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PRAISE FOR ALGORITHMS






“The third installment in the Seventh Flag trilogy, Algorithms, perfectly combines the excitement of a post-apocalyptic thriller with a poignant coming-of-age story featuring an engaging heroine facing a very different ‘American Dream.’ Indeed, a page-turner … an important read for any citizen concerned about the reality of where our culture wars and politics are taking American society. In the final analysis, a convincing argument for optimism”


—Laura Payne, PhD, Dean, Jimmy D. Case College of Literature, Arts, and Social Sciences Sul Ross State University


“Big questions, grand themes, and prophetic warnings: all these characterize Algorithms. Another first-rate novel by Sid Balman, Jr.”


—Robert Zorn, Award-Winning Author of Cemetery John: The Undiscovered Mastermind of the Lindbergh Kidnapping


“Sid Balman’s Algorithms is a thrilling climax to his cross-generational west Texas saga. In the dystopian future, his tale of a technological and societal collapse is stunning, and, unfortunately not-implausible. The resilience of his heroes and the indigenous communities he depicts gives me some hope for our current times.”


—Chris Wolz, CEO of Forum One












PRAISE FOR MURMURATION






“When a young Somali immigrant is confronted by hatred, it’s no surprise that he will rebel against the society that rejects him. Murmuration is a fast-paced thriller that captures the horror of the Somali refugee crisis and brings that horror home to America. It is a story of fear, revenge, compassion, and ultimately redemption. Sid Balman Jr. writes about the global threat of ISIS with the confidence and authority of someone who has witnessed it firsthand. This novel is a compelling glimpse into a dangerous world.”


—Clifford Garstang, author of What the Zhang Boys Know and The Shaman of Turtle Valley


“The book we should all be reading right now! Murmuration is a work of absorbing historical detail but also a multilayered story of love, honor, loss, and the plague of radicalism. Sid Balman Jr. carries us from West Texas into the battleground of Mogadishu and from refugee camps in Kenya to suburban Minnesota, giving us a deeper understanding of our global struggle with radicalism. Nothing is ever what it seems.”


—Donatella Lorch, award-winning war correspondent for the New York Times, Newsweek, and NBC News


“M. Balman has written what I consider one of the Great American Novels of the 21st century. In Murmuration, the second novel in the Seventh Flag trilogy, he has turned on its head the traditional notions of heroism, patriotism, loyalty, and gender. He introduces us to a new American icon in Ademar Zarkan, a Syrian Muslim woman raised in West Texas, a West Point graduate, and a US Army sniper who struggles to reconcile her roles as an assassin and a mother. Zarkan’s life is defined by her relationship with Charlie Christmas, the Somali translator she meets in war-torn Mogadishu, and Prometheus Stone, a lapsed Jew and an Army captain. The unlikely trio make a perilous journey from Africa to Minnesota with Christmas’s son, Amir, who falls prey to the siren song of violent radicalism and ends up sharing a prison cell with a hardened white supremacist. Balman weaves three decades of experience with conflict and extremism into a heartbreaking tale of diaspora and displacement that has defined the saga of so many migrants to the United States. As one who has made that journey, I urge all my countrymen and women—whether Somali or American—to read Murmuration.”


—Mohamed Abdirizak, foreign minister of Somalia


“With the familiarity born of personal experience in conflict, Sid Balman Jr. takes the reader inside the purgatory of an African refugee camp, lets the reader hear the snap of a passing bullet and feel the satisfaction of a sniper’s kill shot. He chronicles the turmoil in the head of a young Somali lured by unexpected sexual access and the calls to violence of an imam preaching not the Koran but nihilism. Torments inflicted by white nationalists and gang violence inside American prisons confront his protagonists. Sid is at his best capturing nature’s challenge and appeal, from a sandstorm’s bite to the horrors of a crocodile’s strike. More than a good read, the novel presents the backstory to today’s headlines.”


—US ambassador James Bishop (ret.)












