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     Govie Ikard had a bad feeling about the job from the get go.

  


  
     She shoved a few drunken louts out of her way, cutting through the throng gathered in old man Stevens’ barn. Men stood on wood crates for a better view, while they waved tattered dollars in the air clutched in their fists. The air stank with the heavy fumes of exhaled corn whiskey.

  


  
     The commotion centered on a patch of cleared ground where two men cautiously circled each other. Rumors had circulated about how one of them was afraid to face the other in a contest to see who had the best hands; rumors probably started by the same fools throwing their money around now. A big country boy, with straw hair clumped to his freckled face, looked to trade punches with a large Negro whose arms were as thick as oak. The Negro stood six and a half feet if an inch, and was every bit the man that had been described to Govie.

  


  
     “The Ninth marched out with splendid cheer,” the Negro sang to himself. His coal eyes radiated a disturbing acceptance, an unnerving calm. She knew he was different, the way he stood straight and proud, with no hint of fear or apprehension in his bearing.

  


  
     The country boy’s face hardened. Being no more than a backwoods brawler, the boy rushed in. The Negro, not moving to evade him, stepped into the attack, crushing the boy’s nose. The blow landed like a clap of thunder. The boy grunted, a surprised look crossed his face, then, to the crowd’s delight, walloped the Negro with a vicious shot to the body—years on the farm had given him fists like slabs of beef—and the Negro dropped to his knees. Before long, they wrestled on the ground, the spectators forced to scramble out of the way of the brawlers’ huge bodies. The dull-witted onlookers roared with appreciation.

  


  
     Govie was watching a different fight. The Negro and the boy seemed a fair match, but the Negro moved too well, too fast. He was toying with that country boy, the way a cat did with a wounded rat.

  


  
     Within the billowing cloud of dust kicked up by the tussle, the brawlers attempted to get the better of the other. The Negro clubbed the boy’s gut so hard that the crowd winced out of reflex. The boy threw a glancing blow to his opponent’s jaw. Shaking it off, and having taken the boy’s full measure, the Negro began to chop him down with powerful punches, any one of which would have sent any person watching sprawling unconscious to the ground. The momentum of the fight turned and an odd glint appeared in the boy’s simple blue eyes, as if it just occurred to him that he might lose to this Negro. He picked up a wooden crate and crashed it across the Negro’s backside, sending him sprawling to the ground in a cloud of dirt and straw. The crowd cheered again. The boy turned to greet his supporters whose back-patting cries choked short. He noticed their faces staring behind him, prompting him to turn just in time to kiss the Negro’s fist. The went flying past his supporters and landed against the barn wall, prompting the building to shudder and an old heifer to cry out in surprise. Defeated, he didn’t bother getting back up.

  


  
     “Didn’t know you were that strong.” A man clapped the Negro on his back before counting his winnings.

  


  
     “Never had to show it before.” The Negro looked over at the country boy with something approaching pity. The boy’s friends helped him out the door without as much as a backwards glance. The crowd dispersed quickly, nobody offering to give the giant a hand or buy him a drink. He picked up his shirt from the hay, put it on over his broad shoulders and arms, and buttoned it. Glancing up, he noticed Govie for the first time.

  


  
     “Well, ain’t you the fiercest buck I done seen in these parts,” Govie said.

  


  
     “I reckon.” His thick lips barely moved when he spoke.

  


  
     “Mind if I buy you a drink?”

  


  
     “I don’t drink.”

  


  
     “Then mind if you come watch me drink while I make you a business proposition?” she asked, the way that mothers often did when telling their children what to do. She had cottoned to him mighty fast. The giant had a swagger about him, like he was almighty impressed with himself. Quite a sight, for sure. Pulling his suspenders over his hunting shirt, he clutched a dusty Union soldier’s jacket. Govie noticed the buffalo insignia on the jacket. Neither the shirt nor the jacket made a lick of sense with his buckskin leggings and cavalry boots with Mexican spurs.

