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To Mom, because you gave me the love of horses.


0.

Seph

I haven’t broken any laws. But I haven’t followed any either. Never have. My father always said the only laws we need to follow are the ones our hearts say are right.

Some call me an outlaw, but others call me a cowboy. I don’t rightly know what a cowboy is, but I like the sound of it better. Because every time I think of an outlaw, I think of the man who killed my father, and that is not who I am.

Cowboy.

Cade nudges my back with his warm nose, bored with me standing here like an idiot. I go back to thinking about states and repeating their names in my head. About the names people call me. It keeps me focused.

We cross over the invisible Texas state line, and I’m surprised about the lack of trouble I’m having. It makes me nervous, it being this easy. The feel of the breeze and the silence raises the hair along my arms.

Asphalt and wind. Bound and free. Life and death.

Two sides of the road for everything.

And this is one of them.

Like most of the roads, the highway is cleared of old metal. The vehicles now sit in the ditches, hollowed bones rusted into the ground like artificial trees. My father told me trees used to have green leaves that grew from their branches.

My father—

I used to call him Dad back before he died years ago. When I think of him I just think, my father. My father did that, my father told me this …

Dad.

Dad used to tell me everything.

I like calling him that. Even if it is only in my head. It makes me feel like he’s still with me.

The wind picks up, blowing dust from the west. I pull the bandana from my neck up over my nose and mouth. I do the same with Cade, tucking the cloth into his bridle to protect his lungs from prolonged exposure. My goggles still hang around my neck, so I pull them up and over my eyes, blinking the dust from my lashes.

In the north, the ground is frozen, but here it’s dust.

We continue south. Cade keeps his head low and presses into my back to keep the dust from his eyes. There’s an old sign up ahead with the list of cities that’s been spray painted over with the names we use now. The next city is five miles south. And then the big city, Kev, is twenty. That city has its own stories and rumors, ones I hope aren’t true.

I have no choice but to stop. We both need food.

There’s a bridge up ahead, crossing over the highway. This is the first sign of cover that I’ve come across since the border, someplace where a gang of outlaws would love to hide behind. Cade lifts his head and I keep my eyes sharp.

I stop before the shadow of the bridge covers me. The flaps of my coat tug in the wind, sending dust spiraling around my feet. With the slightest movement, I brush my hand across my right thigh, feeling my holster up to the handle of my revolver, worn and familiar. I let the fear pump adrenaline through my veins, making my hands steady and sure.

They finally show themselves, and there are only four of them—a small crew for the rumors around here to be true. I wait for more to appear, but they never do. Maybe this isn’t the same gang. Two men on the bridge, and two men under it.

“Good day, cowboy.” The two men under the bridge step out of the shadows.

I smile to myself at the name.

None of them have bandanas over their mouths—some people don’t care about their health when the world has already gone to hell.

“What brings you to Texas?” The younger man talking has tanned skin and wild hair, his words slow and drawn out, probably from somewhere east of here. He points a rifle to the ground that looks more cared for than himself.

I pull my goggles and bandana down around my neck. “Business of my own.”

“How long you been on the road for?” He spits on the dirt between us while his eyes stare at me, uncaring.

“Nine years.”

He laughs, a low chuckle that comes out slow. “Nobody can survive on the road for nine years, but you being a liar is the least of my worries.”

The other men smile in response, like they picked up on an inside joke and can’t wait to tell me.

I ignore them and answer, “Then we’re in agreement to let me pass.”

“Sorry, cowboy. You know that’s not the way things work.” He flicks a finger toward me. “Hand over your stuff and we’ll let you pass. Best to keep that horse here, too. Haven’t seen one that good in ages.”

“Maybe you should take better care of your animals.” I move my coat aside, revealing my gun. They all stand a little straighter. “And it’ll be better for everyone if you let me by. I have the right to my things, and I won’t give them away to people who kill and steal from the less fortunate.”

“There,” he says, smiling, “you’re wrong. We don’t steal from the less fortunate. We steal from everyone.” I catch sight of something behind him when he tilts his head to the side. Two bodies lie under the bridge—an adult and a small child. Both motionless with pools of blood around their heads.