PRAISE FOR SEVENTH FLAG






“Seventh Flag tells a tough-as-Texas multigenerational story. A soul-searching read that should make people think twice about what our conscience and families might ask of us in the end. Balman expertly guides readers through the paths that people take to become evil, and the horrific choices that must be made to fight loved ones who have trod that path. A must-read … a fun white-knuckle ride that has honest tension and high stakes.”


—Jef Rouner, Houston Chronicle


“To me, what made this book stand out was the core belief that “we are all Americans” together in this battle against extremism, racial bigotry, and hate, in whatever form it may take.”


—Readers’ Favorite 5-star review


“At precisely the moment when our diverse and multi-ethnic nation needs a spiritual lift, Sid Balman gives us a portrait of the complex racial and generational relations that define who we really are as Americans. You can smell the creosote of the desert and taste the huevos rancheros in this tale of West Texas. A splendid account of what being American is all about. A rich portrait useful to us all.”


—Mike McCurry, former White House press secretary


“Seventh Flag is a thriller with action that heightens in the second half of the book, which opens after the events of 9/11. The narrative has the quality of reportage, rife with anecdotes and historical asides, and deals with such hot-button issues as religion, patriotism, and sexuality. Balman dives into political parties, the dark corners of the Internet, and the rise of hate groups and terrorist cells.”


—Jennifer Levin, Santa Fe New Mexican


“Think you know what shapes Texas? Sid Balman’s tale of a Seventh Flag over Texas will rattle what you think. This saga of a generational partnership “as unlikely as the idea of a United States” is rooted in a true event before the Civil War that led to Texas, of all places, being home to more Muslim Americans than any other state.”


—Mark Stein, New York Times bestselling author of How the States Got Their Shapes


“Sid Balman’s story comes alive through sympathetic characters and description of places so nuanced I imagined I could almost feel again the scratchy grey wool of the West Point uniform. Anyone paying attention to the global struggle with radicalism will come away with a much keener understanding of the humans who fall prey, the context that claims them, and the necessity to tackle this challenge with more finesse than we currently muster.”


—Kimberly C. Field, brigadier general USA (ret.)


“Seventh Flag is a book about pluralism. It’s also a book about the tensions increasingly found in pluralistic societies, and about the plague of violent radicalism, including white supremacy and ISIS, that sweeps across the novel’s world and two families over four generations.”


—Emma Sarappo, Washington City Paper
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For the Free People of West Texas









It is decadent in every way. And like most decadent things, it reaches its fullest flower at its rottenest point, which is the present.


—ERNEST HEMINGWAY, 
Death in the Afternoon
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CHAPTER 1






2039: AFTER THE FALL


The spray of mist comes first, an eruption of white foam forty feet high. Then the leviathan, the last remaining blue whale, transmitting at fifty-two hertz a deep-sea summons to her lost mate, her lost purpose on a path as wide as the ocean. The world’s loneliest aquatic bagpiper at fifty-two hertz all day long. The perfect metaphor for life after the Fall of mankind in 2037. 52 Blue, as scientists named her when she was tagged before the Fall, propels her four hundred thousand pounds from the Gulf of Mexico with a single elegant whip of her tail. The largest mammal to live on planet earth, with a tongue weighing as much as an elephant, levitates her full one-hundred-foot body above the water. She twists in midair, impossibly acrobatic, flashing her white belly, a single fin, and what—from the beach of Matagorda Island less than three hundred feet away—could only be a smile, the smile of a mother seeing her newborn for the first time. And 52 Blue’s heart, the entirety of her four-hundred-pound heart, belongs to one creature and one creature only: Arwen Laws, the redheaded thirteen-year-old girl on the beach with the inexplicable telepathic connection to the whale and the razor-sharp blade of an Uncle Henry Hawkbill hard against her throat.


Mother, the high priestess of the Sisterhood, smiles and squeezes Arwen’s puerile left breast with her free hand. But the blade of the knife in her other hand doesn’t move.


“First the whale,” Mother whispers in Arwen’s ear. “Then you.”