  


  
     She pulled her wool cap snug over her head, and fastened her coat by just the top button. Standing an even six feet tall, the blue skirt was the only clue that she was, in fact, a woman. She didn’t know her exact age, but Andrew Jackson had been president at the time of her birth, or so she’d been told. All her years of living black, free, and in a man’s trade made her mean as a rattlesnake, and she figured that she had a good twenty years left in her. Too stubborn to die, she often mused.

  


  
     Inside the saloon, Govie lit a huge cigar while she drank.

  


  
     “What’s your name son?” she asked, though she already knew. He had already made quite a name for himself. Some east coast writer had even spun a series of dime novels based on some of the giant’s misadventures.

  


  
     “Bose Roberds, ma’am.”

  


  
     “I’m Govie Ikard, but most folks around here call me ‘Stagecoach Govie’.” She felt his eyes studying her, trying to gauge the legitimacy of any offer that she might make.

  


  
     “What’s the job?”

  


  
     A smart one, this one, Govie thought. “Escort a stage coach. Some sort of special cargo they want guarded. I’ve already hired a scout, now I’m looking for another hand.”

  


  
     “Hand? You mean fist.”

  


  
     “Something like that. Things may not even come to that, but I could use the company and I bet you could use the job.” Govie eased back in her seat, allowing the moment to settle in. She ringed her lips to let loose a smoke circle. Pleased with herself, she rewarded herself with another healthy sip of whiskey.

  


  
     “For who?”

  


  
     “St. Peter’s Mission.”

  


  
     Something in the air changed around him. “We working for mission folks?”

  


  
     “That gonna be a problem?”

  


  
     “No man on a stick ever did anything for me. I make my own way.”

  


  
     “Shut your fool mouth,” Govie said, half-offended or leastways not wanting God to rain down any judgments on them. She wasn’t what anyone would call a religious woman, but she respected it. And except for the time she spent as a slave, she’d lived a life under the stars, in the mountains, in view of sunsets and rises. God’s creation taught her a religion of the heart. She decided to change tactics and appeal to his practical side. “A job’s a job, unless this whole bare-knuckle fighting’s paying better than I think.”

  


  
     Bose’s expression, which she assumed meant he was thinking, reminded her of a cow chewing cud. Then the saloon doors opened, prompting some of the customers to murmur. Govie cut a sideways glance before returning her eyes to Bose. He tracked the man approaching their table. She chomped on her cigar, gauging Bose’s reaction.

  


  
     “Who’s he?” Bose locked eyes on the man who paid him no mind. She recognized Bose’s look of mild confusion. Few knew what to make of her traveling companion whether they were Negro or Indian. The strange man took his place behind her then crossed his arms.

  


  
     “James Gray Cloud, the scout I was telling you about,” Govie said. “He doesn’t speak much.”

  


  
     “Mute?”

  


  
     “Naw. He knows English, Spanish, and Seminole; maybe a couple others, but he won’t tell. He just don’t speak.”

  


  
     “Ever?” Bose asked.

  


  
     “Only when he has something to say.”

  


  
     “That’s the most damn foolish things I ever heard.”

  


  
     Govie chuckled. “I wished more men had sense enough to shut up.”

  


  
     She kicked out an open chair for Gray Cloud, but the stubborn cuss remained standing. Gray Cloud was handsome, with features like a European gentlemen, and smooth skin on a fearless face, except for the crooked scar over his left eye. How he got the scar, he never told Govie, but its gray pallor reflected its uselessness. His skin bronzed to the hue of tree bark, his black hair grew long and straight down to his broad shoulders. He dressed like a Union soldier, except for his moccasins and the feathers in a top hat whose brim had been folded back.

  


  
     “They ready?” Govie turned to Gray Cloud. He nodded. She turned back around, finished another heavy draught of whiskey and slammed her glass to the table. “You in?”

  


  
     “I reckon,” Bose said.

  


  
     “Hot damn then, let’s go.”

  


  
     Cascade wasn’t quite a trail town, but it had its share of herders coming through looking to blow off steam. It also served as a way station for the Exodusters, the freed slaves who moved into Kansas on their way to Cascade’s sister town, Nicodemus, one of thirty Negro communities in the state. She’d never seen such a prosperous town so lifeless. Gray dust swirled about the streets. Wind-battered frame buildings, with their cracked paint and worn boards, greeted them. The panic-stricken eyes of the townspeople had grown pallid, ghost-like. The folks carried themselves like frightened children carrying a terrible secret. Her town was dying.