My heart pounds for me to do something about it. But I can’t. I didn’t come soon enough. And if I’m not careful, I’ll be next.

His fingers twitch in the slightest, but I’m faster than those on the bridge. With a flick of my wrist and two bullets, the men on the bridge disappear with painful cries. By the time the remaining two have the chance to even start, my gun is already on them. Steady and straight. The moans of the wounded men drift down to meet us in the wind. I don’t like shooting men, but sometimes I don’t have a choice.

“They’ll survive if you tend to them fast enough,” I tell him, hoping they will.

The younger man has his rifle half-raised, and his partner’s hand is paused over the pistol at his hip—it’s rusted but probably shoots straight.

Texas. Texas with its rusted weapons.

“What are you going to do?” the leader asks, a little smirk on his lips. “Shoot us, too? You’ll only get one of us by the time you get a shot off.”

“Trust me, I want nothing more than to kill you both.” I keep my voice calm and my anger in check. “People like you are the ones destroying our world. Not the skies or the floods. Just you.”

My gun is heavy and familiar in my hand. The thing that has kept me alive. It keeps me focused in my time of need.

I can tell he isn’t all there in his head. I can tell because he isn’t afraid of me and he should be. He glances over his shoulder at the bodies behind him. Then he shrugs. “At least I know how to stay alive,” he says. “Only the strong survive in a world of death.”

“And the strong don’t need to kill people to do it.”

“It seems to me that you swallow your own words. You can’t tell me you haven’t killed.”

The dust blows around my feet and the bandana brushes against my neck. The only thing not moving is my gun. Despite the adrenaline in my veins, I’m still able to stay calm. I used to repeat the state capitals to help me steady my hands, but after years of encounters like this, I no longer have to.

“I killed for the first time when I was eleven,” I agree. “Again when I was twelve. Another when I was thirteen when a thief tried to gut me in my sleep. And last week I killed two men for a reason I don’t want to think about again. But in no way am I like you. I only kill to save my life or for others who need me to do it for them.”

“So does that mean you’re gonna kill us?” The side of his mouth lifts, his eyes still daring.

“I don’t make a habit of killing people in cold blood,” I tell him. “If or when I kill you, you’ll be conscious and you’ll be armed. But right now, I need you to drop your guns, step off the road, and help your injured men.”

“And then?”

“It’s up to you if you want to keep living your life this way. But if I see you again, killing people who have done nothing wrong, I will end you.”

His laugh is dry. “Are you usually this generous to people you keep at gunpoint?”

“No. So count yourself lucky.”

After they drop their guns and move off the road, I slip my pistol back into its holster. They’re silent as I start under the bridge with Cade keeping pace next to me. I watch his ears, waiting for them to turn back and warn me of the danger behind us.

They never do.

I can’t look at the bodies as I pass them. If I do, I’ll do something I will later regret.

When I’m almost out of earshot, I hear the drawn-out voice carried in the wind: “You’re gonna wish you’d killed me.”

I wish for a lot of things, but none of them come true.


1.

Seph

In a place with no sun, it’s easy to remember things that would rather be forgotten.

And this is the worst of them.

The day was cold and gray, like any other. Dad always said the earth was so sick of us humans, it decided to start over. Too many natural disasters to count, and eventually sickness set in, plaguing every country who thought themselves lucky. It only left those strong enough to survive and start new. But we’re still waiting for that chance, waiting for the sun to reappear.

We celebrated my ninth birthday with a box of stale cookies. One for each year. Dad let me have every last one of them, even when I offered half. When you’re nine and starved, you can’t deny food, no matter how hard you try.

We were on a road heading west, toward the rumors of warm weather and the promised glimpse of the sun, when it happened. People rushed out from the cover of rusted cars, brandishing weapons and running toward us, giving us nowhere to escape.

They surrounded us within seconds and pulled our only belongings off our backs, throwing us to the ground in movements too fast to fight. While they went through our things, others searched us. A man patted me down, touching me in places that made me flinch and kicking me in the ribs once he was done.

Not once did I cry.

Dad had taught me to be strong, but he never told me not to be scared. He said everyone should feel fear—it’s how we survive and how we grow stronger.