A dozen of Mother’s trusted acolytes from the Sisterhood, a sect of women warriors who have ruled a chunk of Arizona and New Mexico since the Fall, since the end of everything, form a phalanx around their figurehead. In one voice, as the whale drops back into the water, they raise the battle cry of the Sisterhood, a shrill, bone-chilling ululation like the howl of something from Hell.


This is the moment of truth, that split second when a matador stands on his toes, sword poised over the shoulder of a defeated bull, and the crowd is as silent as a drifting feather. The moment of truth before the blade pierces the soft spot between the bull’s powerful shoulder blades, down into his heart, and man and bull—for a violent, beautiful moment—become one.


Like her fellow leaders in the dominant fiefdoms that coalesced after the Fall, when technology and leadership run amok decimated the delicate tapestry of the real and virtual world, Mother has sought only one thing since the Fall: the algorithms. In an act of stunning bravery and cunning, a lone oceanographer just before the Fall is said to have tapped into the undersea cables that transported the ones and zeroes that encompassed the essence of modern humanity. As legend would have it, Hannah Spencer, a marine biologist at the US Department of Energy, somehow managed to store everything—every algorithm, every question, every answer, every memory, and the power to unleash the world’s nuclear arsenals—in hard drives she embedded deep under the back fin of 52 Blue. The Holy Grail that the self-ruled sects, fiefdoms, and tribes have sought is finally within Mother’s reach.


A dot of red light appears on Mother’s chest, and the crack of a gunshot pierces the silence. An acolyte dives in front of the Sisterhood leader just in time to stop the 170-grain round, which rips a dime-shaped hole in her lower back and blasts a puddle of viscera out of her abdomen like a nest of serpents. The phalanx of warriors tightens around Mother, and she draws the knife across Arwen’s throat with enough pressure to draw a thin line of blood, but not enough to kill. And Mother knows that the shooter will never risk the life of Arwen Laws, granddaughter of Ademar Laws, former US Army sniper and leader of the Free People of West Texas.


“Allahu Akbar,” God is great, shouts Charlie Christmas, the Somali refugee and lifelong friend to Ademar, who, like Charlie, was raised a Muslim. “One hundred and seventy yards. Not bad, Ranger.”


“For shit,” Ademar replies and chambers another round into her Henry lever-action .30-30, the mythical ranch gun she first learned to shoot as a farm girl sixty years ago in the tiny West Texas town of Dell City. “Now what?”


A battle cry pierces the silence. Dust rises from the distance, and out of it emerges a single rider, bareback astride a horse with red handprints on its flanks.


“White Cloud,” Ademar whispers.


All stop. All hold their breath and turn to look at White Cloud, Ademar’s ally and a ninety-year-old Lakota Sioux shaman of the Origin Tribes in the Mountain West. The old man seems transformed into the warrior of his youth, war paint on his face and body, feathered, beaded lance in one hand and reins in the other. The horse rises on its back legs and paws the air with its hooves. White Cloud lets out the ancient battle cry of the Sioux, leans low over the horse’s neck, and charges.












CHAPTER 2






BEFORE THE FALL


Once upon a time, there was a united states of America.


It was a nation founded on a set of principles that enshrined freedom for all people. Imperfect, often hypocritical, and frequently anything but fair and equal, this nation of immigrants and Indigenous people was resilient and endured well into the twenty-first century. There were times when it teetered on the brink of failure: the Civil War, the Great Depression, World War II, Watergate, and the cultural brawls of the 1960s. But the lady with the torch in New York Harbor remained standing—defiant, proud, welcoming.


And nowhere embodied this idea, this grand experiment, like Dell City, Texas, population 413.


And no families walked that walk like the Lawses and the Zarkans.