  


  
     And that put her in a foul mood.

  


  
     She spied the Boomer--one of the white settlers trying to settle the Unassigned Lands, lands not yet designated for a specific tribe-- who never paid her for his ride to Cascade. He and his companion walked along the opposite side of the street, trying to act as if they didn’t see her.

  


  
     “I thought I told you that I didn’t want to see you tinhorns in my town.” Govie’s mood gave her voice a dangerous edge.

  


  
     “I don’t care what some nigger bitch says. Trying to charge a white man to ride her stage.”

  


  
     “Uh, Bill, that’s ...” his companion offered.

  


  
     “I don’t give a right damn who that is.”

  


  
     Govie spit at the ground then stepped to the man. Bose moved to back her up, but Gray Cloud stopped him. Govie stared at the Boomer, hard eyes unflinching. He didn’t have time to dodge. She knocked him flat.

  


  
     “That’s the last time I deal with you Boomer trash. Consider your bill ‘settled’.”

  


  
     The Boomer rubbed his jaw, looking like he’d been sprayed in the face by a skunk.

  


  
     “Those are the kind of antics that caused your dismissal from our employ the first time.” A thin-chested, square-faced man with a bushy mustache and windswept black hair called to her. He carried a Bible the size of a small trunk by his side.

  


  
     “As I recall, you fired me for defending myself in a gunfight,” Govie’s face creased in hard lines like she had smelled some sun-spoiled meat.

  


  
     “Your assailant had already missed.”

  


  
     “He made the quarrel. And I let him live.”

  


  
     “We don’t tolerate ... gunslingers.”

  


  
     “Yeah, unless you have a job too dirty for your pretty little church hands, Bishop.”

  


  
     “He don’t look none to pleased to see you,” Bose whispered loud enough for the Bible-toter to hear.

  


  
     “It takes him a while for Bishop Early to warm up to a lady,” Govie said, then spat at the Bishop’s feet. The Bishop—apparently not given to saying anything coarse—stood looking ugly then hustled off with a stiff-backed gait. Govie’s lips crinkled in a way that was meant to be a smile.

  


  
     “Govie?” said a short, stout-chested nun.

  


  
     “Sister Mary?”

  


  
     Sister Mary was an Ursuline nun for the St. Peter’s Mission. She had a way, no doubt owing to her big easy smile and sparkling green eyes, that made people take to her right off. When Govie had first arrived in Cascade, Sister Mary had helped convince the Bishop to hire her to haul supplies from Nicodemus to the mission. Govie had made such a name for herself—facing down Indians, fending off bandits, surviving blizzards, and never failing to see her cargo to its destination--that she earned her nickname.

  


  
     “People treat you like some sort of Negro princess,” Bose said.

  


  
     “Let me tell you a story about Govie that she’s too humble to tell herself,” Sister Mary said. “One winter, the horses got spooked by wolves causing the wagon to spill on its side. The wagon load included medicine that we badly needed. Govie kept the wolves away, out of the supplies, until morning, somehow righted the wagon, and reloaded it to finish her haul.”

  


  
     “They probably got a look at her ugly puss and scattered,” said Bose, but the words lacked the conviction of an insult.

  


  
     Ignoring Bose, Govie noticed the slight furrow in the Sister’s brow. “What’s going on, Sister? You seem mighty worried.”

  


  
     “Rumors is all.”

  


  
     “It got anything to do with what’s ailin’ the town?”

  


  
     The nun learned forward, conspiratorially. “It seems like we spend too much time covering up the sins of men instead of dealing with them. And innocents pay the price.”

  


  
     “The Bishop?” Bose was quick to ask.

  


  
     “He doesn’t know much more than me. He thinks he’s helping.” Sister Mary turned back to Govie, but there was something in the nun’s eyes. Sadness. Regret. Maybe disgust. “Men and their superstitions, letting their fears get the better of them.”

  


  
     “What, someone planning on looting the stage of its load?” Govie asked.

