfect triangles of the heads Fiona
               used to collect. They were clearly full grown, yet somehow still looked juvenile to
               her.

         “Come on out of there,” Tyler said. “We got a bet for y’all to settle.”

         A few of the Slark crept from their hutches to stand nervously in front of their shacks
               in orderly lines. Tabitha clung closer to Gieo’s side when the aliens emerged and
               began speaking with one another in their strange clicking and growling language. Tabitha
               was young and small for her age, but Gieo suspected she would be larger than the whelps
               by her tenth birthday.

         Gieo moved closer to the Slark and beckoned for the torchlight to be brought over
               so she might see them more clearly. The little whelps had the same hunched back, strangely
               wide set hips, and bulbous joints of their larger counterparts, yet they were actually
               a little cute due to the softened, rounded features of their heads, and the smoother,
               snake-like scales they were covered in. The larger, warrior Slark all had craggy skin,
               like alligators or crocodiles and almost perfectly triangular heads. The differences
               were stark and Gieo had to admit to herself she’d never really seen a whelp up close
               to notice exactly how stark.

         “Can you try talking to them?” Gieo asked of Ramen.

         The little aliens studied the robot with curious, black eyes when the clicking and growling noises began emitting
               from the embedded speakers in the sides of his diamond shaped head. It all sounded
               the same to Gieo, although she knew that didn’t necessarily mean it was the same language.
               They did seem to respond to what Ramen said to them though.

         “There are olfactory elements and subtle visual changes in scale coloration that comprise
               part of their language, boss,” Ramen said. “I can’t emulate either of these things.
               From a purely auditory standpoint, we do seem to understand each other.”

         Gieo had actually suspected this when she conducted her own studies of Slark language
               years ago. There were pieces of information missing, vital pieces as it turned out,
               and she assumed there must be something else going on that utilized other senses.
               She’d thought she could still crack the code if all the extraneous information was
               visually based since humans did that too with facial expressions and hand gestures
               while speaking, but she’d hit a dead end when it clearly involved scents. The human
               nose wasn’t remotely up to the task—the Slark all smelled vaguely like fish barf,
               and even that wasn’t tremendously specific since she couldn’t decide if they smelled
               like barf from a fish or barf comprised of fish.

         “Can you run a little experiment?” Gieo asked. “Maybe ask them to raise their upper
               right hand or something?”

         “I can try.” Ramen turned his attention back to the gathered lizard men. He buzzed,
               growled, and clicked at them. The lizard men began pointing various limbs in various
               directions without any continuity from Slark to Slark.

         “I done told you, they can’t be talked to,” Darrel said.

         “Yeah, yeah, I owe you a dollar,” Tyler grumbled.

         “What are you talking about?” Gieo objected. “That was amazing!”

         “How was that amazing?” Darrel asked.

         “They just began flailin’ everythin’,” Tyler agreed.

         “I said something in their language that they understood enough to respond to,” Ramen
               said. “It’s the most verbal communication that has ever occurred between Slark and
               humanity.”

         “Exactly!” Gieo said.

         “Amazing!” Tabitha agreed, getting caught up in the excitement between Gieo and Ramen.

         “They understood the broad outline of a subject being discussed and a general action
               to be taken,” Gieo said. “Maybe they don’t think in terms of upper and lower or right
               and left. Maybe their understanding of up and down isn’t based on gravitational direction.
               The assumed human aspects of the question were the problem, not the communication
               itself.”

         “Try to make them hop,” Tyler said.

         “Yes, good idea,” Gieo said. “That’ll get around the problems.”

         “I’m contributin’,” Tyler informed Darrel.

         “No you ain’t,” Darrel grumbled. “You just want them to jump up and down.”

         “…still helpful,” Tyler muttered.

         Ramen clicked and buzzed at the Slark. After a tense moment of waiting, the whelps
               did indeed begin hopping about. Some jumped up and down in place while others jumped
               directionally as though it were meant to get them somewhere. They started making a
               throaty noise at their own antics, puffing out little sacs of pink skin along the
               sides of their heads.

         “I ain’t never seen them do that before,” Tyler said.

         “Me neither,” Gieo agreed. “What does it mean?”

         Ramen cocked his head to the side and let out the low droid whistle. “I think they’re
               laughing.”

         It certainly didn’t look like laughing to Gieo; it actually looked a little aggressive,
               but she supposed laughing could be seen that way in humans too. It made sense that nobody would know what Slark laughter looked like—West Durango knew them only as slaves and the Ravens only as enemy combatants. The absurdity of
               the situation certainly warranted laughing though. They were called from their beds
               by a giant metal gorilla that asked them to waggle limbs and jump around.

         “They understand absurdist humor,” Gieo said. “That’s fucking incredible!”

         “Why?” Darrel asked.

         “They’re lizards from another planet,” Gieo said with glee slipping into her voice,
               “and they have a point of similarity with us. We both find absurd things funny!”

         “Still don’t get it,” Tyler said to which Darrel nodded.

         “It’s anthropocentric to think everything reacts emotionally the way we do,” Gieo
               said. “We ascribe human emotions onto the behaviors of animals all the time because
               we think everything sees the world like humans. It’s not true though and Slark were
               the first real example we’ve ever had of something entirely alien and equally sentient.
               I would have thought it’d be years before I found something we have in common—they’re
               that different from us. Nobody even knew they had a concept of humor in a form that
               would be understandable by humans. Or that humor was something that even existed for
               them!”

         “Huh?” Tyler and Darrel asked in unison.

         “It’s the Wittgenstein thing: if a lion could speak, we could not understand him,”
               Gieo said.

         “Why the hell not?” Tyler demanded.

         “Because it would still be a lion,” Tabitha said with an overt exasperation only achievable
               by little girls.

         “That’s right, small boss,” Ramen said. “It would still have the thoughts of a lion
               and thus thoughts unfathomable by a human.”

         “Can you use this to calibrate the language matrixes?” Gieo asked.

         “Perhaps, but I’ll need small boss’s help,” Ramen said.

         “My help?” Tabitha asked.

         “She has the least experience with human norms,” Ramen explained. “She is beyond the
               entirely experiential understanding of the world used in the earliest development
               stages of humans, but she is the closest of the four of you and so might still retain
               some unbiased views of reality.”

         “Yes, that’s brilliant,” Gieo said. “Please, help Ramen, Tabby-Cat.”

         Gieo took one of the torches from Tyler and planted it in one of the holsters on the nearest hutch. She ushered Tyler and
               Darrel away from the language calibration lessons taking place between her daughter,
               her robot companion, and half a dozen Slark slaves. She was so excited by the possibilities
               opening up that it was hard to walk away and apparently she wasn’t alone in that feeling.

         “Why aren’t you the one doin’ the talkin’?” Tyler asked as he was ushered away.

         “Yeah, y’all seem to know some fancy words and ideas,” Darrel agreed.

         “Because I think too much like a human,” Gieo explained.

         They took up posts at the gate a dozen yards away. Tyler fetched a chair from the guardhouse and offered it to Gieo. She sat gratefully and
               thanked him. The two cowboys took up their rifles again and settled in to listen to
               Gieo’s full explanation. Whether they understood everything that was going on or not,
               they did seem to know something special was taking place.

         “Us three, we’ve been taught by humans to think like humans and understand the world
               built by humans,” Gieo said. “We have a hard time thinking in different ways because
               that’s all we’ve ever known. Children as young as Tabitha haven’t had decades of assimilation
               into a human society yet. She can still conceptualize things we know are impossible,
               or at least think we know are impossible.”

         “Yeah, yeah, I’ve seen that,” Tyler said.

         “You ain’t neither,” Darrel said.

         “I have so,” Tyler demanded. “My little cousin went a whole year thinkin’ he could grow up to be a bear.”

         “Yes, that’s exactly it,” Gieo said. “That’s not a useful thought in human culture,
               so we eventually teach children to stop thinking like that.”

         “So what you’re sayin’ is, because your daughter ain’t been taught to think like a
               human yet, she can still learn to think like a Slark?” Darrel asked.

         “Maybe, at the very least it’ll be easier for her than it would be for any of us,”
               Gieo said. In a strange turn of events, Gieo was actually fairly happy that Tabitha
               hadn’t been indoctrinated by human thought pathways at a young age. Sure, children’s
               shows, books, toys, and preschool all taught valuable survival lessons and created
               a foundation for future education, but they also created limitations to guide young
               intellect down useful pathways only. Tabitha would actually be more valuable in decoding
               the Slark language than Gieo would have been at the same age. Children from other
               cultures might have even more luck in bridging the gap. Gieo’s mind was already racing
               through all the experiments she would run if she could get large populations of indigenous
               peoples from all over the world. She would need sociologists and anthropologists too,
               dozens of them, and then linguists to see if there was a connection between…

         “How long do you reckon this’ll take?” Darrel asked.

         “I have no idea,” Gieo said. “Weeks, months, years…decades wouldn’t be out of the
               question. Hopefully a few hours can give us something rudimentary and functional.”

         “Sounds like time enough to play some cards,” Tyler deduced.

         “I’ll get the deck,” Darrel agreed.

         They played Texas hold ‘em well into the night and Gieo began learning her own tricks through the course
               of it. Tyler and Darrel were patient teachers of the game and the best ways to bet.
               They taught her how to gamble after the deal, the flop, the turn card, and what to hope for from the
               river card. Once they started talking in terms of probabilities, or likelihoods in
               their words, the game started making a lot of mathematical sense to Gieo. And then
               they started in on their own psychology lessons. The game wasn’t just math and cards,
               it was reading people. Gieo liked that a lot too. She hadn’t seriously considered the mathematical and human behavior depth of playing poker.

         She glanced over from time to time to see how Tabitha and Ramen were doing in their
               work with the Slark whelps. Her daughter was animated and lively while Ramen sat completely
               still. Gieo wondered what the Slark thought of the whole process. Having a five-year-old
               and a robot constructed of salvage try to bridge the language gap between humans and
               the Slark was a ridiculous prospect on its surface and she wondered if the Slark were
               aware of that fact. Of course, the Slark in question were laborers from the lowest
               rung of their own society captured and forced into slavery. They might be wondering
               why the great diplomat Tabby-Cat and her amazing robot gorilla were bothering to talk
               with them. It was very possible that Ramen was the most advanced computer currently
               functioning on the planet on either side of the conflict and Gieo knew she’d grown
               an unrealistic overestimation of her daughter as well. She had a mother’s bias in
               thinking Tabitha was brilliant enough and Ramen advanced enough to crack the language
               barrier. Yep, she thought, I’m a perfect example of rigid thinking blinding me to what is and isn’t possible.
               Watching her daughter try to teach one of the Slark how to thumb wrestle, she couldn’t
               be bothered to care.

         “Did you build that gorilla thing?” Darrel asked.

         “Built and rebuilt him.”

         “Is that girl really your flesh and blood?” Tyler asked.

         “She may as well be.”

         “It’s impressive all the same,” Darrel decided.

         “It is,” Gieo agreed. “She’s the most amazing thing I’ve done with my life.”

      

      

          

         Chapter 30:

         A surprise on the turn card

          

         Fiona waited with reasonable patience while Doc Harrington inspected her wound one final time before removing the stitches. She was lying on
               the kitchen table in the Dane’s house, wearing just a bra and her jeans, staring up
               at the cracks in the ceiling plaster and wondering how many wounded inhabitants the
               ancient house had known.

         “I’d say you’re a miracle of God, but you’ve made it clear you’ve taken up a different
               religion,” Doc Harrington said.

         “That good, huh?”

         “Your youth and vigor won’t see you through everything. You might want to avoid being
               shot or stabbed so much in the future.” Doc Harrington meticulously removed the stitches
               with scissors and forceps. The sensation of the thread tugging through her healed
               skin was bizarre. “Tell me, what is Stacy really like? Is she like you?”

         “You’ve met her,” Fiona said. “Do you think she’s like me?”

         “We met in a situation where neither of us could really be ourselves,” Doc Harrington
               countered. “I’m asking if she’s trustworthy or dangerous.”

         Fiona chuckled at this. Clearly the doctor didn’t care about insulting her and must have really been suspicious of Gieo’s charm.
               “She’s trustworthy and not particularly dangerous.” Fiona waited for awhile while
               Doc Harrington finished off the last of her stitches and set to sterilizing and bandaging
               her fresh pink scar. There was a crack on the ceiling that looked like a face in profile
               from one direction and a dinosaur in the other. It became Fiona’s focal point. “She’s
               smart…probably the smartest person alive and possibly one of the smartest people to
               have lived. She’s also sweet and kind of funny.”

         “How did she end up with a person like you?”

         Fiona sat up and stared down the doctor. “You really don’t like me, do you?”

         “You’re the Dane without the wisdom and altruism and I barely tolerate him,” Doc Harrington
               said.

         “Fine by me. If your people hadn’t kidnapped my girlfriend, I wouldn’t even have to
               be here. If one of your friends hadn’t begged for my help, I wouldn’t have been stabbed
               into becoming one of your patients. I’ve got ample reason not to like you all that
               much in return.” Fiona swung her long legs off the table and sat up quickly. Her stomach
               wound felt good, much better than it had in days, and almost like new. Her back was to Doc Harrington so she couldn’t see what kind of reaction he had to her words and she didn’t much
               care.

         “Damn you,” the doc growled. “Do you at least have a hobby or an interest in something aside from shooting
               and dismembering people?”

         Fiona glanced over her shoulder and thought to tell the doctor to go fuck himself in a creative and noticeably insane way. One of her chaos tics
               overtook her though and she blurted out something fairly soft and girlish instead.
               “I like horses.” She grabbed up her shirt and pulled it on over her head.

         “That’s at least a human thing to say in response to that question,” Doc Harrington
               said. “What else? What are you going to do when it’s time to hang up your guns?”