Deep in the high desert of West Texas eighty miles east of El Paso, Jack Laws helped found Dell City in the early 1950s on an educated guess by his wife, Marcelina, an agronomist and one of those Texas women who had a way with a petticoat and a .30-30. She advised him to build the farm on top of the massive Bone Spring–Victorio Peak Aquifer, and, as with most things, Marcelina was right. The liquid gold that flowed into the ground from the snowmelt just across the border in the Sacramento Mountains of New Mexico transformed the dust of Dell City into an agricultural oasis of cantaloupes, cotton, onions, tomatoes, chili peppers, and sorghum. A Texas Supreme Court ruling in 2012 on the regulations over extraction redefined water rights in the American West and netted a fortune for the Lawses when they struck a deal with the city of El Paso that sent millions of gallons annually to the parched and growing city.


Ali Zarkan, like Jack, fought and killed Japanese in the battles of the Western Pacific during World War II. Jack served as a gunner on a troop transport ship and lost his right thumb to 7.7 mm round from the nose-gun of a Japanese Zero. Ali lost his soul, and his faith in Allah, somewhere amid the blood-soaked hand-to-hand battles in the steamy jungles, where the pop of a bullet into a chest or the sucking sound of a trench knife pulled from a soldier’s gut transformed him from an idealistic young man into an aimless, Godless zombie roaming West Texas making enough money in bare-knuckled fights or picking cotton to keep him in tequila and whores.


Ali had family in Texas due to President Franklin Pierce’s decision in 1853 to create the US Army Camel Corps. Secretary of War Jefferson Davis felt it was a stroke of genius to ship thousands of camels and Arab handlers from the Middle East and North Africa to the port of Indianola, 140 miles south of Houston. The dromedaries, which required little water and could live on the indigenous desert vegetation, would be perfect as pack animals for the US Cavalry in the desert Southwest. But the experiment ultimately failed with the onset of the Civil War, a change in the administration, and the reticence of the US Cavalry toward the unruly camels. The dromedaries and their handlers stayed, among them Ali’s great-grandfather, Mustafa Zarkan.


That ripple in the universe, that bit of serendipitous circumstance, found a drunk Jack squared off with three equally drunk Mexican vaqueros, switchblades in hand, at the bar of the El Recreo cantina in Juarez. Were it not for Ali, sipping mezcal in a dark corner and enjoying the glimmer of air from a creaky overhead fan, Jack might have been just another dead gringo on the floor of a Mexican dive bar. Perhaps it was the tequila, or perhaps Ali’s death wish and guilt over his lapsed faith, or perhaps just the magnetism of a good fight against great odds, but Ali stepped in, and together they prevailed in a flurry of broken bottles and shattered bones. It was a moment that defined both men and cemented a partnership that brought prosperity and vision to their lives and to the lives of their offspring. Side by side in Dell City, they raised families, built an agricultural empire, and fought their enemies with a clear vision of what it meant to be an American, a pioneer, and the backbone of the world’s greatest, most powerful, most diverse nation.


Together, they killed the three Mexicans who raped Eula Laws, Jack’s granddaughter, in a puddle of filthy water by the dumpster behind the Kentucky Club in Juarez. They hunted them down outside of Juarez and ended their miserable lives, Jack with the powerful 45.70 long rifle he hunted bear with in Montana, and Ali with the same trench knife he used to slash and impale so many Japanese soldiers. They worked and fought together for their entire lives, leading a raid well into their seventies on a Kenyan refugee camp to rescue Amiir Christmas, son of Charlie Christmas, Somali translator and close friend of Jack’s great-granddaughter Ademar Zarkan: Army sniper, West Point graduate, and kickass Muslim girl from the high desert of West Texas.