  


  
     “I fear that the stage may not make it to its destination. That’s why I fought to get you back on, over some people’s objections.”

  


  
     “Where am I taking the cargo?”

  


  
     “Far away from here. Fort Laramie, Wyoming, if you can.”

  


  
     That would take them across a lot of Indian Territory. The job kept getting better and better.

  


  


  
    Govie spent the morning preparing the stage coach. Overnight, the Bishop had oversaw the loading of the cargo, free from prying eyes, and with specific instructions that it not be disturbed. She checked her requested modifications—the coach windows covered with iron bars and the doors reinforced with sheet metal—and loaded their provisions. She rubbed the noses of the Cleveland Bay horses, nuzzling them with her face, stroking them behind their ears the way they liked. Twin black horses, her nightmares, she called them. Rumor had it that she once clubbed a man near to death for beating his horse. Hers was a simple belief: take care of your horses and they’ll always see you home.

  


  
     Bose set his pack atop the stage. Its weight shifted and the pack tumbled to the ground, splitting open. A ribboned piece of metal spilled out. Govie quickly retrieved it, then respectfully cradled the piece of metal in her hands.

  


  
     “Congressional Medal of Honor.” Bose grabbed it, tucking it into his pack.

  


  
     “Is that real?” Govie asked.

  


  
     “Real enough.”

  


  
     “How’d you get one?”

  


  
     “Don’t really like to talk about it.”

  


  
     “Then why keep it around?”

  


  
     “A reminder. I rode with the 9th Cavalry. Those days are behind me, but I don’t want to forget.” He had a deep sense of obligation written into his face. Govie was slow to make friends—she never had much use for them—but right now Bose seemed mighty alright.

  


  
     “Gray Cloud will be riding ahead of us. You want to ride in back?”

  


  
     “I’m a good shot. Thought I’d keep you company and ride shotgun.”

  


  
     “My jug of rye rides shotgun.”

  


  
     “Then I’ll have to join it.” Bose grabbed the jug from the seat, sat down, took a swig then set it in his lap.

  


  
     “I’ll make a drinker of you yet.”

  


  
     They rode in silence, any words spoke drowned out by the rumble of the stage, the crunch of leaves and rocks spit from under its wheels. They passed nothing except grass and sky, and the occasional buffalo wallow or gopher hole. Thoughts of the cargo brooded in Govie’s mind. She considered herself a professional, and no amount of curiosity would make her pull the stage over just to take a gander. And Bose appeared to be a good man with more than a grain of sense in his head. He fidgeted with his Winchester, perhaps with the same unease gnawing at his insides that she felt.

  


  
     “You ever married, Govie?” Bose asked.

  


  
     “Once. To my late Mason.”

  


  
     “He probably wished himself to death to get away from you.”

  


  
     Their half-hearted chuckles failed to alleviate the tension. Govie reached for the rye. “You ever think about hitching up with someone?”

  


  
     “Can’t do it. The way I figure, the West has too much that I want to see and do. A man’s got to find his own way and be free.”

  


  
     “You don’t ask much out of life.”

  


  
     “All I ever asked from life was a full belly, the occasional drink, and some companions to share with.”

  


  
     “And a good horse,” Govie added.

  


  
     “Damn straight.” Bose took another swig from the jug, watching the land roll and tumble alongside them. Govie had the feeling all the rye in the jug wouldn’t soothe their nerves.

  


  


  
    Night settled on them, a slow falling curtain, as they passed through a rocky promontory.

  


  
     “We’re going to make camp here,” Govie said, pulling the horses to a stop.

  


  
     She had planned to ride the horses to a spot out of the skyline from where they could take a decent survey of the terrain before darkness fell, but before she could get the horses unhitched, something caused them to panic. They reared up, snapping the reins taut, spooked. Without warning, the stage overturned. Bose held fast to his rifle and the handrail as he tumbled over. The jug of whiskey fell and shattered on some rocks. Govie cursed. She scrabbled behind the spinning wheels of the stagecoach, soon joined by Bose, rifle brought to bear. She drew Colt .45, leaning on what she’d learned from hard living: when danger came, your Colt served you better in your fist than hiding in a holster.