“Without fear we are not people,” he’d said to me. “Don’t let yourself be without it. Use it to survive, but don’t let it control you.”

I did feel fear that day. More than I’d ever felt.

They pulled my dad to his feet and a man pointed a gun at his head. The man was bald with a scar making a line down the left side of his head and had a roughly shaven jawline.

He questioned Dad about unimportant things. Where we had gotten our food. Our water. I wished knowing those things weren’t the price for someone’s life. He wouldn’t tell them—not wanting the people who gave us aid to also be killed. He was saving them. The people who would never know his name and how he died.

How he died for them.

Someone pulled me to my feet too fast for me to hold my balance, holding my small arms behind my back like I was made from twigs. I saw tears well in my dad’s eyes when he looked at me, for what he knew was to come. The bald man shifted his anger, pointing his gun at me from two feet away, black against the sky.

“Please,” Dad said, dropping to his knees. “I’ll tell you. Just don’t kill him … please.”

The man smiled, keeping the gun pointed at my head. “Then tell me, and pray I don’t shoot him anyway.”

Dad rambled out what he knew, giving them exact directions and an estimate of how long it would take for them to get there. While he did so, the bald man stared at me instead of him for any flicker of confusion or doubt, waiting for me to give Dad away and reveal his lies—which they were.

I stared back, expressionless—that dead stare so many have acquired. Maybe staring into the eyes of a scared child in the past would expose their lying parent. But he should’ve known that growing up with gray skies, and watching people die before I could walk, made me who I’d become.

Even at nine years old, I’d learned not to show my fear.

Use it, but not show it.

The man finally turned away from me and returned his focus to my dad, allowing me to breathe once more while the hands of a stranger held me in place. That’s when it happened.

No warning and no time to react.

The gun exploded into the cold air.

Echoing death across the barren land.

The bald man stepped over his dying body, looking down at him like something to be squashed.

“Maybe watching you die will give your son the strength he needs to survive this world,” he said, turning, a wicked grin across his face. “You’ll thank me one day,” he told me. “We aren’t those whacked cannibals you only see from a distance or hear stories about.” He came closer, putting his mouth to my ear, his breath as rancid as his voice.

“They aren’t stories, little one. If you survive this, you’ll thank me. That,” he said, straightening, “I can promise you.”

He turned without another word. They packed into a beaten truck with everything we owned and left me with nothing but a dying father.

With shaking legs and weakening courage, I knelt next to him as he bled out onto the road. The man had made sure I could watch him die by shooting him in the stomach—the slowest death he could give. I moved to put my hands over his wound, but he stopped me before I felt his blood, instead bringing them to his chest and covering them with his own. His skin was too cold.

“No boy should feel their father’s blood,” he said.

Thunder growled on the horizon, warning me of a coming storm. One that I was only beginning to feel within me.

With his life finally giving way, Dad spoke through cracked lips, his voice weak. “You did well, Seph. Just remember the things I taught you and trust only yourself. Do you hear?”

I nodded, everything inside me growing numb. “Please don’t leave me here,” I whispered. It was my last attempt to make things right. Something I should have known I couldn’t do. Nobody was around for miles.

I had never known the world without my father, and I wasn’t sure if I could survive without him. That’s all I could think about while watching him become more still.

“Ride on,” he said, squeezing my hand with the last of his strength. “Ride on.”

The wind cut through me as he took his last breath.

“Dad?”

His eyes stayed half closed and I pulled my hands from his before they became stiff.

I didn’t stay there for long. I knew he wouldn’t have wanted me to, so I forced myself to move, not thinking, and repeating his lessons in my head. The outlaws would come back once they figured out he’d lied to them, and I needed to be far away from there when they did. I took his jacket and his boots, telling myself the whole time that it was the right thing to do. I could trade them for food and supplies, or whatever I could get. I untied the red cloth around his wrist and tied it around my own, promising him I would do things right. The way he had taught me. And the way the world had taught him.

Leaving him there was the hardest thing I ever had to do.

They left me with nothing. Just memories of their faces.

Vengeance isn’t something to live for, but that man’s face is one I’ll remember forever. Maybe I’ll see him again and maybe I won’t.

I try not to think of it much.