         Fiona glanced back over her shoulder again to the wiry doctor who was leaning heavily
               forward onto the table with his large hands planted amidst his medical implements.
               She couldn’t tell if he was fucking with her. “I want to marry Gieo…or Stacy, as you
               know her. Start a horse ranch by a river maybe and learn to paint or something.”

         “You’re almost human under all that ‘fuck the world’ exterior,” Doc Harrington said.
               “Do you know the story behind why she calls herself Gieo instead of Stacy?”

         “No,” Fiona said. “I know there is a story, but she’s never told it to me. Why? Did
               she tell you?”

         “She didn’t. I gathered it’s something pretty painful.”

         That was Fiona’s assessment too. People post-apocalypse didn’t take new names for
               happy reasons. Nobody was wandering around glad for the end of the world opportunity
               to finally go by Chet or Axel in fulfilling a banal lifetime dream. Tanner became
               Veronica because she couldn’t stand being Tanner one second longer and without technology
               and societal records to say otherwise, she could become Veronica by simply never answering
               to anything else. Fiona couldn’t make any reasons fit for why Gieo would change her
               name, although there were as many reasons as people anymore.

         “Do you think there are people who are better off now than they were before?” Fiona
               asked. “Are you better off?”

         He circled the table slowly until he stood at the end where Fiona’s feet had been. He
               had a strange and wild look in his eyes that spoke of more than a passing fear of
               her. “I’m not able to speak for all of humanity, so I can’t very well answer your
               first question. I’m not better off though and I haven’t met anyone who claimed to
               be.”

         “You have now,” Fiona said quietly. “I love this new world and I love who I can be
               in it.” She turned her head away from him. She didn’t want to see what kind of reaction
               her words were having after seeing how rattled he was by simply hearing the question.
               “It’s something I think about a lot…wondering if there are other people like me out
               there who are glad the Slark invaded and happy society fell apart.”

         Doc Harrington shook his head violently enough to draw Fiona’s attention. It was a strangely frustrated
               gesture that actually aroused concern in Fiona for the man. “There’s a game, more
               of an exercise in imagination…if someone could pick another time or place in history
               to live in, what time or place would it be? I guess it’s supposed to appeal to folks
               who think they’ve been born in the wrong time. But unless you’re able-bodied, white,
               male, and straight, the question is a trap. The world’s been shit for most people
               throughout history. My daughter figured it out and explained it to me. There’s an
               answer for people like her, people like you…”

         “What happened to your daughter?” Fiona asked.

         “She was in Dallas when the city fell. She had cerebral palsy, so she couldn’t even move fast enough
               to run away, not that running did anyone any good when the cities were burning.” He went completely still for a moment. His eyes focused on nothing in particular and
               Fiona could tell he was gone to another place and another time in his mind if only
               for a moment. “The future is the answer.”

         He was the crack in the ceiling: what he was to the world depended on which direction
               he was viewed from. Overt people like Fiona, Gieo, and the Dane likely puzzled the
               dualistic man of conflicting parts who had to keep certain intentions constantly hidden.

         Fiona knew lonely when she saw it.

         “If it helps at all, I think you would have liked me even less before the invasion,”
               Fiona said.

          

         ♠ ♣ ♥ ♦

          

         Gieo awoke in something of a litter of coats in the guardhouse with Tabitha snuggled
               up on her lap. She remembered the offer to take a nap from Darrel and Tyler. The nap clearly turned into a full night’s
               rest at some point and included her daughter joining her without Gieo’s realization.

         Gieo awoke Tabitha with a light tickle to her side. Tabitha squirmed and came out
               of sleep as confused as Gieo did. Gieo smoothed down some of her daughter’s wild hair,
               which immediately sprung back to the wild state.

         “I’m hungry, Mommy,” Tabitha mumbled.

         “Me too,” Gieo said. “We’ll see about breakfast once we’re done here.”

         They emerged from the guardhouse to find Tyler, Darrel, and Ramen staring into the
               open slave pens. It wasn’t necessarily an alarming picture to see two cowboys and
               a robot gorilla stunned by the same sight just out of frame, but Gieo wondered what
               enraptured them all so completely.

         “There’s a hitch in your uprisin’,” Tyler said.

         Gieo rounded the corner of the gate to look inside the slave enclosure. The Slark
               whelps were engaged in what could only be described as recess. The strange little
               aliens were hugging each other, playing some truly elaborate forms of patty-cake involving
               both sets of arms, skipping about, and drawing games of tic-tac-toe in the dirt.

         “Shit,” Gieo muttered.

         “Apparently they’re very good huggers, boss,” Ramen said. “I believe it is due to
               the extra arms.”

         Tabitha spotted the scene of playful joy after rubbing the sleep from her eyes. She
               lit up like a birthday cake and scampered into the slave pens to join the Slark in
               their merriment. She handed out hugs to the aliens who seemed delighted to give and
               receive them from the little girl.

         “She must have taught them all these things last night while I was compiling the data
               and implementing the calibrations,” Ramen said.

         “It makes sense now that I see it,” Tyler said.

         “And how in the hell does that make sense?” Darrel demanded, flapping his arms at
               the silliness transpiring before them.

         Tabitha had gathered a bunch of the Slark into playing a game of ring around the rosy.
               The two whelps holding her hands had an extra set free to clap out the beat they were
               all dancing to. Gieo didn’t often miss an angle for any situation, but she had to
               agree with Darrel—there wasn’t anything about what she was seeing that made sense.

         “Them slaves are like Christmas elves,” Tyler said.

         Darrel groaned dramatically.

         “Now, now, hear me out,” Tyler objected. “They build things, tinker on what not, and don’t have a mean bone in their
               bodies. Skippin’ and playin’ seems like just the sort of thing they’d take a shine
               to.”

         “Maybe, but it’s going to make our slave rebellion a little farcical if they skip
               everywhere and insist on hugging everyone,” Gieo said.

         “In fairness, this was foreseeable,” Ramen said. “You left the acculturation of these
               already docile Slark in the hands of an inexorably sweet child.”

         Of all the mistakes she’d made in her plans, this one was a little difficult to be
               angry about. Gieo shrugged it off and smiled. “And a whimsical, puppy-loving robot,”
               Gieo added.

         “Further compounding your folly, no doubt,” Ramen agreed.

         “We talked it over a spell and come to the conclusion neither of us won the bet,”
               Darrel said.

         “We’ll follow along all the same,” Tyler added. “We’re curious to see what you’re plannin’ to do with seventy-five happy Slark
               whelps.”

         The number was lower than she’d expected for the total slave force in Fort Ranchero. As they departed, Darrel and Tyler explained the current pens within the city were
               only used for the construction trained whelps. The seventy-five Slark marching out
               of the slave pens really were like Christmas elves in the sense that their tasks were
               entirely based around woodworking. The Slark found their tools in the sheds along
               the outside of the containment walls and gathered them up as though they were heading
               to the next job site. They were so docile and eager to build that Gieo began to wonder
               if they knew they were slaves. Then she began to wonder if Slark even had an analogous
               concept to slavery. Just because humanity practiced forced labor didn’t mean it was
               universal to all sentient species. It was entirely possible that absurd humor was
               familiar to them while slavery was a concept so alien they couldn’t even conceive
               of it.

         She and Tabitha mounted up on Ramen’s back while Darrel and Tyler walked among the
               Slark slaves. The two cowboys carried their rifles in their hands more out of the
               need to not have their hands held. Both rifles had straps for shouldering the guns,
               but when Tyler or Darrel tried, it freed up their hands and the Slark whelps immediately
               tried to hold them. Apparently carrying hand tools only required a very small amount
               of the whelp’s total handholding capacity and they made good use of their many free
               hands to thumb wrestle.

         They marched out across the desert guided entirely by Ramen’s internal navigation
               software. Gieo had a destination in mind although she’d hoped to have a larger, more
               formidable force with her when they finally made the trek to the target. There were
               other pockets of Slark slaves she could have liberated if she didn’t mind diverting
               from their current path. The largest number of slaves was used for agricultural purposes
               on the farms and ranches in the area. She might have even sidetracked to the fields
               to find them if the slave rebellion wasn’t already shaping up to be a fantastic failure.
               Considering the Slark whelps weren’t remotely dangerous, she probably wasn’t doing
               them any favor taking them into a war zone to fight for their freedom and so it seemed
               kind of cruel to collect up all of the other whelps as well.

         Their journey would have been a lot faster if the Slark didn’t insist on fixing everything
               they came across. Several of the whelps in the front would cut a large gap into every
               fence they came upon to allow easier passage, but before they could move on, a second
               group of whelps at the back would have to finish repairing the hole they’d made. Gieo
               was glad when they finally breached the last fence to walk across longhorn grazing
               land toward a familiar ranch house with a gazebo attached to the covered porch.

         Gieo expected guards to be ringing in the ranch, but the house looked entirely undefended.
               They circled around General Mackenzie’s home at a distance until she was satisfied
               they weren’t walking into an ambush. When they made it to the gazebo side, she spotted the general sitting at his little table, sipping tea and watching them. Exasperation set
               in and she led her jolly army directly toward the general who didn’t so much as stand to greet them.

         “That’s quite the parade you’ve led around my property,” the general said when she neared. “I used to love marching in parades myself. I didn’t
               care for riding in vehicles when my rank rose high enough to prevent me from marching
               anymore.”

         “So…we’re here to capture you,” Gieo said impotently.

         “Consider me captured,” General Mackenzie replied.

         “Is this how you expected things would go?” Tyler whispered to Gieo.

         “Not remotely,” Gieo whispered back.

         “I’m still hungry, Mommy,” Tabitha complained.

         “Your daughter can help herself to anything in the kitchen,” General Mackenzie said.
               “Davies is inside. He’ll show her where everything is.”

         “Is Davies the only one inside?” Gieo asked.

         “If you’re concerned whether I have an army secreted away in closets and under beds
               waiting to pounce on a hungry little girl, no, I don’t have that,” General Mackenzie
               said. “My men have abandoned me to madness and now I’m left to consider the errors
               of my command that led to such ruin. There are biscuits inside though.” The general lifted his tea to his mouth, blew across its surface, and then sipped at it
               with such casual, practiced grace that it was impossible to see the colossal failure
               he was cloaked in. “Of all the people who might come to kill me, I’m glad it was you.”

         “I’m not here to kill you.” Gieo and Tabitha climbed down from Ramen’s back. She took
               up her crutches to walk over to the gazebo while Tyler and Darrel departed to take
               Tabitha inside seeking the promised biscuits.

         “Ah, then you can wait with me to see who does.” The general nodded in the direction of the chair Gieo had once sat in to be questioned.
               She clacked her way over to the table and sat directly across from him instead. “I
               see you’ve managed to communicate with the Slark after all. As you said, all you needed
               was time and technology. Now I wish I’d simply given you both.”

         Gieo shrugged. “I’m as surprised as you are that it worked this quickly, and I much
               prefer the daughter you gave me to anything else.”

         “When a major mistake shakes a man’s vision of himself so thoroughly, it’s easy to
               question all the decisions made in that erroneous haze of certainty. I’m glad the
               one to place Tabitha with you has worked out so well,” the general said. “I only wish I still had something to offer you both to set things right.”

         “You’ve still got a pretty full brain. Got any theories on why the Slark whelps are
               so happy and eager to please?” Gieo glanced over her shoulder to find the whelps had
               resumed their game playing, hugging, and dancing. They were also doing the head sac
               puffing that Ramen said was akin to laughing. It’s a party wherever the whelps go and anyone is invited, Gieo thought.

         “A Russian fox fur farmer once tried to selectively breed more docile foxes,” General
               Mackenzie said. “I guess he was sick of getting bitten when he collected the foxes
               to bash their brains in to harvest their pelts. After a dozen or so generations of
               only breeding the friendliest of his stock, he’d created floppy-eared, mottle-coated
               eternal puppies. They were friendly, childish, eager to please, and well on their
               way to becoming domesticated dogs. It was determined to be a state of genetically
               controlled arrested development similar to the one used to make cattle docile and
               dogs into good pets. I have long believed the Slark genetically engineered the whelps
               in a similar way. They are perpetual children no matter how old they get.”

         “If you hadn’t collected them from the desert, they likely would have starved,” Gieo
               mused.

         “Yes, the ability to feed oneself effectively and care for young is typically developed
               within the adolescent phase of maturation,” General Mackenzie said. “It’s why so many dog breeds came to an abrupt end when humans no longer could
               care for them. You’ll never see another bulldog again for the same reason those whelps
               wouldn’t have survived on their own. They were never meant to exist outside of captivity.”

         “They have a genetically controlled caste system in place of a society,” Gieo said.
               “So when we wiped out the top tiers, we weren’t just wiping out the smartest, we were
               killing the caretakers of all the castes below them…”

         “That is the conclusion I came to as well, which is why I couldn’t let the whelps
               die in the desert. I wasn’t part of the decision to implement the Cascade, although
               I knew it was coming. It was treason what I did at the fracturing, but I knew even
               then that it was the only way to survive. I wasn’t the only one who knew beforehand
               that committed such treason; I am simply the only one I know of who was successful in survival.” The general stood slowly and beckoned Gieo to follow him toward the house. “I’ll have to
               live the rest of my life with my sedition and now the failures that led to the downfall
               of all I’ve built.”

         “No, you won’t,” a woman said from around the front of the house.

         A shotgun blast shattered the general’s knee. He fell to his left side against the railing, unable to catch himself
               with his bad hand still stuffed into his jacket pocket. A machete slashed out from
               the same direction as the shotgun blast, cleaving the arm from his body at the shoulder.