Ademar, who married Jack and Marcie’s great-grandson, Crockett Laws II—Deuce, as they nicknamed him—was the most perfect expression of the union of the two families. The guardian of her runt twin brother, Anil, Ademar was as good with her fists as she was weaving through a barrel race astride a two-thousand-pound quarter horse, taking down a deer from several hundred yards with a .30-30, or drilling a thirty-five-yard kick dead-on through the goalposts on the dusty fields of Texas six-man football for the Dell City Cougars. By the time she was seventeen, the Muslim tomboy with eyes the deep turquoise of Brazilian tourmaline had matured into a woman of exotic beauty. Her lifetime friendship with Deuce, best friend to her older brother, Tamerlane, aged into a love affair as deep as the chasms splitting the soaring Guadalupe Mountains near Dell City. Together, they navigated the most challenging paths: West Point, Iraq, Somalia, Afghanistan, and the war on terrorism. But none more traumatic than the death of Ademar’s beloved older brother at the hands of her radicalized twin, Anil, who detonated a suicide vest outside the European Parliament in Brussels while she watched helplessly from a sniper’s perch on a nearby building. Family brought her back from the edge of insanity, along with Charlie Christmas and her US Army captain in Somalia, Prometheus Stone: warrior, philosopher, lapsed Jew.


Charlie and Stone stood by Ademar for her first kill, a two-hundred-yard bull’s-eye from her M24 sniper rifle into the face of a Somali pirate off the deck of a lurching ship in the Indian Ocean. Ademar and Stone stood by Charlie as he and his family fled Somalia, a journey that took everything from the Somali refugee except for his son, Amiir. They rescued him from a Kenyan refugee camp, helped them settle in Minnesota with thousands of their countrymen, enabled their survival amid the growing threat from America’s burgeoning underbelly of white supremacy, and pulled Amiir from the brink of violence as a reluctant ISIS recruit in Syria. By the turn of the century, all of them had settled into normal lives in Minnesota and Texas. Charlie rose in the ranks of a local turkey-processing plant in St. Cloud, and Amiir earned a computer science degree from St. Cloud State. Stone, the former hard-hitting Cornell strong safety, traded in his captain’s stripes for a rabbi’s kittel and settled down in Minneapolis with his Somali wife, Amina, and son, Noah. Ademar and Deuce went back to Dell City and the farm, where they raised their son, Tamerlane Laws, nicknamed T3 after his dead uncle. The dangers of their past seemed to evaporate into distant memories, like mist over a cold lake yielding to a warm late-autumn sun. And they all began to feel normal.


Normal, until the Fall.












CHAPTER 3








BEFORE THE FALL


Mornings on the farm in Dell City had not changed much over more than seven decades. The Zarkans hewed to the comforting rituals of Islam as the sun breached the foothills of the Guadalupe Mountains, with one of five daily salahs, prayers dictated by the Muslim faith. Their rituals had remained consistent through the ebbs and flows of national religiosity over the past seventy years—from the mystic trends of the sixties that elevated Eastern gurus to the upper echelons of popular culture alongside the likes of John Lennon; to the pseudo fundamentalism that brought Donald Trump to the White House on a comically hypocritical right-to-life, right-to-execute platform; and to the present day, where the national faith seemed to be a surefire confidence in the artificial intelligence and algorithms that controlled everything. Even the election in 2036 of President Nico Pompador, another hard-right buffoon, didn’t faze them or shake their confidence in the power of la familia to endure. Year in and year out, the Zarkans greeted the rising sun on their knees murmuring Asr, with the enticing aroma of a country breakfast simmering in the kitchen under the watchful eye of Jack, Crockett, or Deuce Laws. So West Texas, even thirty-six years into the twenty-first century. Humility before God, followed by a plate of huevos rancheros.


Arwen Laws, Ademar’s granddaughter and T3’s daughter, was only one-quarter Muslim, but she liked the communal intimacy and deep connection to another culture she felt by joining her relatives. Arwen, a redhead due to a long-dormant recessive gene dating back to ancestors in the Levant, didn’t necessarily consider herself Muslim, or an adherent to any particular faith. Not yet twelve, she didn’t realize it, but Arwen was an animist who could communicate with trees, plants, animals, and most of all her beloved dog, Star, an eighteen-month-old mix of yellow Lab and husky who was equal parts frolicking puppy and ferocious defender of his waiflike ginger master.