It makes my heart feel wrong when I do.

It was nine years ago now. Every year growing harder than the last. That day tore something from my heart. Something I don’t think can ever be replaced. Like a chunk of me is missing that I keep trying to find.

I’m not seeking revenge, but if I ever see that man again, I wouldn’t feel bad about killing him.


2.

Avery

Someone just died. Or, if by some miracle, they haven’t taken their last breath, they will soon. It’s only a matter time. There’s no air down in the mines when the tunnels collapse, trapping a human inside its belly to claim forever. The mine is greedy like that. It likes to take lives while we drain its soul away.

Life for a life. That’s what Dad always said. “The mine is a living thing. If you don’t treat it well, you’ll find yourself in it forever.”

I wonder if he still thought that after he found himself in its clutches.

The siren wails through town, screaming for us to come help unbury the living. I watch people run down the road toward the mountainside, feeling oddly relieved that I don’t have to wonder if someone I love is trapped below. I know the feeling too well and will never miss it.

“Twice in one week,” I say, my breath fogging the glass.

I steal a glance at Finn, whose nose is almost touching the window as he watches. His eyes are filled with worry, something I’ve been seeing more of every day.

“It doesn’t feel right,” he says, turning away. “It never used to be this bad.”

I tear my gaze off the road and pull on my boots, not bothering to tie the laces. My coat hangs next to Finn’s, wondering if it’ll be worn today. This is the first cold day we’ve had this year.

“You’re going?” he asks.

“Yeah.” I tie my bandana around my neck in case I need it. It rained a few days ago, but it’s already become dry again. “I’ve been inside all day—I need some air.”

Finn holds my gaze, torn between wanting to go with me and wanting to stay away. But he gives in, pulling on his coat and stamping his feet into his boots. We never not go, even when he pretends he might stay home.

We head outside and Finn shuts the door behind us. He’s wearing the knitted cap one of our neighbors made for him years ago. We move down our long pathway and start the short walk toward town—the mine’s entrance sits just on the other side. Our boots kick at stones along the way, and the air nips at my nose and already makes my cheeks red. The cold season is coming fast again, as it did last year.

Jack gives a huff of annoyance behind us, hating being left behind.

Finn smiles and turns around, walking backward. “Maybe next time, Jack!” he calls. The horse gives a shake of his mane and snorts. “He really doesn’t know his manners, does he?” Finn asks, turning around again. For the first time all day, he gives a quick smile.

“He gets it from you.”

“From me? Yeah, right. I think we both very well know where he gets it from.” He catches sight of more people running toward the mines, and the smile along his lips turns down. The siren has been turned off, but that doesn’t mean anything good has come from it.

“Are you going to help load the train tomorrow?” I ask. “I heard they might need extra hands since the accident last week. We could use the money.”

Finn nods, still distracted by the shouting a little ways away. The happiness his eyes held a moment ago under the shadow of his hat is completely gone.

We walk through the streets, empty now that everyone is at the mine, and quicken our pace so we don’t miss our chance of hearing anything. All the houses we pass look just like ours: small stone and wood cabins with only one or two windows each. There’s no pattern to them. When the mine opened, the houses were built wherever there was room. Unlike Kev, where the buildings were already there when the skies darkened, our town was built after with the scraps from older buildings.

We’re almost there when Axel falls into step beside Finn, pushing him in the shoulder to get one in return. The two of them have always been close enough to be brothers.

Finn shrugs off Axel so I don’t leave him behind, knowing I will. “Have you heard anything?” he asks him.

“Nope, haven’t been there yet.” Axel shoots me a grin and says, “How’s it Avery?”

“Just fine, Axel,” I say, trying not to smile. His smiles are contagious. “Your dad still owes me payment from last week. He hasn’t forgotten, has he?”

“He was hoping he could pay you tomorrow, once the Lawmen come to take the shipment,” he says. “Is that all right?”

“You know it is.”

Axel grins again. “You’ll get it, don’t you worry.”

The mine finally comes into view, cut into the side of the bare mountainside, which used to be lined with trees. They were picked clean from the ground when the town was built, and now we have to travel for miles to find more. We weave through the thin crowd of faces we know so well. Men from the mine, dirty with soot and grime, stand at the front with their families who came to see if they had been trapped. There are tears in the wives’ eyes—it could have been their husbands or sons tonight, and might be tomorrow.