         Gieo screamed at the brutality and she froze. No blood poured from either wound. Her mind initially refused to piece things together until she saw the
               woodchips falling out of the tattered remains of General Mackenzie’s pant leg.

         Heather stepped out from around the front of the house. In one hand she held a machete and in the other a sawed-off, double barrel shotgun
               with one smoking barrel.

      

      

          

         Chapter 31:

         It all comes together on the river

          

         The Apache braves assembled on the Mexican side of the Rio Grande. They didn’t set up camp though, which had an unsettling effect on the townsfolk
               of Big Bend Ranch. Fiona was dressed and ready when Maude came to fetch her.

         She bedecked herself as she thought a warrior woman would, strapping her huge Colt
               to her hip, wearing the Beretta in its shoulder harness, and slinging her sword across
               her back. She skipped the duster she wore that obscure her true size. It was a tactic to get the coat shot up rather than her since
               she occupied so little real estate inside. She wanted to show off her weapons and
               scars though, so she wore only a graying tank top, leather pants, and her boots.

         “He overestimated the numbers,” Maude said as they walked from the Dane’s ranch house.
               “There’s probably only four hundred of them.”

         “That’s four hundred more than we had this morning,” Fiona said. Tanner fell in beside
               Fiona as they walked.

         Around the front of the house, they found the Dane and Doc Harrington mounted with
               two empty horses beside them. One was Maude’s gelding and the other was Snapdragon
               wearing Fiona’s saddle.

         “I thought you said I couldn’t ride for another week or two,” Fiona said.

         “What would it look like if you started listening to me?” Doc Harrington grumbled.

         Fiona shrugged and took the offered horse. Snapdragon seemed so happy to see her,
               even though she had a coyote in attendance. The mare bonked Fiona’s hat back a little
               with her nose and Fiona smiled, falling in love all over again.

         Fiona and Maude mounted up and the foursome rode down the hill toward the covered
               bridge that was to be their meeting spot. Tanner bounded along beside them, letting
               out little yips of excitement. Some of the braver citizens of Big Bend Ranch were
               in the streets, armed with their shotguns and rifles, nodding grimly to the Dane as
               he passed. It was an ultimately futile gesture of strength. The Apache braves outnumbered
               the “fighting men” of the town five to one.

         Taklishim was waiting at the covered bridge with Kenoi and a couple other braves that
               Fiona didn’t know. They were all bedecked for war in paint, feathers, and weapons.
               Even their horses were painted and ornamented for maximum effect.

         Fiona pushed out in front of her own formation, walking Snapdragon at a slow plod
               onto the planks of the covered bridge. Kenoi and Taklishim pulled away from their
               own group to greet her at the midway point.

         “My brother says you are bonded to the coyote spirit and now I can see it is true
               with my own eyes,” Taklishim said, taking special note to deliver the second half
               to Tanner who still stood beside Fiona’s horse.

         “She has saved my life and I have saved hers,” Fiona said.

         Taklishim nodded and smiled. “You are truly the reborn spirit of Dahteste. We will
               go to war for you.”

         “The doctor behind me will be our guide into West Durango,” Fiona said. “Our first goal will be to break through the armed men between us and
               Fort Ranchero. At the doctor’s cabin, we’ll meet up with the resistance fighters behind the lines
               and destroy the old enemy of the Ravens and the new enemy of the Apache.”

         “We must paint you and Lozen for war,” Kenoi said.

         “Your horses and the coyote spirit as well,” Taklishim added. “The enemy must see
               on the flanks of your mount the men you have slain. The ceremony of war paint is an important rite before battle.”

         “Let’s get started,” Fiona said with a growing smile.

          

         ♠ ♣ ♥ ♦

          

         Heather might have once been pretty. Not beautiful, but certainly pretty and clean
               the last time Gieo saw her. It was tough to say what she was now aside from terrifying. The left side of her
               head clearly suffered the most damage. Her hair was burned to the scalp on the left
               side and her left ear was little more than a mass of scorched tissue. There was other
               evidence of the explosion in her clothing, but Gieo couldn’t get past the missing
               ear and scalp burns.

         “You’re alive!” Gieo stated the obvious.

         “Richard installed a vent from the apartment to the kitchen so we could talk to one
               another without having to go up and down the stairs,” Heather explained. “It made
               people think I was in the backroom when he’d go to talk to me, which always gave me
               a few extra seconds to set up my defenses if people came for me. I lit the fuse, shot
               my way past the men, and slid down the vent into the kitchen. I almost managed to
               climb into the oven to protect myself from the blast before the dynamite went off.
               You can probably tell which half of me didn’t quite make it.”

         “Are you okay?” Gieo asked.

         “I will be when he’s dead,” Heather said evenly.

         “He didn’t do it,” Gieo said.

         “I find that hard to believe.”

         It wasn’t an easy thing to admit and Gieo had plenty of reasons to want General Mackenzie
               dead, not nearly as many as Heather, but certainly enough to step aside and let nature
               take its course. Regardless of the intent behind Mackenzie giving her Tabitha, the
               result was one of the most exciting and life-enriching experiences Gieo had ever undergone,
               and she had Mackenzie to thank for it. Being a mother was the happiest accident with
               nefarious origins that Gieo could imagine and she owed Mackenzie a chance to explain himself if nothing else.

         “He doesn’t have any real power anymore,” Gieo said. “Take a look around you. Where
               are his guards? I understand the need to avenge Richard, but you’ve got the wrong
               guy here.”

         Heather relaxed an iota although she never lowered the shotgun pointed at General
               Mackenzie’s kneeling form. To the general’s credit, he seemed to know when to speak and when to shut up.

         “What are you doing here?” Heather asked.

         “My plan was similar to yours,” Gieo said. “I thought to hold him hostage, but I doubt
               anyone would pay a ransom at this point.”

         Heather nudged the chopped off arm with the toe of her boot. “Half his limbs are made
               of wood.”

         “Only the left half,” the general said.

         “If you’d gone for his right side, he would have become a punch line for a joke,”
               Davies said, practically materializing on the porch beside Gieo. “What do you call a man with no arms, no
               legs, and a half-deaf son?” Heather gave him an incredulous look that mirrored how
               Gieo felt about the question. “I call him Dad,” Davies finished.

         “I think I have a head injury,” Heather grumbled. “I saw a bunch of Slark playing
               hopscotch beside the barn and now this.”

         “That’s all real and a little difficult to explain,” Gieo said. “Maybe we should get
               you inside and cleaned up.”

         Heather finally lowered her shotgun and slipped the machete back into its case on
               her right hip. Gieo was more than a little impressed at Heather’s survival instincts
               and the ability to accurately swing a machete left handed.

         Darrel and Tyler stepped out of the house to help Davies with the un-limbed General
               Mackenzie. Davies and Darrel took the general himself, leaving Tyler to collect up the broken wooden limbs Heather had hacked off him. Tabitha emerged next with a biscuit in her hand.

         “Hi, Heather,” Tabitha said.

         “Hi, Tabitha,” Heather replied, turning the bad side of her head away from the little
               girl.

         “I taught the Slark how to play,” Tabitha announced. She handed off the biscuit to
               Gieo.

         “I guess it’s not that hard to explain,” Gieo said.

         “Can I have a hug?” Tabitha asked of Heather.

         Gieo had nearly forgotten that Heather always hugged Tabitha by way of greeting. Tabitha
               would hug Richard first, get swung around a little, and then she got to hug Heather
               and be carried some.

         “Are you up for it?” Gieo asked.

         “Of course,” Heather said hoarsely. She knelt on the porch, set aside her shotgun,
               and opened her arms to receive Tabitha.

         Tabitha scampered across the distance and leapt into Heather’s arms. She instinctively
               shied away from the wounded side of Heather’s face, resting her head instead on Heather’s
               right shoulder. Heather stood through the hug, scooping Tabitha off the ground to
               carry her inside.

         “We thought bad men killed you,” Tabitha said.

         “They almost did,” Heather replied.

         Gieo waited until they were safely inside before letting her nerves get the better
               of her. She bit the biscuit to hold it with her mouth and awkwardly scooped up the
               discarded shotgun while trying not to lose her balance on her crutches. When she rose
               up again, she spotted a dust cloud on the horizon heading in their direction.

         “Shit,” she spit out the biscuit to say. She was so hungry her body reflexively chewed
               the lone bite she’d managed to retain. “Wow, those are good.” She shook off the tastiness
               of the biscuit and hobbled inside. There was a good chance they were in a lot of trouble.

         Heather was at the dining room table waiting patiently while Tyler collected medical supplies to deal with her wounds. Davies and Darrel were in the
               living room with Mackenzie working on fixing the damaged wooden limbs the general had lost. The living room was to Gieo’s left and the kitchen to her right with
               the entryway separating them. The attacker and attacked both seemed a little stunned
               after the altercation. Gieo went to Heather first.

         Tabitha was sitting at the table, finishing bites of her breakfast while she explained
               the process of teaching Slark how to hug. Gieo set Heather’s shotgun on the table
               beside the bandages gathered by Tyler.

         “We may have a problem,” Gieo whispered to them.

         “Someone noticed the Slark was all gone, I’d bet,” Tyler said. “Probably folks out looking for them.”

         “Possibly, or they’re on their way out here to kill Mackenzie,” Gieo said. “The general seemed to think people would be coming for him. Either way, we might have company
               soon.”

         “We could run,” Heather suggested.

         “We’ve got a child, a man missing two limbs, seventy-five Slark on foot, and two injured
               Ravens,” Gieo said. “We wouldn’t get very far.”

         “I didn’t mean all of us.” Heather dropped her voice to a whisper. “If they’re busy
               with the Slark and General Mackenzie, we can get a pretty big head start.”

         Gieo wasn’t sure where Heather’s suggestion left Tyler, Darrel, and Davies. She was
               dead certain that Davies wouldn’t abandon his father and Gieo didn’t feel right about
               liberating the Slark whelps only to use them as bait. It made her sick to even think
               of the Slark being gunned down while trying to befriend the marauders.

         “No,” Gieo said. “We have to think of something else.”

         “Darrel, you want to bring the other two in here?” Tyler shouted. “We’ve got some figurin’ to do and could use the extra heads.” Tyler resumed his work of cleaning and dressing Heather’s wounds while Darrel and Davies
               helped General Mackenzie across the house. All Tyler’s work assisting Doc Harrington apparently had made something of a medic out of the
               cowboy. Gieo was glad to have the two men along even though she wasn’t sure of their
               loyalty and suspected their participation in her plans reduced their survival chances.

         Mackenzie’s leg was repaired enough for him to limp around on it, but Davies was still
               carrying his arm, apparently trying to figure out how to reattach the limb’s holster
               to the straps that held it in place. Physically, the general didn’t appear to have been injured in Heather’s attack, but he also didn’t
               appear to be entirely there mentally anymore. Gieo could see the fragility of his
               sanity during their conversation and thus wasn’t surprised that the suddenness of losing two limbs all over again to a Raven attack appeared to have
               shattered his already tenuous grip on reality.

         “I think people might be riding out here to…do whatever those people do to escaped
               slaves, women, children, and men they don’t like,” Gieo said. “We’ve got maybe twenty
               minutes to figure something out.”

         “We brought our rifles,” Darrel offered.

         “There are plenty of guns here,” Davies added.

         Gieo also had to consider the possibility of unleashing Ramen on the men. It really
               would depend on how many there were. She couldn’t stand to think of losing him again.
               If there were too many, he might be swarmed, and she couldn’t even say for sure what
               his armor or weapons could do. There hadn’t been time to test any of what she’d built.
               It all seemed pretty deadly and impressive in theory, but she’d been shot down enough
               to know there was a yawning chasm between theory and practice when it came to the
               things she built.

         It took her a second to realize everyone was looking to her. The silence filling the
               room was meant for her to fill. “Am I in charge?” Gieo asked.

         “Weren’t you always?” Tyler answered with his own question.

         “Yeah, I guess, sure, let’s do that,” Gieo stammered. “We’ve got an infamous general here, but let’s listen to the math teacher.” They all looked to General Mackenzie
               and saw in his thousand yard stare that they likely would need to rely on the math
               teacher no matter what. “Okay, maybe I should handle things until he’s back from his
               mental vacation.” Gieo took a deep, calming breath, and formulated a plan. “Tabitha,
               go get my bag and bring it here.” Tabitha leapt from her chair and ran off to do as
               she was told. “Davies, I’m assuming there are other resistance fighters still around.”

         “They should be rallying at the doc’s cabin where you’re supposed to be,” Davies said.

         “If I’d gone like you wanted, Heather would have killed your father, so don’t look
               at me like this is somehow my fault,” Gieo said. “Get a gun, saddle a horse, and go
               get help.” Normally, she wouldn’t have sent a fourteen year old boy on such a dangerous
               mission, but it clearly wasn’t his first rodeo in risk avoidance. Davies had nerves
               of steel, was ridiculously slippery, and likely knew his father’s ranch better than even the general. He’d have a better chance on his own than he would bunkering down with them.

         Davies nodded and took off to do as he was told just as Tabitha was returning with
               Gieo’s satchel. Tabitha plopped the bag down onto the dining room table next to Gieo.

         “Thanks, Tabby-Cat,” Gieo told her. “Tyler, Darrel, and Heather, get armed with whatever
               you can find around here, and…I don’t need to tell you how to get into a gun fight,
               do I?”

         “Actually, you might,” Darrel admitted. “Tyler and I ain’t never been in one like
               this.”

         “Yeah, well, that makes three of us,” Gieo said. Mentally she flashed back on Truth
               or Consequences and the scarecrow she’d shot. That wasn’t a gunfight, she had to remind herself. That was me murdering an unarmed man. “Heather can walk you through it all, right?”

         “I can try,” Heather said. “Remember to talk into my good ear if you have questions.”
               Heather scooped up her shotgun and led Tyler and Darrel into the house to find more guns.