Arwen’s younger brother fidgeted behind her and tickled her feet, histrionically tumbling back into the kitchen with a mischievous laugh when his sister delivered a gentle back-kick. Morning prayers done, they all took their places around the enormous pecan-wood table in the communal grand room connecting the generous ranch-style homes of the Lawses and the Zarkans. Jack and Ali had searched high and low throughout West Texas for the perfect pecan tree to cut planks for this table that for decades would serve as a symbol of the inviolable bond between them, and spent months sanding and finishing this altar for their families. The twenty-foot table was irregular and round, dark in some places and light in others, a coincidental metaphor for the unlikely yet durable multiethnic union of the Lawses and Zarkans. If there was a religious tablet for the two families, a set of implied commandments brought down from the mountain by Jack and Ali, that table was it. Prometheus Stone conducted a tabletop military exercise there for the rescue of Charlie Christmas and his son, Amiir, from a Kenyan refugee camp. The wild-as-a-March-hare Eula Laws, Jack and Marcie’s only daughter, had lost her virginity there to a blue-eyed cowboy. As many births as deaths had taken place on it, and more than a few fists had pounded it in the heat and friction of a family spat. Arwen, head on a swivel taking in one comment or another about politics, community matters, sports scores, or the weather, was often the last one up from the table. But today she was in a hurry and barely finished her breakfast.


“What’s the rush?” Ademar said.


“Quick ride on Boquillas before school,” Arwen replied, referring to her five-year-old quarter horse named for a canyon in Big Bend National Park a few hours from Dell City. “Please!”


“All good, baby girl,” T3 said. “Check those pivots in the west cantaloupe field while you’re at it. Broken sprinkler head, software acting up.”


“Affirmative, Dad.”


Ademar, who was the closest thing Arwen had to a mother since the untimely death of her own from the latest Covid variant, accompanied her granddaughter to the stable. Ademar was a horse woman to the core, a champion barrel racer in her youth, who, at almost seventy, still rode nearly every day. She had won a legendary Texas cutting horse from her old friend Sam Middleton, former owner of the iconic Four Sixes Ranch, in a game of seven-card stud at the Houston rodeo a few years back. Sam, Marfa low crown low over his eyes, drew to a royal flush during a casual hand in the stable one night after the competition. Ademar, three aces down, knew from experience what an old bluffer he was and raised the ante.


“All in,” she said. “And both my cutting horses.”


Sam chuckled and spat a stream of Copenhagen into the dust at his feet. “Alrighty then, little lady. Figure Metallic Echo is worth those two old nags of yours.”


“Call, old timer,” and Ademar flipped her cards to reveal the three bullets.


“Jesus, Ademar, didn’t figure you for that kind of gambler,” Sam sputtered as he conceded his bluff, tilted his cowboy hat back with a finger, and wiped a few brown flecks of snuff from the corner of his mouth.


“Never bluff a bluffer, Sam.”


And that’s how Ademar came to own one of the most decorated cutting horses in Texas.


Ademar would have liked nothing more than to saddle Echo and accompany Arwen on an early morning ride, but she had other chores in mind.


“Take Echo,” Ademar said, and Arwen’s green eyes lit up like the lantern on an eastbound train out of the Amtrak station in Alpine. “Can’t join you today, honey.”


Arwen, a few steps away from the stable where Bo, her usual mount, chuffed and stamped in anticipation of a gallop, stopped dead in her tracks. Wiry with the lean muscles of a West Texas farm girl, Arwen hefted the thirty-pound Billy Cook Western saddle from the rack and ambled over to Echo’s stall. Ademar rubbed the soft, prickly hairs on Echo’s nose and threw a Green Diamond wool felt saddle pad over the stallion’s back. Arwen propped the heavy saddle on her knee and popped it over Echo’s back, perfectly situated between his withers and hip. Ademar could have fiddled with it an inch or two, but Arwen would have taken affront to the meddling even though she wouldn’t have shown any indignation toward her grandmother. Nor did she chime in as Arwen lowered the saddle straps under Echo’s belly, strung the tie through the ring on the girth strap, looped it through the dee, tightened and secured it, then tucked away the excess. Ademar smiled, and Arwen knew it without looking back over her shoulder.