We stop near the edge of the crowd and watch the entrance. The brittle wind carries the voices of the people around us. There’s still someone down below.

Finn twines his fingers with mine, undoubtedly sharing my feelings, including relief that he doesn’t have to work down there. There’s an unspoken rule of the town—if you lose a family member to the mines, you aren’t required to work in them. It’s harder to get by doing smaller jobs, but to me and Finn, it’s worth it. We may go hungry some days, but at least we stay together aboveground.

Before I was born, they used to dig for oil farther east of here. But once that dried up, new coal mines started sprouting up to keep the trains running. That’s when our town was born. The only reason for its existence.

“It’s Raymond Clarkson,” Axel says, craning his neck to see around the man in front of him. He’s taller than both of us.

I see Kari across the mine yard, doing everything she can to keep herself together. There are people around her, comforting her, but she sees none of them. She looks so young under the pale sky, younger than most of the married couples in town. If Gage were still alive, he and I would be keeping the Clarksons company in that group, though I spot Gage’s older brother across the way, covered in the same mess of those who work below. Gage has been gone more than a year now and it’s still hard to think of him. To think of the future we might’ve had if the sickness didn’t claim him. He would be standing next to us and Axel right now.

The four of us turned to three, and I always wonder when that’ll change again.

I lower my eyes, looking anywhere but in Kari’s direction. “I don’t want to be here anymore.”

Finn says, “Me either.” We both know what the outcome will be. He glances behind us and then to the sky. “It’ll be dark soon anyway. We should get back.”

He says good-bye to Axel with words I don’t hear. I don’t want to hear anything. Not the voices around us. Not the sobs coming from the families we know so well. And I don’t want to hear Kari’s screams once she finds out her husband is dead, taken too young to the thing our lives revolve around.

We walk back in silence, every step away from the mine becoming easier. At the house, we part ways—Finn goes inside to find something for dinner and I hop the fence to feed and water Jack. His wooden lean-to—along with some furniture in the house—is the last bit of wood that we own. Burning logs for the fire is expensive and we need to save our money for the winter, when we’ll need them the most.

The cloth feed sack is almost empty, but he can live off one scoop a day. The special feed we give him is costly, but without him, I couldn’t do most of the jobs I get paid for. Most days we’re traveling between here and Kev, delivering mail or getting more supplies for people in town, whatever anyone needs.

Without Jack, all three of us would go hungry.

After I check his hooves and give him a good scratch behind his ears, I head back to the house. It’s almost fully dark and only the dim flames from the candles light the inside.

I lock the door behind me and hang my coat next to Finn’s. Even though the house is cold, it still smells like home. It’s the only thing that hasn’t changed since Mom died. I join my brother in the small kitchen and set the table for two, both of us working and not talking. I would like to say this house used to be full of laughter and warmth, but I don’t think that was ever true. Not even when Dad was still here, which was years ago now. The mine took him when we turned seven, and then something entirely different took Mom just a couple years ago.

When the food is ready and making our stomachs growl, we sit down opposite of each other. Finn finally catches my eye and tries to give me a one-sided smile. We both look over to the empty seat at the head of the table, where Mom would sit and say a prayer. Thinking about her makes my heart ache, so I try not to do it for long.

Even though she isn’t here any longer, we still take a moment before eating, maybe hoping her voice would someday replace the silence. When it doesn’t, we eat our meager meal, listening to wind howl outside through the crack under the door. I’ve spent a lot of time at this table. The wood is worn down from years of baking and schoolwork. Mom used to teach numbers and letters to Axel and Gage, too, when they came around, which was more often than she expected.

When I look up from my plate, Finn is barely touching his food. “What’s wrong?”

He blinks awake when he hears my voice, shifting in his seat.

“I went by to see Kellen today,” he says, “about helping him load the train tomorrow.” He picks at his potato with his fork, staring at it. “I didn’t want to say before when you asked.”

“And he doesn’t need your help?” Nobody ever turns him down, even when they don’t really need anything. “Who else is going to do it?”