         Gieo opened her satchel and fished around inside until she found her own pistol and
               the box of bullets Davies had given her. She slipped the gun into the belt on her
               dress and emptied the bullets from the box into one of her front pockets.

         “Come on, Tabby-Cat. We have to find a place for you to hide.” Gieo beckoned for Tabitha
               to follow her with her usual sharp whistle meant to get the girl’s attention. They
               wandered through the house until Gieo was satisfied that the internal room would offer the most protection. It was a windowless pantry of some kind stacked
               with boxes of dried goods. It smelled strongly of cedar and dust. “Create a little
               fort in there using the boxes. It’ll be your own command post.”

         “It’s dark in there,” Tabitha said. “Can’t I stay with you?”

         “I wish you could, but right now I really need to know you’re safe,” Gieo said. “Can
               you be brave for me?”

         “I can, I guess,” Tabitha said.

         Gieo left the door open while Tabitha began stacking the boxes to create a little
               wall across the center of the room. Her heart was thundering in her chest thinking
               of all the things that could go wrong and rob her of the adopted daughter she’d come
               to adore. Part of her wanted to pluck Tabitha from the closet and send her fleeing
               with Ramen. There wasn’t any guarantee that would be any safer though and she still
               needed the robot to talk to the Slark.

         “Good girl,” Gieo said. “I’ll be back in a second. I’ve got to go talk to Ramen.”

         Gieo clacked her way out of the house, pausing on the porch to see if the dust cloud
               was still heading in their general direction. There wasn’t any doubt about it—whatever
               was kicking up the cloud was coming for them and getting close.

         Davies raced from the barn on a swift quarter horse as Gieo rounded the side of the house to find Ramen. If nothing else, she might have
               spared his life with her plan, although she really hoped he could find enough help
               to save them all.

         Ramen was in the side field talking with the gathered Slark. The fun and games were
               apparently done for the moment while they conversed. The little lizards were gathered
               around the massive, black robot in a semi circle. He looked like a gorilla deity among
               a tribe of pygmy carpenters.

         “I’m explaining the situation to them now, boss,” Ramen said.

         The Slark parted before her to allow her access to Ramen. Of course he knew what was
               said inside and what was going on out front. She’d upgraded his sensors a hundredfold
               from the dragonfly platform, and even then his hearing and sight were exceptional.

         “Good, can you tell them to hide in the barn and keep quiet?” Gieo asked.

         “I could, but I don’t think they’d go,” Ramen said.

         “Why not?” Of all the chess pieces she had to position, she didn’t think the Slark
               whelps would be the ones to refuse her orders…not that it wasn’t reasonable for someone
               to finally point out that she didn’t know what she was doing.

         “They want to help,” Ramen said.

         “They can help by not being killed.”

         “They can do more than that.” Ramen took a moment to listen to one of the larger,
               older whelps that was apparently functioning as the group’s representative. “He says
               they can build things to protect us.”

         “What kinds of things?”

         “It sounds like barricades,” Ramen explained.

         “We don’t have time for that,” Gieo said.

         “I could buy us time,” Ramen offered.

         And just like that, the choice was before her. Risk Ramen against the unknown force
               and trust the Slark to increase their survival odds or veto it all and depend on her
               own flimsy plan to hold together. She decided to hedge again and split the difference.

         “Fine, but I’m going with you,” she said.

         “Really? You?”

         “I’ve got a gun and I know more or less which end to point at people,” Gieo said.
               “I’ll go tell the others what we’re…”

         “No,” Ramen cut her off. “You can’t come with me, boss. That’s a stupid idea, you’re
               crazy to offer it, and please consider the long history of crazy, stupid things we’ve done that I went along with to know exactly
               how stupid and crazy that plan must be for me to object,” Ramen said. “You aren’t
               functioning at full physical capacity, you have small boss to protect now, and you
               suffered extreme mental trauma the last time you shot a person.”

         “Technically, I’ve shot more people than you have,” Gieo said feebly.

         “Yes, but those were from the cockpit of a plane and I cannot suffer mental trauma.”
               Ramen folded her up in his giant robotic arms and gave her the softest hug a seven
               foot tall metal gorilla could. The Slark around them seized on the opportunity to
               join in on the group hug. “Trust me in this, boss. You rescued me and brought me back
               from destruction. I owe you this much.”

         “If you don’t come back, I’ll just come find you and build you an even less destructible
               body,” Gieo said through her tears.

         “I’m counting on it.”

         Ramen slid away from her, the Slark parted before him, and he charged from the pack
               slow at first, but picking up steam quickly. Gieo was fearful for him, but at the
               same time proud.

         “I bet the crazies beneath the City of Broken Bridges can’t build robots that love
               them as much as mine loves me,” Gieo told the Slark around her.

         The representative whelp took her hand and shook it.

      

      

          

         Chapter 32:

         Going all in on a bluff

          

         Fiona rode hard at the head of the Apache column flanked by Maude, Kenoi, and Taklishim.
               The Dane remained behind in Big Bend Ranch despite Fiona’s urgings for him to joint
               them. Doc Harrington rode with the invading force, but he wasn’t allowed to ride in
               the front of the formation with the warriors. The Apaches had their own medicine men
               for their troops and this was the company the doctor was allowed to keep at the rear of the ride. Tanner and Shrimp came along although
               Shrimp seemed to prefer keeping with the medicine men and other dogs following the
               column while Tanner kept close to Fiona’s side in the vanguard.

         Before the end of the first day of riding into the east, they came upon their first
               prey. The marauders had taken a distillery along the way at some point and hadn’t
               been making good time since. Their trail of broken bottles and winding, uncertain
               tracks veered across the road a few times when the Apaches found it. Fiona, Kenoi,
               and Maude took a group of fifty braves to run down the marauders who apparently had
               broken into grazing land in search of steaks to add to their whiskey.

         They found the two dozen marauders a mile off the road amid the bloody carcasses of a couple longhorns they’d butchered in haste. It was easy pickings for the braves as the small
               camp hadn’t bothered to even post a guard.

         Fiona led the charge on Snapdragon. The horse was indeed as fast as the Dane had promised.
               She was well out ahead of the rest, racing across the desert floor toward the confused group of drunken raiders. Fiona was among her kind, believers in the coyote spirit and warriors who prized courage
               and strength. The politics of waging wars against other humans that increasingly hindering
               the Ravens held no sway over her, if it ever had. They were at war with the men and
               that’s all that mattered.

         The marauders were sluggish from whiskey and too much food. A powerful chaos tic born of her newfound liberty overtook her.
               Rather than reaching for her guns, she drew the sword from her back. She held the
               sword out ahead of her as she’d seen cavalry riders in movies do. When she broke into
               the cleared area around their camp at a full gallop, she selected a target and made
               to swing the sword at the staggering man trying to flee her. The blade caught between
               his shoulders and sent a jolt up her arm. The force of the slash was compounded by
               the force of the twelve-hundred pound horse she was riding at a full gallop. The sharp Japanese blade nearly cut
               the man in half from the mounted slash.

         She shied away from putting force behind the next attack, which would have missed
               entirely if the man hadn’t thrown up his arms to protect his face. The drunken flailing
               brought his forearm into the path of the Wakizashi when the sword likely would have
               passed him by had he not panicked. Using only the flicking of her wrist and the force
               of the charge, she took the man’s arm off at the elbow.

         She broke free of the group on the other side. She thought she’d have more time to
               use the sword as she passed through, but it all flashed by so quickly. The Apaches
               behind her weren’t as shy about using firearms. Gunfire rippled across the open desert
               accompanied by the wooping cries of the Apache braves. Fiona rounded Snapdragon in
               a slow turn to bring down her speed while still putting distance between herself and
               the conflict. Her sword was bloody and her heart was racing from the success of the
               charge.

         Maude and Kenoi broke away from the slaughter to chase her down. Fiona was feebly
               trying to get her sword back into its scabbard across her back with her hands made
               clumsy by the rush of adrenaline still surging through her.

         “I don’t think there’s even a war paint symbol to signify what you just did,” Kenoi
               said breathlessly. “My brother will have to invent one to glorify your charge that
               claimed two lives.”

         “You make it hard to watch your back when you do shit like that, Red,” Maude griped.

         “You couldn’t see my back from where you were?” Fiona asked. “You need glasses or
               a faster horse then.”

         Fiona abandoned her attempts at sheathing her sword. She’d figure out how to get the
               damn thing back in there after she’d waved it around a bit in victory. She nudged
               Snapdragon back into a trot toward the marauder camp where the Apaches were mopping
               up the last of the men. They let out a shout of victory upon her return and seeing
               the bloody blade she held above her head.

         Fiona decided to not to tell Doc Harrington about the scalps and other trophies the braves began collecting in the aftermath.
               It didn’t bother her, but it seemed like the sort of behavior in potential allies
               that he’d frown upon.

         They made camp with less than a day’s ride left to the doc’s cabin outside Fort Ranchero. Taklishim ordered the creation of a great bonfire to wake the spirit world. They
               would show the night they were not afraid and cry to the marauders to come find them
               by the beacon of the fire if the enemy was brave enough.

         The smoky blaze created from stacking wood and whole sage bushes plucked from the
               desert swirled twenty feet high into the star-dappled night sky. The Apaches danced
               around the fire, singing the songs of war and inviting the spirits of strength to
               favor them in the battles to come. Taklishim and Kenoi painted Fiona’s skin by the
               firelight. They taught her what the symbols meant, and once they were done adorning
               her with the protective glyphs of the coyote spirit, they guided her in painting Tanner’s
               coat with many of the same images. Finally, they taught her to paint her warrior accomplishments
               on the sides of her horse. She had to list how many times she’d survived being shot
               and stabbed, how many men she’d killed with guns, knives, and her bare hands. It took her a good deal of time to think of all the men
               she’d killed and she was sure she was missing some. Finally, Taklishim invented a symbol to show she’d charged into a group of men with
               guns while armed only with a blade. During the process, other Apaches collected to read the story
               of Fiona’s life painted on Snapdragon’s flanks. Awed was the only word Fiona could
               think of for the reaction they had to what they read.

         The chant started off slow at first, arising out of the reverent whispers passing
               among the warrior men and women of the Apache Nation. It built until it drowned out
               even the crackling of the great bonfire. “Dahteste! Dahteste! Dahteste!” they chanted,
               raising weapons above their heads with every shout.

         She felt accepted in ways she never had with the Ravens and certainly in ways that
               would have been impossible before the invasion. The Apache understood her. They glorified
               the greatest strength she boasted. She’d never thought to take a new name after the
               world of old fell, but now she had been given one and she liked the way it sounded
               and what it meant.

         It was easy to forget in such a moment the reality of the world around her. They’d
               slaughtered one small group who hadn’t even known the Apache existed. They were taking
               the fight to a backward people already weakened by inner turmoil. The four hundred
               Apache warriors that seemed so formidable in the night when chanting as one around
               a great fire couldn’t have even assaulted Alamogordo let alone Las Vegas or Los Angeles. She could see a hint of doubt on Maude’s face although she too had joined in the
               chanting. It wasn’t until Fiona’s eyes scanned through the bloodthirsty crowd to find
               Doc Harrington that she truly came down from the high of such a small success. He was worried, and she understood why.

         She could almost hear his words. “You’re not what I expected.” She finally had a satisfactory
               answer to the accusatory statement: she was still figuring out who she was.

          

         ♠ ♣ ♥ ♦

          

         Gieo awoke in the predawn darkness. It was a little discombobulating to wake up inside
               the pantry within the reasonably comfortable nest of Tabitha’s fort as the room was
               dark all the time. The sounds of the Slark hammers and saws, which had persisted through the entirety of the day before and much of the night, had finally fallen silent.
               Gieo slipped from Tabitha’s embrace. Her daughter was so exhausted from the long night
               before and the tiresome work of the day that she barely noticed Gieo’s absence in
               her deep slumber.

         Gieo clacked her way out through the house to find Heather, Tyler, and Darrel. They
               had moved all the furniture into defensive positions against the walls, lined the
               spaces beneath every window with guns and ammunition, and cleared all the pathways
               between the defensive positions. It all had the look of Raven efficiency in fortifying
               a building and was probably predominantly the work of Heather’s hand.

         Tyler and Darrel were asleep in the two front rooms leaned against the walls next
               to windows with their rifles draped over their laps. Heather was standing on the front
               porch with the front door open behind her. Gieo tried her best to preserve the silence
               hanging over the burgeoning morning while she made her way out to the porch to join
               Heather, but her crutches refused to play along with their clack-clack-clacking.

         “Think it’d do any good to try to arm the whelps?” Heather asked as Gieo stood beside
               her.

         “If Ramen gets back we can have him ask them if they can fight,” Gieo said.

         “And if he doesn’t come back?”

         “We’ll be left to hope that Davies brings enough help.”

         Silence hung between them for a time. The sky went from inky blackness to an increasingly
               pale gray while they stared at the horizon before them. The soft glow of dawn first
               illuminated the defenses the Slark had constructed through the day and night of labor.

         “Having gone against those types of barricades, I can tell you it’s nice to be on
               this side of them,” Heather said.

         Gieo vaguely knew what Heather was talking about although she’d always flown over
               the strangely jagged pseudo-walls. Slark technology, even in constructing simple barricades,
               was so far beyond human skills that it was baffling to even try to puzzle out the
               obstacles the whelps had built. From the other side, Gieo knew they were visually
               confusing, potentially dangerous, and difficult to breach as the hard parts looked
               like the soft parts and any assault point could actually end up being a trap. They’d
               dismantled every scrap of wood and metal from around the house, including taking down
               the entire barn, to create a halo of the maze-like barricades around the ranch house.
               Even if the whelps couldn’t fire guns in their own defense, they had done a good job
               of making sure the marauders wouldn’t have an easy time getting in.