“Good to go, Abuela,” said Arwen and, in less than a minute, attached the weathered working bridle from Big Bend Saddlery in Alpine.


Ademar whistled to Star, who was watching it all from a narrow opening between a few hay bales to the side and eyeing a mouse gnawing away on a kernel of corn a few feet away. The dog perked up her ears, stretched with her butt in the air in a position yogis aptly enough refer to as downward dog, and ran joyously to Ademar. A cloud of dust puffed up around Star as she put on the brakes and slid the last few feet, tail wagging like a canine metronome, head slightly to the side with that winsome smile only a dog lover loves.


“Take Star and the thirty,” said Ademar, sliding the Henry lever-action .30-30 into the scabbard tied to the saddle.


“Yes, ma’am,” said Arwen, who, like every woman in the lineage of Lawses and Zarkans, had a way with the long rifle. The petticoat would have to wait a few years.


“You won’t take offense if I follow you with the drone?” Ademar asked. “Not worried about you, but your dad wants a look-see at that pivot.”


“All good,” said Arwen and, with the slightest pressure from her boots on Echo’s side, trotted out of the stable with Star charging ahead of them both as the drone hovered overhead like a silent partner in the crisp West Texas morning. Arwen yelled over her shoulder on the way out of the gate. “Text y’all in a bit when I’m there. Gonna ride some first.”


Once out of eyesight, Arwen rode like the wind. Her waist-length red hair floated horizontally like a bed of tangled kelp on a wave. She leaned slightly over Echo’s neck, their bodies in perfect rhythm. Baryshnikov and Makarova executing a perfect equine ballet. Faster and faster. Star leaped and darted around them, stopping every now and then to sniff at a gopher hole or to dart after a jackrabbit with ears as long as cornstalks. Arwen was living her best life, uninitiated into human guile, free and galloping across the high desert with the two best friends a young girl could hope to have.


Arwen reined in Echo, and the three of them walked through the cantaloupe field. She texted T3, and he lowered the drone close to the suspect sprinkler head on the pivot, which was broken, spewing water even though the sophisticated agro-software told him there was nothing wrong.


“I don’t get it,” T3 muttered to himself, just as an advertisement for Justin Boots at Allen’s on South Congress in Austin popped up on his computer screen, followed by another of a Black rapper hyping Corona beer on a beach in Mexico, then one for some Texas Republican promising to finish the wall of lasers and artificially intelligent automatic weapons along the border to deter migrants. “God damn algorithms.”


“Tks. IDK! Ima do it the old way,” he texted Arwen and made a mental note to go out to the field later in the day.


“KK,” Arwen replied. “West tank for a swim, then home.”


Arwen knew the farm like the back of her hand and made a beeline to the tank, a corrugated-steel watering hole as big as a backyard swimming pool in the hoity-toity neighborhoods of Dallas or Houston. Fresh, cold water constantly cycled through it, courtesy of the Bone Spring–Victorio Peak Aquifer that ran like blood through the veins of the farm. And Arwen smiled, always smiled, when she looked at the faded splash of graffiti Ademar and Deuce had painted on the side during their teenage courtship. Ademar + Deuce. She imagined them smooching in the tank and thought to herself, Yuck! With the innocence of a prepubescent West Texas farm girl, still uninitiated in the ways of the strutting quarterback or the blue-eyed cowboy, Arwen stripped down to her birthday suit and climbed into the tank. Star, with a joyful bark, made it in with a single leap over the four-foot wall of the tank and splashed around snapping at the froth as Arwen lolled on her back. Natural and innocent, Arwen touched herself between the legs and under the arms, wondering nonchalantly when hair might come. Like most young people, Arwen had no idea what came with it. All she knew about that was Cinderella.