Finn shakes his head. “That’s not it. He does need my help but—” He finally looks up. “He showed me the storage containers … and it’s not enough.”

It’s like I heard him wrong. “What do you mean, it’s not enough? The Lawmen are coming tomorrow. It’s been a month.”

“I’m saying it’s not enough,” he says. “There’s barely half of what we need to give them.”

“But if we don’t give them the coal, nobody will get paid—” I don’t know what else to say but I feel there’s more. “Why isn’t there enough?”

“He didn’t say, but I think it has to do with the accidents lately. We both know there’s been a lot more within the last few months, especially these last weeks.” He bites the corner of his lip and his eyebrows come together—both signs he doesn’t want to say something. “I think that’s the last of the coal. They’re getting desperate to find more, and that’s why there’ve been more accidents. The mine is dead.”

I haven’t eaten anything since this morning, but the thought of food makes me sick. Mom’s empty chair looms beside me. She would know what to say and do. Always did.

“Avery.” At the tone of Finn’s voice, I look up. “I think we might need to leave.”

It’s not something I ever thought I would hear. We trade with the Lawmen for payment in return—that’s what we’ve always done. We don’t live in the Wild because we don’t have to.

I’m shaking my head before I even realize it. “We can’t leave, Finn. This is our home. The very home Dad found before we were born, so we could stay here without any worry about freezing to death at night or fending off gangs. You know that as well as I do. He and Mom raised us here so we would be safe.”

I can’t think about leaving our home and our neighbors. The people I’ve known my whole life.

“Do you think I want to leave, Ave? I don’t just as much as you, but I don’t think we have a choice. The coal is gone, and without it, nobody gets paid. And if nobody gets paid, they can’t buy anything. You know what that means,” he says softly. “You’re not only out of a job, but nobody will be able to live here anymore. Everyone will have to leave. How are we supposed to survive if it’s only us?”

“You don’t know what it’s like in Kev.” My throat tightens with the thought of actually living there. “That place is hell. Every time I go there, I can’t help thinking maybe I won’t come back. The people there—they’re not like everyone here.”

“I know, but I don’t think we have much of a choice. What else can we do?”

I want a logical answer to pop into my head and tell me everything I need. Nothing comes because he’s right. I don’t like it, but he’s right.

“What if they start a new mine?”

“You know it’s not that easy. It’ll take years just to find another coal sight, and all the close ones are already claimed.”

Finn reaches his hand across the table and slips something into mine. I don’t have to see it to know what it is. The smooth wood brushes against my palm. I know every inch of it better than anything else.

“Wherever we end up, we’ll be together,” he says. “I promise.”

I curl my hand tight around the small wooden horse, still able to feel the warmth of him holding it. I will always remember the day Dad carved it for us. The season was well into winter—the windows frosted with snow and the storm howling at us to stay indoors. The whole town was snowed in for weeks. We were six. Our birthday had only been a few days earlier and Dad felt bad he couldn’t get us anything.

But Dad pulled out this old piece of wood he’d been saving—for what, I still don’t know. Sometimes I think he saved it because he liked to be reminded of the world he came from. The one we never knew. When the sky was an actual color instead of gray. When there were trees on the mountains and along the river. That small chunk of wood was the only proof he’d survived.

When the horse finally took shape from that piece of wood and he rubbed the last shavings off his leg, he gave it to us to share. First every other hour, and then every other day. Then those days turned into weeks and months.

Now whenever we hand over the small horse, it’s because the other person needs it more. It reminds us that we have each other, no matter where we are or how much distance separates us.

“You’ve had this for a while,” I say.

“I’ve been selfish.”

I try to smile. “I never thought we would leave here,” I admit, tears welling behind my lashes. “It scares me.”

“It scares me, too,” he says. “But who knows? Maybe something good will come of it. And the most important thing is we’ll be together.”

I smile at his attempt to lighten the mood.

Instead of finishing our dinner, we save the food for tomorrow and go to bed. In the cold season, we normally stay up longer, spending time in front of the fireplace before slipping into our cold beds.

But now I don’t know if we’ll ever have that again.