         “I think M.C. Escher must have been part Slark,” Gieo said. “This stuff would be right
               up his alley…speaking of, where are the whelps?”

         “Sleeping inside the barricades,” Heather said. “I doubt you can see them from the
               other side since it’s hard to spot them from back here.” Heather chuckled a little.
               “Did you ever think you’d be fighting with Slark instead of against Slark?”

         “Having any expectations of reality at this point seems a little silly,” Gieo said.
               “It’ll be a sad day if I ever lose the ability to be surprised by this increasingly
               strange world.”

         In the growing light of the morning two things that weren’t formerly visible slowly
               came into focus. The dust cloud from the day before had spread and now occupied most
               of the horizon between the ranch and Fort Ranchero. Additionally, a black, robotic gorilla was limping its way back up the flagpole
               road. Gieo tried her best to run out and meet Ramen but her broken ankle and the wall
               of shoulder-height barricades prevented her from doing so. She fancied herself pretty
               good at mazes, but it became clear almost immediately that she was overmatched by
               what the whelps had built in less than twenty-four hours.

         The relieved tension of worrying over Ramen released into the frustration of becoming
               hopelessly lost in a meager span of trying to breach a dozen yards of obstacles. She
               began to cry nervous, happy, and angry tears all at once.

         “No, go back to the right,” Heather called to her. “No, your other right. It’s in front of you!”

         “No, it’s not!” Gieo shouted back.

         “It doesn’t look like it from there, but I can see it from up here.”

         “There’s wood here!” Gieo waved her crutch at the wall Heather was directing her to
               walk through, but the crutch didn’t strike anything. “What the shit is going on?!”

         “Calm down, boss,” Ramen called to her. “I’ll come find you.”

         The whelps were waking up from their little cubbies within the barricades at the shouting
               going on. They looked lethargic from the night and a little confused by Gieo’s inability
               to maneuver the barricade. Gieo doubted they knew what the handshaking gesture meant,
               but when they started shaking each other’s hands, she took it to mean they were congratulating
               one another on building something she couldn’t figure out.

         “You guys are not helping,” Gieo grumbled at them.

         Ramen practically materialized out of the barricade to guide her back toward the ranch
               house. Before he could even so much as point, she threw aside her crutches and leapt
               forward to hug him. There was something surprisingly satisfying about hugging his
               new gorilla platform in ways that hugging the dragonfly body couldn’t match.

         “I have good news and bad news for you, boss,” Ramen said, hugging her back with only
               his lower set of arms.

         “What’s the good news?” Gieo asked.

         “I’m back and it seems like the distraction worked well enough for them to build the
               barricades,” Ramen said.

         “Yep, let’s skip the bad news then,” Gieo said.

         “Boss…”

         Gieo pulled away from the hug finally. “Okay, fine, what’s the bad news?”

         “In creating a distraction I may have inadvertently made the initial problem larger,”
               Ramen said.

         “How much larger are we talking here?”

         “The primary group coming out here numbered around forty at the outset,” Ramen said.
               “At last count before I broke engagement, there were two hundred and growing.”

         “So, 500% worse?”

         “If you choose to look at the numbers in that way, yes.”

         They finally broke free of the barricades back on the ranch house side of the maze.
               Heather wandered over to the edge of the railing with an enigmatic smile painted across
               her exhausted features.

         “You were doing really well for awhile there,” she said.

         “We might have a hard time leaving,” Gieo said.

         “I’m sure the little guys can take it apart as easily as they put it together,” Heather
               said. “We’ll just need to make sure enough of them survive to open a hole.”

         “There is another good news and bad news situation to discuss,” Ramen said.

         “Fine, give me the bad news first this time,” Gieo grumbled.

         “I require repairs.”

         “And the good news?”

         “The weapon platforms and armor worked surprisingly well.”

         Gieo took a look over the armor plating finding scratches here and there but nothing
               large enough to even call a bullet dent. To say the armor had held would be an understatement.
               The small arms fire of the marauders wasn’t nearly up to the task of cracking Ramen’s
               shell even in the areas she thought were weakest.

         “How did you get damaged?” Gieo asked. “It doesn’t look like anything broke through.”

         “I doubt it could,” Heather said. “The gunpowder in West Durango is shit. They don’t have the mining outfit the Ravens do and there’s a lot of variability
               in the mixtures people make since it’s all cottage industry stuff. Raven ammunition
               reloads are pretty close to pre-war quality, but this shit might be weak by 1800s
               standards.”

         “She’s right,” Ramen said. “The projectile density and velocity wasn’t sufficient
               to penetrate my armor. I sustained damage when several of my servo motors seized up
               at top speed.”

         The morning air filled with a distant rumble and Gieo knew their time for discussion
               was over. There were figures in the dust clouds now and they were riding hard to follow
               the trail left by Ramen back to the ranch.

         “We need to get you fixed ASAFP.” Gieo directed Ramen into the house. “Hold them off
               until I can get him running again,” Gieo told Heather.

         Darrel and Tyler were awake and at the ready in their respective postings when Gieo
               and Ramen walked in. She directed the robot to the back bedroom, she thought it was
               Davies’ room, where she’d set up her tool kit. They passed by the pantry on the way and Gieo glanced in to reassure herself that Tabitha was still asleep in the little
               fort. Heather slammed the front door behind her and made for the second story, taking
               the stairs two at a time in her haste.

         Gieo began peeling the plating off the various parts of Ramen’s body that didn’t seem
               to be moving correctly. She couldn’t even speak to the capabilities of the new platform
               when it came to speed or agility. The power plant was ample to run all the motors,
               but she hadn’t stopped to consider if it was too much power at high speed. Resetting
               and unlocking the motors was her only option though as she didn’t have any spares.

         A machinegun rattled upstairs. Gieo didn’t know guns well enough to know what kind
               just from the sound. It was Heather firing though since Darrel and Tyler were at the
               front of the house soon mixing in the thumping of their Henry repeaters. After a few
               moments, the sound of bullets striking wood added a response from the marauders.

         “Mommy?” Tabitha shouted from the pantry.

         “Stay in your fort, baby, and keep your head down,” Gieo shouted back. “It’ll be over
               soon.”

         Repairing Ramen through distractions wasn’t a new experience although the sheer number
               of distractions was a little overwhelming. Once the inner workings of Ramen’s hobbled
               leg and arm were exposed, she sat back a moment to stare at the robotics, letting
               her mind go blank to see it all in a way that activated the conscious and unconscious
               parts of her brain. The wiring was substandard, that much was clear, but she didn’t
               have a choice in that as Davies could only bring her what he could find. That could
               lead to capacitors being fried, which would send erratic signals to the servos and…

         Her thoughts shattered with the glass of the windows in Davies’ room as they exploded
               inward around her. She ducked her head and Ramen moved to shield her with his body.
               Bullets bounced off his armor harmlessly, making little clicking noises each time
               they hit home.

         “Are you seein’ them little guys out there?” Tyler shouted to Darrel to be heard above the chaos of battle.

         “What? You ain’t seen anyone perform construction in a war zone before?” Darrel shouted
               back.

         “No, and you ain’t neither!” Tyler shouted back.

         “I guess there wouldn’t have been a point in arming the whelps,” Gieo said. “Shooting
               guns would have just slowed down their repairs to the barricade.”

         An explosion at the back of the house cut out Gieo’s attention to her work again.
               She heard Heather’s boots thumping across the floor above her and then the rattling
               of machinegun fire from a new position.

         “Breach!” Heather screamed above the din even as pieces of wood were still falling
               from the massive explosion that rattled the house.

         A fresh hale of bullets tore through the bedroom, this time fired from close enough
               to puncture the wooden walls. Gieo abandoned her work on Ramen’s exposed side and
               pulled her gun from her belt. She’d intended only to set it on the bed next to her
               tools in case she needed it, but the need to fire sprung up immediately. A dirty face
               glanced into one of the broken bedroom windows. Without thinking, Gieo pointed the
               gun and fired three times. She didn’t think she hit with the two shots that flew out
               between the fingers of broken glass in the window, but it sounded like the shot that
               struck the frame passed through and hit the man on the other side.

         “Y’all got that back there?” Tyler yelled.

         “I don’t know what having it would look like,” Gieo yelled back.

         Shadows passed in front of another window and Gieo instinctively fired at them too.
               She didn’t realize until Ramen nudged her that she was clicking the hammer on empty
               cylinders.

         “Reload, boss,” Ramen said calmly.

         “I fucking suck at this,” Gieo muttered under her breath as she knelt beside Ramen,
               desperately trying to remember how to even get the gun open. Once she popped the drum
               out the side and plucked all the spent casings from the cylinders, she couldn’t remember
               where she’d even put the spare bullets. “Why isn’t my brain working right?”

         “This is your first real firefight,” Ramen said. “You’re not used to being shot at
               outside of a blimp or airplane. The bullets are in your pocket.”

         Gieo fumbled with the bullets but managed to get six fresh rounds into the gun even
               with her rebellious fingers trying desperately to drop them. She snapped the drum
               back in and pulled the hammer back, hoping for a really easy target to jump right
               in front of her gun.

         Her hopes materialized when a second explosion tore out part of the wall. She ducked
               lower than before, huddling herself against the side of the bed with her hands over
               her head. Heavy boots thumped across the planks of the porch and into the hole. She
               fumbled with her gun and nearly dropped it when men started flooding in through the
               splintered breach in the wall.

         In a rush of air, Ramen was gone from her side. Bullets whirred above her head, bringing
               a scream to her lips. The Slark weapons along Ramen’s arms responded in their strange
               zapping buzz. Blood and body parts erupted across the walls and small fires sprouted
               from scorched sections of the wood. Gieo lifted her gun and fired at one of the men.
               She saw the bullets hit, the dust kicked up from his clothes when they entered, and
               the life draining out of him in the moment after.

         Another man made to leap through the window with the breach in the wall thoroughly
               blocked by Ramen. Gieo fired at him. The first two shots hit, but again she found
               herself pulling the trigger with only futile clicks reporting from the empty gun.

         Dirty hands grasped the man she’d shot in the window. He’d fallen forward through
               the frame when he died, letting his blood flow down the interior wall. The body was
               pulled back out through the glass and a marauder made to follow the dead man’s path
               after sending two shotgun blasts blindly into the room. Gieo screamed again and ducked.
               Ramen’s hand shot into the space, grasped the arm holding the shotgun, and yanked the man in the window, hurling him through the room at incredible velocity,
               straight out the window on the other side.

         Ramen rushed out the hole in the wall into the teeth of the invaders. Gieo leapt to
               her feet to follow, brandishing her empty gun in support of the robot. He charged
               across the broken ground strewn with marauder and Slark bodies and splintered wood.
               He even moved like a gorilla in the way he rushed across the open ground, knocking aside men mounted
               on horses and trampling anyone on foot. His weapons fired as he ran into the midst
               of the invaders, cutting down enemies he wasn’t even looking at.

         Gieo suddenly remember her gun was empty and she quickly went through the steps to
               reload it, a little more used to the task the second time around. No sooner had she
               snapped the revolver’s drum back into place than the other window was breached. She
               fired at the first man to dive through the window but missed. The second man sprayed
               the interior wildly with a small machinegun. Gieo dove to the floor as the bullets
               scattered against the wall behind her. She waited on the floor, concealed by the bed
               between them, until the men were both inside the room. She braced the butt of her
               pistol on the floor and fired at their exposed lower legs. She hit three of the four
               legs she shot at and the two men yelped, but only one went over. Darrel and Tyler
               burst into the room with their rifles at the ready and finished the two wounded men
               with a hale of repeater rounds while Gieo was trying to reload her gun.

         The sounds of combat were withdrawing from the house. Machinegun fire continued from
               upstairs and the sound of walking around let Gieo know that Heather was still in the
               game and not remotely out of firepower yet.

         At the finale of her first firefight, Gieo had come to the conclusion that she didn’t
               like revolvers. Fiona seemed to prefer them, but they were difficult to reload when
               being shot at and didn’t hold many bullets. Gieo’s ideal weapon would have been something
               she didn’t have to reload at all.

         “Are you okay in here?” Darrel asked as he covered Tyler’s inspection of the two men they’d put four rifle shots into a piece.

         “I think I’m a little deaf now,” Gieo said.

         “Yeah, that’ll happen when you shoot a gun indoors,” Tyler said.

         Gieo climbed out from her hiding place beneath the bed and tossed aside her revolver
               mid-reload. The gun irritated her and wasn’t needed any longer. Her mind caught up
               to the reality of the situation a moment after and she raced to the hallway pantry.
               Rods of light shone into the tiny room from the countless bullet holes in the walls.
               Gieo rifled through the boxes and bedding creating Tabitha’s little fort, but there
               was no one inside.

         “Tabitha!” Gieo screamed.

         Tyler and Darrel rushed to the door to see what she was screaming about, but held
               their breath when Gieo stopped to listen. She was about to scream again when she heard
               a muffled shout in reply.

         “Tabitha!” she screamed again. “Where are you!?”

         She stepped from the pantry listening carefully for any response. Heather was still
               thumping around upstairs, but she’d long since stopped firing. Outside the Slark were
               already rebuilding the barriers with hammers clapping against wood. Amid the building
               din, Gieo heard Tabitha cry out again.

         Gieo stumbled down the hall, long ago having forgotten where she’d left her crutches.
               Darrel and Tyler grabbed to help her, but she shook them off and continued fumbling
               along to another door in the hallway that was riddled with bullet holes. She pushed
               it open and her heart caught in her throat when she spotted the blood splatters across
               the floor.

         “Tabitha!” Gieo shouted.

         “I’m here, Mommy,” Tabitha called in return.