They climbed out of the tank, shook a time or two to fling off the big drops, and plopped down on a calico blanket Arwen had laid under a pecan tree next to a pile of syenite boulders. Arwen squeezed into her mouth the green gelatin from a tube of the latest vegan superfood protein goop available at the Two T’s grocery store in Dell City. Star wasn’t having any of it, preferring the undigested oats in a pile of dung Echo deposited a few yards away. She would have been all over some mayonnaise-slathered B from a BLT, and so would Arwen, but B and mayo didn’t keep very well on a warm day in the high desert. Arwen stretched out on the blanket, and Star laid her heavy, damp head in the crook of her best friend’s neck. Angels in paradise, they drifted off under the clouds in the shade of a grand pecan tree.


Arwen dreamed often, and in most of those dreams she would communicate with trees, flowers, and animals. Sometimes it was benign, a tree seeming to beckon as it bent in the wind or a butterfly leading the way somewhere. Other times these dreams seemed like a warning of something her young, innocent mind could not fathom. In the age of algorithms and artificial intelligence, she was hard-wired to nature. The foreboding dreams came more frequently the older she grew, and the more radicalized, divided, virused, and climactically chaotic the world became. One night she dreamed of a whale, although she never saw one except online. Thereafter, the whale appeared in almost every dream, always alone, always seeming to search for something in the vast depths of the ocean, and always calling like a sonorous, haunting bagpipe for Arwen’s help. At least that’s how she interpreted it.


Something brushed against Arwen’s cheek. She opened her eyes, and of course, even though Star had been sleeping until that exact moment, Arwen awoke to a dog that seemed to have never slept. They had both been stirred from slumber by a pecan that had dropped from a branch on the tree above them. Arwen heard two sounds: humming from the drone hovering above them, and the unmistakable chatter from the tail of a rattlesnake not more than four feet away and slithering sideways ever closer by the second. T3 had been monitoring the drone feed and would have seen the snake, a Mojave, the deadliest of all rattlers, with neurotoxic venom to paralyze and hemotoxic to bleed. But his feed was stuck on algorithmic-driven advertisement for boots, beer, and the twentieth season of Yellowstone.


Arwen knew better than to move. But Star, like most dogs, particularly ranch dogs in West Texas, knew exactly what she had to do. Slowly, with the hair raised on her back, Star lifted up, halfway up with her ears back, her lips curled, and a low, menacing growl deep in her chest. Arwen pictured what might be coming. She had seen such confrontations before, and they always ended in death, either for the snake or the dog. She could see in her mind’s eye Star in midair leaping over her. She could hear the rattle on the snake’s tail come alive as if it had a life of its own—louder, more frenzied as the deadly reptile raised a few feet from the ground with its head cocked back, ready to strike. She knew Star, at the last minute, would try to twist up and to the right, narrowly avoiding the triangular head and the fully cocked needles of death. And if Star successfully avoided those fangs, her paws would pin the head of the rattler, eyes cold and unflinching, to the ground and rip off its head. Arwen could imagine with the same clarity the outcome if Star missed, even by just a few inches. She shuddered at the thought of blood oozing from two small puncture wounds on Star’s face, the inevitable and immediate swelling, and the slow death in spasms of breathlessness and pain.


In those few milliseconds before the moment of truth, she recalled the words of White Eagle, the Lakota Sioux shaman who had rescued Ademar and Charlie Christmas years ago from white supremacists at the bottom of a slot canyon in the South Dakota Badlands. “We do not fear the serpent. She heals. She transforms. She is a guide to the life force and to the universe’s primal energy. Do not fear the serpent. Respect her.”


Arwen, the pecan in one hand, felt the connection White Eagle had described to her. She raised her hand slowly in front of Star’s face.


“Hold!”


And Star, trembling but obedient, held.


The rattle stopped. And the three of them—snake, dog, girl—seemed joined in a kind of holy trinity to the connectivity of earth. Reptile, beast, and human. The Mojave lowered its body to the ground, and, just as quickly as it had appeared, it disappeared into the rocks. Arwen wondered if this had been another dream.


Back at the house, T3 had no idea what had happened, which was probably better because he couldn’t have done anything about it anyway. He rebooted the computer, and the drone flitted aimlessly away until it reconnected.
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