I still try to imagine what the suns looks like and how it feels. The books we have on our small shelf only tell us so much, but Mom used to describe it to us when we asked her to. Big and bright. Warm.

It’s something I have a hard time believing.

Because all we’ve ever known is a brown earth and a gray sky.


3.

Seph

If I had a choice, I would circle around this town so wide the dogs couldn’t even pick up our scent.

Nothing good comes from this place. Even Cade knows it, but his stomach is telling him otherwise, and so is mine. We need to eat.

We watch the town from a distance.

People walk to and from the old buildings, but from this far away, there’s no way of knowing what kind of people they are. I’ll find out when I’m there—when it’s too late and I’m too close to them.

“What do you think, Cade?”

He says nothing, just a twitch of an ear.

“Yeah, me too.”

I gather the reins and Cade starts forward with his ears pricked, hearing everything I can’t. Going into towns is dangerous; I don’t know if they’ll take my money like civilized humans or pull me off my horse the first chance they get.

It’s the risk I’m willing to take.

It’s the risk I have to take.

The town is small. Maybe it used to be bigger before they tore down the surrounding houses to fix the ones in the center, but with the dust hiding everything, it’s hard to tell. Windows still stand here and there, and the rest of the holes are boarded up. Boarded windows are always a sign of people living inside. I like the abandoned towns where the buildings are full of holes and the silence is only broken by an old swinging door. Sometimes I even get lucky and find something good that the scavengers missed.

My hand rests near my gun as we pass the first buildings. Work has stalled and heads crane in my direction. They stop everything to watch me with dull eyes. Not a good sign. There are no kids here. No laughter. So many things missing to make this place wrong.

I feel and hear everything—my bandana brushes against my neck, my short hair pulls with the breeze, hammering pauses and rings into a silence, and even a chain clangs against a gate somewhere to my left.

And then the eyes. They see right through to my bones. They’re either warning me to leave or welcoming me, but I’m afraid to know the answer.

The buildings are crudely marked. Old signs have been painted over and others have marks scarred into their walls. The shop is located in the center of town, in a structure with wide pillars in the front, made from something similar to stone, except smoother. The only two windows are barred on the outside—the only reason they haven’t broken.

The moment I dismount, the sound of work continues, like they don’t want to be caught looking for too long. Ignoring my tightening stomach, I take off my ball cap and fold it into the saddlebag. My coat is already inside—the day started out oddly warm. Then I unstrap the opposite bag, full of my money and things to trade, and sling it over my shoulder.

I don’t want to be here longer than I have to, so I leave Cade’s reins slung loosely over his neck.

“I’ll be right back,” I tell him. He only snorts in return.

I walk up the cracked steps and head inside, where daylight seems to have a hard time reaching. I’ve never liked the absent feeling of the sky on my shoulders. The walls threaten to close in around me, but I continue without pause.

The man behind the counter is balding, wearing a tattered sweater with printed grizzly bears across the chest. He doesn’t notice me, too focused on fixing a radio in his hand. I do a quick sweep of the room and find no one else. When I start across the hardwood floor, counting my steps and taking note of exits, the man finally looks up and flinches, almost dropping the old radio.

Nobody likes being surprised. One of his hands reach for something under the counter and pauses there. A gun. I don’t have to see it to know.

I hold up my hands as I approach, stopping a foot away.

“You aren’t from around here,” he says, flicking his eyes from my pistol to my face.

“Just passing through. I don’t want to cause any trouble.” I lower my hands, keeping them away from the holster hanging from my hip in case he has a twitchy finger. “All I need are supplies. Then I’ll be on my way.”

He nods, still surveying me. “Can you pay? We don’t do donations here. Especially to outlaws.”

I want to say I’m not an outlaw. “I can pay in either trade or coin,” I tell him instead. “Whichever you prefer.”

“Coin.” He still doesn’t trust me but removes his hand from under the counter. It’s already better than most places I’ve come to. “I have enough things as it is and none of it’s worth anything around here. What is it that you need?”

“Feed for my horse, if you have any, enough for a week. And seven ration bars for myself.”

He nods again. “Just got a shipment in yesterday.”

“Where from?”

“Kev.” He spits on the floor. It falls with a heavy splat. “We get everything from Kev, but it don’t come cheap.”