         Gieo rushed to the overturned desk and struggled to pull it away. Darrel and Tyler
               followed her in, grasping the desk to hurl it aside when it turned out she wasn’t
               strong enough to move it. Tabitha popped out of the gap and immediately leapt into
               Gieo’s arms. While Tabitha was interested only in the physical comfort of her mother,
               Gieo was determined to find out if her daughter was harmed. She was covered in blood,
               but Gieo couldn’t find the source of her wound.

         “Are you hurt? Where are you hurt?” Gieo demanded.

         “I’m scared, but I’m not hurt,” Tabitha said.

         “The blood’s not hers,” Tyler said.

         In addition to the shield created by the overturned desk and other debris, General
               Mackenzie’s body was curved around the corner that Tabitha was hiding in. The general’s back, used to shield the bulk of the attack, was riddled with bullets until
               it looked like little more than a pulpy, red mess.

         “Is he going to be okay, Mommy?”

         “No,” Gieo replied numbly.

      

      

          

         Chapter 33:

         Split pot to award

          

         Initial resistance by the marauders crumbled quickly before the onslaught of Apache
               warriors. There may well have been more total marauders in all of West Durango, but they were fragmented, lacked cohesive leadership, and apparently thought they
               were without natural predators. After a skirmish in the morning, the marauders took
               to fleeing or scattering before the Apache column.

         They arrived at Doc Harrington’s cabin in the hills outside Fort Ranchero without significant bloodying of their weapons. Fiona was chaffing under the lack
               of conflict and she could see on the faces of the other warriors that she wasn’t the
               only one. The Apache force stopped in the verdant valley below the doc’s cabin and took to watering their horses among the green grass of the marshy area
               born of one of the Rio Grande’s tributaries. Doc Harrington, Fiona, Maude, and Kenoi rode up to the cabin to see
               who all had arrived at the rally point.

         Doc gave a shout as they crested the rise toward the rustic little log cabin with
               the sod roof. The building could have sat there for decades, years, or weeks for all
               Fiona knew. It was hand built and rough and thus seemed a part of the cluster of poplar
               trees it was nestled into.

         A small group emerged from the low doorway on the front of the little cabin. The first
               man out was so large he had to duck his head to avoid both knocking his hat off and
               bonking his forehead. He was an obvious gunfighter with a black moustache, a black
               cowboy hat, and two big revolvers on his hips. What followed him out seemed entirely
               incongruous as his entourage. A much smaller Indian woman with a Bindi dot on her
               forehead was right behind him. Two obviously gay men, one older and one younger, came
               next. And finally a teenage boy with blond, almost white, hair strolled out.

         “This is all that came?” Doc Harrington asked. “Where’s Stacy…where’s everyone else?”

         “At Mackenzie’s ranch,” the black hat man said in a gravely voice. “The general, two Ravens, a little girl, and two of ours are holed up there being protected
               by Slark. I sent the rest that rallied here to draw away the reavers.”

         “Protected by Slark?” Doc Harrington asked.

         “Two Ravens?” Fiona added.

         “Your questions can wait,” the black hat said. “We’ve got to move.”

         The five resistance fighters armed themselves from within the house and gathered their
               horses from where they were hidden within the grove. They rode out to the southeast
               stringing the column along a winding road down through the hills into the grazing
               lands between the cabin and Fort Ranchero.

         “Sheriff Dietrich is the leader of the resistance movement,” Doc Harrington explained
               as he and Fiona rode amidst the freedom fighters. “Fiona is the Raven that caused
               so much trouble at Big Bend Ranch.”

         “That’s fine,” Dietrich said to the introduction. “The situation is: the math teacher
               with the purple hair is using the Slark builders as protection; Davies said she built
               a robot that could talk to them.”

         “You said there were two Ravens earlier,” Fiona said, not at all fazed by the rest
               of it. That all sounded exactly like the sort of thing Gieo would do.

         “The other one’s been with us awhile,” Dietrich said. “Name of Heather. I thought
               she was dead.”

         “That makes two of us,” Fiona muttered.

         “What’s the plan?” Doc Harrington asked, apparently splitting the question between
               Fiona and Dietrich.

         “We didn’t get them all before the whirlwind struck,” Dietrich said. “The network
               started killing the chieftains this morning all the same. We can break what’s left
               and then start hunting the stragglers.”

         “Mind translating that for those of us who just arrived?” Fiona asked.

         “The marauders have gone tribal,” Doc Harrington explained. “There are a bunch of
               groups being run by a bunch of chieftains. We hoped to draw them all back into Fort Ranchero with word of a Raven invasion. Once they were all in town, our network of assassins
               was going to start slitting chieftain throats.”

         “Except I wasn’t an invasion,” Fiona said.

         “Nope, and they’ve lost a lot of their military discipline,” Dietrich said. “A bunch
               of them are too drunk or stupid to even get back to town. Doesn’t matter now. You
               brought an army of a sort and the ones that made it here were the ones we wanted to get rid of most.”

         “The plan worked well enough,” Doc Harrington said.

         Dietrich snorted. “Day’s not over yet.”

          

         ♠ ♣ ♥ ♦

          

         Gieo led Tabitha upstairs, no longer wanting to have the girl leave her side. She
               needed to see what was happening from higher ground and she wanted to check on Heather who hadn’t come downstairs after the
               fight.

         “I want to go home, Mommy,” Tabitha said.

         “Me too, Tabby-Cat,” Gieo replied.

         Heather was stalking around upstairs armed with a hunting rifle. She moved from room
               to room, looking out the window with the scope for a moment or two, and then moved
               on to another window to continue the loop.

         “What’s going on?” Gieo asked as Heather passed them on the staircase landing.

         “They blew a hole in the Slark barricades with dynamite at the back of the house.
               The whelps are already rebuilding. Some riders drew off the group at the front of
               the house and your robot’s mad rampage scattered the group at the back,” Heather reported.
               “Both groups are trying to get formed up again.”

         “Have you seen Ramen since?” Gieo asked.

         “Nope. It’s pretty chaotic out there.”

         Gieo sat Tabitha next to the doorway in one of the small upstairs room. It took an
               impressive dose of will to make herself walk over to look out the window. The window
               was broken and the walls surrounding it were riddled with holes. She managed after
               a brief internal pep talk to go over to it. People were still shooting in the pastures,
               but they weren’t shooting at the ranch house anymore. Gieo could see what Heather
               meant about the chaos continuing, although not directly on top of them.

         “Where’s your gun?” Heather asked.

         “I don’t like it,” Gieo said. “It doesn’t hold enough bullets, it’s slow to reload,
               and I never know when I run out because I can’t think clearly enough to count to six
               when I’m being shot at.”

         “You need an automatic,” Heather said as though it were the most obvious thing in
               the world. “Here.” She slipped a pistol from the back of her belt, which was positively
               bristling with pistols, and handed it to Gieo. “That’s a Glock 19. These clips hold
               ten and the slide will lock when it’s empty.”

         Gieo took the offered gun and the four spare clips. “Aside from pointing the business
               end at the people I mean to shoot, can you show me how it works?”

         Heather sighed dramatically. “You’re lucky you have Fiona shooting people for you.”
               She took the gun from Gieo, directed her to the safety tab on the side first. Then
               she walked her through loading and unloading the gun using the clip release and slide
               release buttons.

         Gieo liked the new gun a lot better. It was lighter and though it was more mechanically
               complex, that wasn’t a drawback for her. She was eager to take it apart and learn
               about its inner workings. Heather had a point about Fiona though. Gieo relied on her
               lover to defend her and really enjoyed the sense of security the gunfighter cast over
               her. Of all the reasons she hadn’t liked her time in West Durango that was probably the worst one—she missed feeling safe next to Fiona. She had her
               own gun and someone to cast her own net of protection over in the meantime, but she
               was eager to once again have Fiona doing the shooting. She slid the gun into her belt
               and exchanged out the last four bullets from her pocket with the clips Heather gave
               her.

         “I have no idea what we’re supposed to do now,” Gieo said.

         “I doubt this house can take another assault like the last one,” Heather said. “Maybe
               the Slark can rebuild it once it falls down around our ears.” Heather resumed her
               pacing from room to room to monitor the evolving situation. Her tempo picked up and
               soon she was racing around the second story.

         “What? What’s going on out there?” Gieo looked as well, but without the amplification
               of the rifle scope Heather was using, it all just looked like a mess to her.

         “They’re kind of…coalescing or something on a little bluff to the south of here across
               the road.” Heather had stopped at one of the front windows on the house and was squinting
               through the scope to watch the foreboding new behavior. “If they hit us in force now,
               we’re done for.” Heather scanned across the southern fields and let out a little ‘hmmm’
               noise. “They’re pointed the wrong way.”

         Gieo glanced out her own window on the western side of the house and spotted an entirely
               different set of riders gathering. “They’re facing west, aren’t they?” Gieo called to her.

         “Yeah, kind of anyway.” Heather sprinted to the room Gieo was in and took a look at
               the second group forming up. “Those are Indians.”

         “Like Mrs. Dietrich?” Tabitha asked.

         “Um…I meant Native Americans,” Heather amended herself. “There’s a group of them heading
               right for us.”

         “We need to get ready to fight them off!” Gieo drew her pistol and tried desperately
               to remember which one was the safety button.

         “No, I don’t think we do,” Heather murmured still squinting into the scope. “You should
               go downstairs.” Gieo gave her a perplexed look, to which Heather smiled. “You can
               leave Tabitha with me.”

         Gieo struggled down the unfamiliar stairs and didn’t really know where to go once
               she reached the bottom. Riders came through the hole created in the barricades at
               the back of the house and trotted along the outside to the front yard. Something familiar
               tickled at the back of Gieo’s neck and she began moving toward the front door as if
               driven by instinct. The riders dismounted and walked up to the front door. The door
               opened, Fiona walked through, and Gieo’s heart nearly burst.

         The lanky, redheaded gunfighter took one look around the house, found Gieo and rushed
               to her, scooping her off the ground in a hug comprised of the sweet release of desperation.
               Gieo clung fiercely to her lover to prevent anything from ending the reunion. She
               buried her face in Fiona’s hair and breathed in her scent—it was familiar, strong,
               and Gieo knew it would remind her of that moment for the rest of her life.

         “You came for me,” Gieo whispered into Fiona’s neck, “and you’re painted like an Indian.”

         “The two are kind of related,” Fiona whispered back.

         The hug broke only momentarily. Gieo collected Fiona’s face in her hands and pulled
               her in for a kiss that was just as lengthy and intense. There were so many declarations
               of love, acts of intimacy to prove those declarations, and emotional reassurances
               Gieo needed and wanted to express, but she satisfied herself with the kiss…for a moment,
               and then she shifted the focus to proper making out.

         “Mommy?” Tabitha’s voice broke the spell.

         Gieo reluctantly pulled her mouth from Fiona’s, although she refused to leave her
               embrace yet. “Um…yes, Tabby-Cat, this is Fiona,” Gieo said, “which is why I was kissing
               her like that.”

         “Hi, Fiona,” Tabitha said shyly.

         “Hello, Tabitha,” Fiona replied.

         “You’re tall,” Tabitha observed.

         “Thanks, I think,” Fiona said.

         It struck Gieo in the moment after that she hadn’t gotten a response to her letter.
               She didn’t know if Fiona wanted to be a mother or if they were in the early stages
               of a very awkward conversation.

         “We should probably talk about this later or…” Gieo stammered.

         “I’m your other mom,” Fiona informed Tabitha.

         “I thought so,” Tabitha said.

         “I hate to break up this little family reunion, but we’ve got to get moving,” Sheriff
               Dietrich said.

         “What is he doing here?” Gieo asked everyone else in the room, none of which seemed
               surprised that General Mackenzie’s right hand man was suddenly in their midst and
               giving orders.

         “He’s the leader of the resistance,” Fiona said. “I thought you would know that.”

         “Oh, what the fuck?” Gieo said.

         “How old to say that one?” Tabitha asked.

         “You can say it once, right now, because it’s so appropriate,” Gieo said.

         Tabitha opened her mouth, looked to Fiona, and then closed her mouth again. “I don’t
               want to right now.”

         “Where are General Mackenzie and the other Raven?” Dietrich asked, ignoring Gieo yet
               again.

         “Mackenzie is dead, and I’m right here.” Heather strolled down the stairs, positively
               covered in guns.

         The sheriff nodded as though it were all according to plan. “Yep, you look like you blew yourself
               up.”

         “Let’s talk about who looks blown up, who didn’t tell who what, and anything else
               irrelevant to the moment once we’re back with the Apache line,” Fiona said. “We’ve
               got a battle to fight and I don’t think it’s going to wait for everything to be hashed
               out.”

         Everyone seemed to think this was a pretty good idea and began walking toward the
               door except Gieo and Tabitha once she noticed her mother wasn’t moving. “No,” Gieo
               said.

         “Is something wrong?” Fiona asked.

         “First and foremost, you’re not going anywhere to fight in anything again,” Gieo said.
               “I’m starting construction tomorrow on a bunker to store you in.”

         “That’s not going to happen,” Fiona said.

         “Okay, fine, we’ll work out the restrictions later, but for right now, you’re not
               fighting.” Gieo folded her arms over her chest and stared Fiona down. Tabitha stood
               next to her mommy, folded her arms over her chest as well, and added her own disapproving
               stare to the situation.

         “Whatever,” Fiona grumbled. “I won’t fight. It’s not like I need to for us to win.”

         “Good, but that’s not entirely what I meant,” Gieo said. “Nobody should fight. They
               have to surrender or we have to negotiate or something. Where did you get an army
               anyway?”

         “The Apaches are a long story,” Fiona said. “Let’s focus on why we’re not supposed
               to kill the marauders first.”