“How much?”

“For what you need—three hundred.”

I cringe, acting like I don’t have it. “I’ll give you one-fifty.”

He shakes his head. “No good. It’s three hundred, or you walk. Like I said before, we don’t do donations here.” His hand disappears under the counter again.

“How about I give you two hundred,” I tell him, “or you don’t get paid at all.”

Again, he shakes his head. “You won’t make it to Kev without supplies. Two-fifty. I can’t go any lower than that, especially for someone like you. I have quotas to keep.”

“Fine. I’ll take my chances or find someone who’ll take two hundred.” I turn to leave, making my steps determined and fast, giving him no time to think it over.

I’m almost to the door when he says, “Hold it right there.”

Cade stares at me from the bottom of the steps, ears perked. I feel the barrel of a gun pointed at my back, and a sigh almost escapes my lips.

These people are so predictable.

“Take three steps back and let me see those hands.”

“I thought we could be reasonable about this,” I tell him, not moving. “My money is good as anyone else’s.”

His steps echo around the counter and stop behind me, probably a couple feet away.

“And that’s exactly why I’m taking it. You loners don’t belong here. You bring nothing but trouble.”

“Now that’s where you’re mistaken,” I say. I crouch and spin, my pistol pressed up into his crotch before he has time to lower his gun to my head. He stiffens immediately. “It seems you’re the one bringing trouble. Not me.”

I stare up at his wide eyes, my gun steadier than the blood pumping through him. “Now, are you going to trade with me like a civilized human, or am I going to have to shoot you?”

His licks his dry lips. “I think two hundred will be fine. Just … don’t shoot me.”

“And how do I know once I turn my back, you won’t do the same to me? We can both walk away from this unharmed. It’s up to you if there’s blood spilled on this floor.”

The man drops his gun and raises his hands, palms out. “I won’t. I swear.”

I stand and holster my gun, nodding back to the counter.

He disappears to the back, his hands creating a symphony of crashing boxes and broken glass. Now that the man isn’t a threat to me, I can finally examine the shop. Sacks of grain and boxes of random tools and utensils line the walls. No space is unused. Fishing nets hang from the ceiling. Odd pieces of furniture crowd the corners.

In a place where people don’t have much, nothing ever gets thrown out. The poorer they are, the more they hoard. This place is a cave full of unwanted treasure.

It reminds me of pirates.

Pirates have ships full of things people couldn’t even dream of. Ships that float on the ocean and are carried by the wind. I’ve never seen such a thing, but Dad used to tell stories before I fell asleep every night. He talked about things that never seemed real, but that didn’t stop me from dreaming about them. Water and light, waves that make sounds I’ve never heard.

The ocean …

The man says something behind me and I spin around, pulled from my thoughts, which seem to wander farther and farther every day.

“Excuse me?”

“Do you have the money?” he asks. Nervous again, thinking I may take it without paying him. Only outlaws do that, and I like to prove them wrong.

“Oh, of course.” I reach into my bag and only take out what I need, not wanting him to see that I have more than what I claim. Once I hand him the thin pieces of paper, he puts my supplies on the counter. One small sack of feed and seven ration bars. Cade only needs a few handfuls a day to survive, something that has to do with the added protein and fiber—things I know nothing about—but there’s only a few days’ worth left. I stuff the bars into my bag and nod my thanks, grabbing the sack with the hand that’s not constantly hovering over my gun.

“Wait.”

I pause and look back. The man looks between me and the door. “Don’t linger here if you can help it. There’s a gang that runs this town, and if they hear of you, it won’t be good.”

My heart tries to stay steady. “Have you seen them lately?”

He hesitates and nods. “It may already be too late. We don’t get many travelers here and word spreads fast.” Then he says, “I’m sorry. I always have to expect the worst from strangers coming through town.”

“I understand.” I nod once and walk out, my fingers white from holding the saddlebag so tight. Cade stomps the ground. I hear nothing yet, so I may be in the clear. I feed him a handful from my palm to reassure him and then go to secure the saddlebags, putting my money under his grain.

OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
RIDE
ON





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
RIDE
ON

GWEN COLE

Sky Pony Press
New York





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