         “Because we need them, and they may not realize it, but they need us,” Gieo said.

         “I don’t think I realize it either,” Sheriff Dietrich said. “Why don’t you explain
               why we need them so much?”

         “We have a war to fight,” Gieo said, “and many of them were once soldiers.”

         “They aren’t anymore,” Dietrich growled.

         Gieo hadn’t stopped to consider it before, but from the tone of the sheriff’s rebuke, she could assume he was once one of Mackenzie’s officers in the Army and
               probably hadn’t liked anything they’d done since the fracturing.

         “Could Carolyn make good use of them?” Gieo asked Fiona.

         “Probably,” Fiona answered.

         “Could you?” Gieo took Fiona’s hand.

         “I guess, maybe.”

         “It’s kind of our fault that this happened to them,” Gieo said.

         Heather snorted. “The scorched half of my head and missing ear says it’s not.”

         “Not us three Ravens specifically, but the Ravens in general,” Gieo explained. “It’s
               something Davies told me. The Raven assassin who crippled General Mackenzie with her
               trump card ended up killing most of his officers.”

         “All of them except me,” Dietrich said.

         “Then was it really surprising that they went all crazy without solid leadership?”
               Gieo asked.

         “And who is going to try to talk them into fighting like men again? You, math teacher?”
               Dietrich growled, pointing a meaty finger in Gieo’s direction.

         “Find your manners when you talk to her or I’ll ventilate your head,” Fiona said evenly.
               “That’s the only warning you’re going to get.”

         Gieo wasn’t proud of her reaction to the stern chiding Fiona gave, and she was exceedingly
               glad all the attention in the room focused on the tension between the two gunfighters,
               because having Fiona defend her in such a way set a wet fire between her legs that
               she was certain was visible in her facial expressions. The staring contest between
               the two came to a slow end when the sheriff realized Heather had moved to back Fiona’s play and Fiona’s hand was already sitting
               on the butt of her pistol.

         “I’ll talk to the marauders,” Davies said, interrupting the silent showdown.

         “The son of the general isn’t a bad start,” Heather said, “but if you’re looking to send peacekeepers,
               you should send the doc too. There isn’t a person here who doesn’t owe some manner of life and limb to
               him I would wager, except maybe Fiona…”

         “No, I owe him as well,” Fiona said.

         “…and I’m willing to bet there’re men on the other side with similar loyalties,” Heather
               finished.

         “They don’t stay here,” Dietrich said, regaining a bit of his bluster. “They can go
               off to join the Ravens or head west to pick a fight with the Apaches, but any that
               stay in West Durango will be hunted like dogs.”

         “Like dogs,” Davies confirmed. “I’ll be sure to use those exact, asinine words.”

         “This is a stupid idea,” Sheriff Dietrich griped to no one in particular.

         “You should have brought your own army if you wanted a say in how it was used,” Fiona
               said.

         They broke up into smaller respective groups with the abrupt end to the meeting. Davies
               ran right back out the front door to mount his horse and go looking for the doc. Sheriff Dietrich barked a few quick orders at Tyler and Darrel who took him to the general’s body to see about packing it up for a proper burial. The three Ravens and
               Tabitha walked out of the house to the gazebo on the side yard to give the resistance
               fighters some space in their grim task. It didn’t surprise Gieo that Tyler and Darrel
               were apparently part of the resistance after she learned the sheriff was their leader—the people around her were likely all handpicked to keep an eye
               on her.

         When they were clear of the house and into the pleasant day outside, Fiona grabbed
               Heather and gave her a hug nearly as fierce as the one she’d encased Gieo in. Heather
               stiffened at first, but slowly melted into the embrace and her shoulders began shuddering
               with silent sobs.

         “I never gave up,” Fiona whispered. “Believe me when I say I never stopped looking
               for any of you that went missing. I had to follow the command protocols with some
               that I found, but I never stopped looking.”

         The hug broke and Heather took a step back to wipe her eyes. “You’re here now.”

         Kenoi, Maude, and Tanner came trotting around the corner. The trio was almost inseparable
               after how many times they’d gone out hunting marauders together in Big Bend Ranch.
               Fiona waved them over. The two mounted riders stopped with their horses’ heads dangling
               over the gazebo’s railing while Tanner leapt between the slats to take up her position
               at Fiona’s side.

         “We’re going to try talking them down,” Fiona told them. “Keep the braves ready though
               because those that know the men best don’t seem to think it’ll work.”

         “A new reason for them to bargain just arrived.” Kenoi pointed to the horizon behind
               him. In the north, another group of riders was moving onto the field. The host was
               huge, larger even than the Apaches they’d ridden with. “The rest of the thousand I
               promised. Now we have a three to one advantage.”

         Fiona smiled to him. “Might want to tell your brother we’re talking first all the
               same. He seemed eager to get more paint on his horse after helping me paint mine.”

         “We all are, Dahteste,” Kenoi said with a smile. He wheeled his horse around all the
               same and spurred it into a gallop toward the gap in the barricade around the house.

         The surviving Slark whelps hadn’t quite closed the gap yet as many had broken away
               from the task to work on repairing the ranch house. For a time all four women watched
               the little aliens working while Tabitha watched Tanner with barely controlled awe.

         “You have a coyote,” Tabitha whispered. “My other mom has a coyote for a pet.”

         “Good point, Tabby-Cat,” Gieo said. “You’ve got a lot going on here that is different,
               my love.”

         “Well, first off, Heather and Tabitha, you should meet Maude,” Fiona said, gesturing
               to the rancher woman sitting quietly on her horse. “And you should also meet Tanner,
               but you probably shouldn’t try to touch her since she’s technically a wild animal.”
               Fiona gestured to the coyote at her side that was still standing at attention, watching the Slark whelps with idle curiosity.

         “Hi, Maude,” Tabitha said. “Hi, Tanner,” she whispered.

         Maude dismounted, tied off the reins of her horse on the railing, and walked over
               onto the gazebo. She removed her hat, knelt, and gave Tabitha a look over. “You can
               forget that Maude stuff when it comes to me,” she said. “You call me Memaw or nothing.”

         “That’s what Tommy-Joe calls his grandmas,” Tabitha said shyly.

         “Yep, and that’s what you call me,” Maude said.

         “Are you Fiona’s mom?” Tabitha asked.

         “She’s as much a mother as I’ve ever had and more than I probably deserve,” Fiona
               said. “And don’t you fucking start getting misty-eyed about me saying that, old woman.”

         “I get to have a Memaw, a Mommy, and a…” Tabitha stared hard at Fiona for a second.

         “Mom, I guess,” Fiona said. “Don’t make a big deal out of it. You’ll be a teenager
               in no time and likely back to calling me by my first name.”

         “Mom,” Tabitha agreed, “and I won’t if you don’t want me to.”

         “I’ll take that promise it writing, pretty girl.” Fiona ruffled Tabitha’s hair.

         The day grew into an uncomfortable waiting game. It became clear to the collected
               marauders that their chances at open conflict weren’t good and the odds for running weren’t much
               better. Kenoi and Heather began making runs between the different camps, always returning
               to the ranch house to keep Fiona and Gieo apprised of the situation despite the fact
               that neither woman really had a vested interest in the process anymore.

         Fiona and Gieo remained cuddled together in the gazebo, talking with Tabitha and watching
               the Slark whelps working. Neither Fiona nor Gieo wanted to be separated again and
               went so far as to remain within physical touching range at all times. Fiona found
               the fire of her rage dwindled quickly once she was reunited with Gieo. Her urge to
               slaughter and rain death down on the enemies evaporated like a puddle in the desert
               sun the longer her skin contacted Gieo’s. Additionally, with the recovery of Heather,
               the last untied end of the War of Retribution was tied tight and Fiona well and truly
               put the experience behind her. Such was the benefit of her particular brand of crazy—emotional scars were deep or nonexistent.

         A dog barking shattered the tenuous calm of the afternoon that was maturing nicely
               into a mild evening. Tanner perked up first and leapt off the porch. The Slark whelps
               also caught onto the hullabaloo and dropped their work to follow the streaking coyote toward the source of the dog
               barking. Fiona drew her pistol and moved to follow. Gieo drew her own gun as well,
               which elicited a surprised and pleased smile from her gunfighter girlfriend.

         “Stay here and protect Tabitha,” Fiona said.

         Gieo nodded. Fiona moved to leave, but Gieo grabbed her by the back of the neck and
               drew her in for a kiss. Fiona lingered in the kiss before slinking away to check on
               the commotion. She was tall, redheaded, drop-dead gorgeous, and wore cowboy boots
               everywhere—Fiona should have been the most obvious person in almost any company, and
               so Gieo always marveled at the stealth with which Fiona moved through the world when
               she chose to.

         Fiona’s search for the source of uproar came to an abrupt end at the northern edge of the house. She trained her huge Colt
               on something just out of Gieo’s sightline amidst the debris of the exploded section
               of the barrier ring.

         “It’s Shrimp,” Fiona shouted back to her. “He’s barking at…I’m not sure what I’m looking
               at here.”

         “Describe it,” Gieo shouted back.

         “Like the bastard offspring of a metal ape fucking a Slark crawler,” Fiona said. “Did
               you build this thing? It looks like something you would build.”

         “It’s Ramen,” Gieo said.

         “How in the hell is this monstrosity Ramen?”

         “He’s not talking?”

         “Nope,” Fiona said. “He’s just sort of looking at me.”

         A wave of panic washed over Gieo. She slipped her gun back into her belt and fidgeted
               for a second. “Stay here, Tabby-Cat,” she murmured.

         Gieo clacked her way down the wrap-around porch on her crutches, the fear growing
               in her with every step. If Ramen had gone insane like the mark 1, they were all screwed
               since she guessed even Fiona’s giant pistol wouldn’t have any better luck penetrating
               his armor than anyone else had to that point. As she neared the edge of the house,
               she saw Tanner crouched in a ready position beside Fiona. The coyote was stock-still
               and completely silent. Somehow the duo of coyote and painted gunfighter looked perfectly
               matched and lethal in an aesthetically pleasing sort of way.

         Fiona hadn’t lowered her pistol, but she appeared to have come to much the same conclusion
               Gieo had—shooting Ramen likely wasn’t going to do much good. After using salvaged
               Slark bits as cover in killing the last of the Hawkins House, Fiona knew as well as
               anyone that bullets didn’t do anything to Slark armor.

         Gieo rounded the corner and stopped at Fiona’s side. Ramen was inside the barrier,
               damaged far worse than when she’d last seen him, and well within weapon range. Shrimp
               had stopped barking and was sniffing at the metal gorilla that was watching him with
               what looked like detachment. Gieo had gotten used to reading the physical emoting
               Ramen did in his dragonfly body—she had no idea what any of the movements meant in
               his gorilla body.

         “Are you okay, Ramen?” Gieo asked.

         The robot turned its attention away from the dog and made a strange crackling sound.

         “Why isn’t he saying anything?” Fiona asked.

         “He’s a mark 2,” Gieo said. “I built the mark 1 before we ever met…it went insane
               and tried to kill me. After the crash I had to do things in rebuilding him that may
               result in that happening again.”

         “Did the mark 1 go all silent like this before it tried to kill you?”

         “No, actually it told me exactly what it was planning,” Gieo said. “I hadn’t figured
               out how to teach robots to lie yet.”

         “I still don’t understand why you did that,” Fiona said.

         “Yeah, I’m questioning the decision myself right about now.” Gieo slowly stepped off the porch and began approaching
               the giant, wounded robot in much the same way she’d seen the horse trainers of the
               Ravens approach recently captured wild mustangs.

         Ramen watched her approach and Shrimp began wagging his tail. Gieo couldn’t decide
               if the dog was simply glad to see her or if it portended something else. As dogs went,
               Shrimp was kind of on the dumb side, so wagging his tail right before Ramen started
               killing everyone was well within the realm of possibility.

         “We’re safe now,” Gieo said, dropping her voice to the soothing timber she’d tried
               to use the year before when she found the scarecrow trying to scavenge from her bike
               outside Truth or Consequences. It hadn’t worked too well then and she still thought
               she sounded a little like a newscaster. “Fiona’s here and we can go home soon.”

         Gieo finally stepped into range of Ramen’s powerful upper arms. She had to remind
               herself that if he had gone insane, he wouldn’t need to physically crush her the way
               the mark 1 would have had to. Ramen’s new body possessed weaponry that could kill
               her from a hundred yards away. Eyeing the massive metal arms, the knowledge that he
               didn’t need to crush her wasn’t all that reassuring.

         Ramen loomed over her, finally moving from the half-crouched position he’d held the
               entire time. Gieo heard Fiona thumb back the hammer on her pistol and a slight growl
               emanated from Tanner’s throat. The robot leaned forward and scooped Gieo into a hug
               with his good arm. Gieo let out a little yelp of surprise and fear before she realized
               the soft embrace wasn’t continuing on to a crushing squeeze. She returned the hug
               and looked over his head to find the speakers along the sides.

         “His vocalization speakers are broken,” Gieo called to Fiona. She turned her attention
               back to Ramen. “You scared the shit out of me.” Gieo reached into the access panel
               on the underside of what qualified as Ramen’s jaw. She pushed the mounting plates
               back into place and reconnected a few wires to restore some functionality to the speaker
               closest to her.

         “I am putting myself to the fullest possible use, which is all I think that any conscious
               entity can ever hope to do, boss,” Ramen said.

         Gieo’s eyes went wide at the quoted line of H.A.L. from 2001: A Space Odyssey.

         “I’m kidding,” Ramen said.

         Shrimp barked happily at hearing his master’s voice again.

         “That wasn’t funny.” Gieo slipped out of the hug, which Ramen relented amicably. 

         “I know I've made some very poor decisions recently, but I can give you my complete
               assurance that my work will be back to normal. I've still got the greatest enthusiasm
               and confidence in the mission. And I want to help you, Dave…I mean boss,” Ramen said.

         “How many lines from that movie did I program into you?” Gieo slapped Ramen on the
               arm with the foreseeable result of hurting her hand and doing nothing to him. She
               led Ramen back up toward the house with a happy Shrimp barking behind them.

         “My instructor was Ms. Stacy, and she taught me to sing a song. If you'd like to hear
               it I can sing it for you,” Ramen said. “That’s the last one; I promise.”

         Fiona eased back the hammer on her pistol and slipped it into its holster as they
               came walking back up to the porch.

         “It’s good to see you again, tall boss,” Ramen said.

         “What’s happened to the world that this reunion is what feels like normal?” Fiona
               said. She started to say something else, but didn’t make it beyond a small noise into
               the sentence before she was startled out of speaking by a tiny, scaly hand slipping
               into her recently freed up gun hand. She looked down to find one of the whelps beside
               her, holding her hand. “So much for the normal feeling,” she muttered.

      

      

          

         Chapter 34:

         Summer

          

         Fiona, Gieo, and Tabitha strolled down the streets of Big Bend Ranch through the oppressive
               dry heat of a midsummer day. Gieo was wearing her newly acquired top hat and using
               a cane that she fancied even after her cast came off and her leg was well on its way to recovery. They were going down to the
               river to watch the final steamboats and barges heading up to Las Cruces with the last of Mackenzie’s men. Then they were to drop off Tabitha with her Memaw
               Maude so Gieo and Fiona could have more alone time.

         The little steamboats, both side paddle and rear paddle version, were originally intended
               to navigate the Rio Grande a hundred years prior and returned to service with a good deal of elbow grease and repair. The barges they
               hauled were flat bottom structures made of pontoons and palettes with tarp covered
               areas to provide shade for the soldiers being transported. Hundreds of men who had
               thrown down their weapons outside Fort Ranchero were on their way back to being soldiers and dozens more had arrived everyday in
               the month after to return to service. The freshly shaven men in the gray of Raven
               uniforms lined the barges being pulled up the river to a new training facility built
               in the ruins of Las Cruces.

         “Can we go on a boat ride too?” Tabitha asked.

         “Someday, maybe,” Fiona said.

         Fiona and Gieo had discussed often their return to the Ravens. They’d resolved a conflict
               without slaughter, which gave Fiona pause and the Ravens a renewed interest in restoring
               the Red Bishop to her former station. The real obstacle became Gieo, which Fiona hadn’t expected. Gieo had plans of the familial sort and she wasn’t sure she wanted to risk all she’d earned
               by going back to war. It had taken a lot for Gieo to admit, but she finally stated
               that there were scientists in the City of Broken Bridges who could help win the war
               just as much as she could if she chose to sit out the rest of it. After the newly arrived Ravens saw what Gieo built in Ramen’s new body, many disagreed with
               her, and some even brought news that Gieo’s Corsair was plucked from the crash site
               and awaited her in Albuquerque by way of trying to entice her to come home.

         Among those singing Gieo’s praises was Davies, who had decided to travel to the City
               of Broken Bridges rather than remain in West Durango where he was still viewed with great suspicion as a possible heir to his father’s
               failures. He wished to study robotics rather than ranching and stated he desperately
               needed a change of scenery. Before departing, he’d tried valiantly to persuade Gieo
               to promise to visit him at some point, although she’d held firm on the stance that
               their plans weren’t definite enough to make such promises.

         Heather returned to service with the Ravens and functioned as the liaison between
               West Durango and Las Vegas. Aside from taking custody of the remaining nine-hundred Mackenzie’s marauders, there
               were other deals to discuss that included the purchase of food in exchange for technology.
               West Durango under Dietrich’s leadership was less isolationist, less fearful of technology, but
               no less untrusting when it came to outsiders. It wasn’t a new deal, as Heather explained. The Ravens
               and the Omaha Pact had a similar arrangement of trade with a tenuous alliance. Providing
               almost a thousand battle hardened soldiers as an opening offer served to grease the wheels with Las Vegas—Heather apparently hadn’t bothered to tell the Raven command that West Durango was glad to be rid of the men. Heather also had the foresight to utilize Doc Harrington
               by sending him to Albuquerque to speak with Alondra instead of Sheriff Dietrich. Word had it that Doc Harrington
               on his many trips between Albuquerque and Fort Ranchero was escorted by an honor guard of two cowboys prone to betting and trained as medics.

         Heather shared reports with Fiona from time to time, although the only ones Fiona
               was interested in were the ones about her former command and how Christina was handling
               things at the front. Christina, Linda, and Maria were alive and well, pushing toward
               Barstow again. It sounded like their progress was the slow two steps forward, one step back
               sort of thing troubling all the Ravens on every front. Still, Christina had distinguished
               herself as a proper field commander, giving Fiona pause to consider whether or not
               she would be doing her former soldiers a disservice by returning.

         The last of the steamboats hauling barges disappeared up around the bend of the river
               with their paddlewheels churning the green water into a sparkling froth and white
               smoke puffing out of their stacks. Fiona, Gieo, and Tabitha moved on to stroll down
               to the satellite ranch where Maude waited to resume Tabitha’s riding lessons. The
               little girl had started out deathly afraid of horses—the product of nearly being trampled
               dozens of times in West Durango. But Maude’s patience and Snapdragon’s natural maternalism soon won over the little
               girl, and she became as horse crazy as Fiona was at her age. Excepting of course that Fiona encouraged her daughter’s love of horses while
               her own mother had ruled out Fiona ever going near the supposedly filthy animals.

         Kenoi and the Dane were saddling up to depart as well when Fiona, Gieo, and Tabitha
               walked down around the path to the satellite ranch. The duo had become fast friends
               and worked diligently to cement a real peace between the Apache Nation and West Durango. Exchanging ample access to the Rio Grande, trade for metal goods, and horses all helped cement the peace treaty. Apparently
               the Chief took quite a shine to the Dane’s beer brewing skills, which only further
               confirmed Fiona’s suspicions that the Chief had cooked his brain all those years without
               wearing a hat. The Chief swore to keep his word on one promise made solely to Fiona:
               when the time came, he would personally teach her to hunt the giant crawler that had
               wandered up the plains. Reports from Raven scouts said the thing had found its way
               into the badlands of South Dakota and hadn’t been seen since. Kenoi speculated that the crawler didn’t appear to be
               working all that closely with the main bulk of the Slark, although he didn’t have any thoughts on why that would be.

         Fiona and Gieo knelt to kiss Tabitha goodbye in turn when they arrived at the satellite
               ranch. Maude and Mars had the horses saddled and were waiting on the other side of
               the fence. Tabitha scrambled up the fence and leapt into Snapdragon’s saddle in much
               the same way Fiona often did. With just a little time and mothering, the girl had
               become a good deal like Fiona and Gieo. She was already asking about learning to shoot and fly blimps—horseback riding
               lessons would only satisfy Tabitha so long, Fiona and Gieo both feared.

         Heading up the hill, Gieo slipped her arm around Fiona’s waist and their walking slowed.
               The house they’d been given to use was just down the hill from the Dane’s ranch, and
               still a good distance away by foot. Gieo’s often slowed the walk to discuss things
               with Fiona and more often to sit beneath a particular willow tree along the way to
               simply hold one another and share steamy kisses.

         Gieo guided them to the willow tree, as Fiona suspected she might. There was a pensiveness
               to Gieo all through the morning that seemed to portend of a weighty conversation needing
               to take place. They sat among the gnarled roots and rocks at the base of the tree
               in their usual spot. Gieo was nervous even though sitting beneath the tree usually
               brought peace.

         Rather than speak, which was what Fiona expected, Gieo pulled her in for a kiss. The
               kiss transformed quickly into something more and soon they were pawing at one another
               and making out in earnest. Gieo sat reclined against the tree, drawing up the lower
               hem of her ruffled skirt to reveal her linen stockings beneath and the garters holding them up. Fiona’s hand ran up the length of Gieo’s shapely leg, under the
               skirt, until she found her lover was not wearing panties. Fiona slipped two fingers
               into her and set a rhythm to match their intense kissing. Gieo broke away from the
               kiss to grip fiercely to Fiona’s shoulders, moaning softly into her long red hair
               as she climaxed.

         In the loving embrace, with Fiona’s finger still inside her, she whispered to the
               gunfighter, “I want to tell you why I go by Gieo instead of Stacy.”

         Fiona slid her hand from beneath Gieo’s skirt, lifted her wet fingers to her mouth
               and sucked the taste from them as though it were all a matter of routine.

         “You are so sexy,” Gieo said with a little grin. “I can never get enough of you.”

         “Tell me,” Fiona said. “I’m listening.”

         Gieo took a deep breath, looked directly into Fiona’s blue eyes, and began. “When
               we fled Orange County, my father only wanted to travel with other Koreans. It was all chaos after Los Angeles fell and he didn’t trust anyone else. He even refused to speak English unless he
               absolutely had to after awhile. It was horrible getting out of southern California. The highways were clogged, the roads were lawless and dangerous, and many people
               ended up walking across the desert to try to escape.”

         “Which did you do?”

         “We used the back roads,” Gieo said. “We had a pretty big group. There were a lot
               of Koreans in Orange County and Riverside that felt the same way my father did, and we all kind of found each other. We thought
               that would protect us, but it turned out it only meant we carried untrustworthy people
               with us wherever we went. Refugee camps cropped up a lot along the way. They were
               all too close to Los Angeles though and the Slark kept bombing them with that horrible nerve gas stuff. My father
               didn’t want us staying too long at any of them, not just because of the bombings, but also because people would disappear from our group whenever we’d stay at one for long.”

         “Desertion or kidnapping?”

         “Some of both, although mostly kidnapping since the people that went missing more
               often than not were children and young women.” Gieo looked down to her hands and fiddled
               with the lacy hem of her dress that was still pulled up to expose her legs and striped stockings. “My father wasn’t a strong man or a dangerous man or a violent man. He didn’t like guns and he couldn’t fight with his fists. He loved me and my mother, but all he had to protect
               us with was his mind and his willingness to work hard. He built a cart for lack of
               a better word and hid us inside it. I was in the part that he labeled ‘gieo’ which
               means ‘gear.’ He pulled the cart himself with both of us inside for weeks. We scavenged
               when we could and traded at the refugee camps that we came across. Eventually, my
               mother got sick and died north of Lake Havasu; there was a lot of illness going around in the refugee camps and no medicine to
               speak of by that point. My father buried her himself while I hid in the gieo box.
               He was so weak by then, so thin and tired. But he pulled me all the way to Prescott Valley north of Phoenix in that cart anyway. At the end, he would just say my mother’s and my name with every
               step: Jin-Kyong and Stacy over and over. Eventually, he couldn’t pull anymore. I crawled
               out of my box, and tried to make him comfortable. He had a fever, we didn’t have any
               water anymore, and we were out in the middle of nowhere. There was nothing I could do but sit with him and watch him die. He passed away saying, ‘Gieo not for trade.’”

         Fiona reached over and gently cradled Gieo’s face in her hand. She rubbed away a few
               of Gieo’s tears with her thumb. “What did you do after that?”

         “I buried him and tried to keep going,” Gieo said. “I couldn’t pull the cart though.
               My sick and dying father had pulled it hundreds of miles, but I couldn’t move it more
               than a few yards. I took what I could carry in a backpack, tools, a book about survival,
               and what little food we had left, and…basically gave up a few miles down the road.
               I didn’t want to be near people. The paranoia that overwhelmed my father, which was
               probably completely reasonable, had infected me as well. I used the survival book
               to find water and I started building my workshop in Skull Valley. There was a fight there at one point, I guess, and there was a lot of stuff left
               behind. I was able to salvage Slark and human tech. I had a lot of guilt though and
               I couldn’t even think of myself as Stacy for almost a year. Stacy had gotten her father
               killed trying to protect her, and Gieo was one of the last words on his lips. So I
               became Gieo…not for trade.”

         “Thank you for telling me.” Fiona leaned in and kissed Gieo on the cheeks, and then
               on the lips. “You can call yourself whatever you like. Gieo, Stacy, a whole new name
               if you want—you’ll still be the woman I love.”

         “I can’t lose you again…”

         “Technically, you were the one who was lost and I was the one doing the finding,”
               Fiona said.

         “Okay, fine, I can’t be not directly near you ever again,” Gieo said, “and we can’t
               orphan our daughter twice.”

         “We can stay,” Fiona said, although her heart wasn’t in the words.

         “I’ll ask you that again later,” Gieo said, “but I’ll take the gesture for now.”

         Down the hill, in one of the grassy fields, Ramen and Shrimp were playing with a group
               of the liberated Slark whelps. Fifty of the little aliens had survived the attack
               on the ranch house and then traveled to Big Bend Ranch. They still liked to play and
               build things out of wood and metal. Day by day, Ramen was learning more and more about
               them and telling all he knew to Gieo.

         “Regardless of what we do, Ramen will have to go to the City of Broken Bridges eventually,”
               Gieo said. “He’s the key to ending this.” She hated to admit it to herself, especially
               after deriding the weirdos beneath the bay, but the City of Broken Bridges was likely
               to play a far more crucial role in taking back Los Angeles than Las Vegas was.

         Fiona considered Taklishim’s words to her when they parted a month earlier after the surrender of the marauders
               was negotiated. She had thought he would be angry that he’d marched an army across
               the desert to force surrender without true combat. He’d surprised her though in saying,
               “You have to know how to create peace before you can know peace.”

         “Let’s get married.” Fiona was finally ready to try the peace thing with Gieo and
               Tabitha.

          

          

         The End
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         Coming Soon!
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