  


  
     “Wolves?” Govie asked, scanning through the kicked up dust and through the shadows.

  


  
     “This happen to you a lot?” Bose asked.

  


  
     “No. It doesn’t.,” she scowled. “Check the cargo. Make sure nothing’s broken, but don’t get all snoopy.”

  


  
     “Where’s Gray Cloud?”

  


  
     “Around. Trust me, he’ll be here if we need him.”

  


  
     At first, Govie hadn’t noticed the silence. So intent she was to listen for what might be there, she didn’t right notice what wasn’t. No rustling of leaves, no chirping insects, not even the whisper of a breeze. It was like the world held was holding its breath waiting for the next move.

  


  
     “You might want to come see this,” Bose said.

  


  
     Negotiating her footing with extreme caution, she made her way to the side of the coach. The spill had ripped open the door and the curtain had been pulled to one side by Bose. She looked in and saw a little white girl and an old man. Wide-eyed, cheeks dappled with freckles, the girl’s hand was quick to brush strands of her red hair from her face. Thirteen, if a day, with haunted, old eyes. Her dress was crisp and clean, as though she was headed to church. Dressed like a gentleman, the frail old man bore a scholar’s face and erudite eyes. He coughed, sending phlegm into an immaculately groomed brush mustache. He had wrapped a cross on a string of beads around his hand, that he kissed while he rocked back and forth, praying in some gibberish tongue. Govie couldn’t shake the feeling of something malign and evil causing these troubles.

  


  
     She spat.

  


  
     Studying the terrain, Govie cursed herself for a fool. Only half-concealed by brush, they were prime position for an ambush. The night air filled her with a grave disquiet. Bose must’ve felt it, too, because a low, melancholy song sprang to his lips.

  


  
     “The Ninth marched out with splendid cheer,

  


  
     The Bad Lands to explore

  


  
     With Colonel Henry at their head

  


  
     They never fear the foe;”

  


  
     The night ripened with sadness by the mournful song. Before, Govie hadn’t noticed just how fine his voice was. The giant could be in a show or sing in a chorus.

  


  
     “So on they rode from Christmas eve;

  


  
     ‘Til dawn of Christmas day;

  


  
     The Red Skins heard the ninth was near

  


  
     and fled in great dismay.”

  


  
     Govie’s keen ears detected a sudden rattle of hooves somewhere along the trail. She scanned the surrounding terrain, the hair raised on the back of her neck.

  


  
     “Get down,” Bose yelled.

  


  
     Before the old man could move, the sharp blast of a high powered rifle rang out, leaving a red stain spreading across his vestments. Govie and Bose hunkered down behind the overturned stage. Shadows leapt from tree to tree. Bose fired a shot, close enough to let them know they had been spotted. Moonlight glinted on a rifle barrel. A bullet whipped past her ear. Bose replied with the roar of his Winchester. Heads emerged from behind rocks and trees, closing in around them.

  


  
     “They getting set for a rush,”Govie whispered.

  


  
     “What are you planning on doing?”

  


  
     “I’m not going to wait for them to bush whack us.” Govie stood up, her Colt pointed to the earth and yelled out. “You all too yellow to face me one-on-one?”

  


  
     Bose pulled her down before the flurry of shots responded. “You’re a damn shade of foolish, woman. You gonna get struck full of buckshot before you’re done.”

  


  
     “Had to try and draw them out. I’d guess there are five of them ...”

  


  
     “Seven,” Gray Cloud said to the whirl of their Colts training on him. He’d crept in like a carefree shadow. Sometimes there was no accounting for Indians, especially Seminoles. They followed their own unsettling notions.

  


  
     “Three I think I recognized,” Govie said.

  


  
     “How?” Bose asked, scanning the darkness.

  


  
     “Don’t need much light to recognize ugly. The lead gun’s got to be that piece of Boomer trash, Bill Downey.”

  


  
     “Guess he didn’t take to your lady-like disposition.”

  


  
     “Two others looked to be the McCarty brothers, Wade and Josh. You can bet if he brought those wild coyotes, the rest are just as ornery.”

  


  
     “Got a proposition for you, Govie,” cried out a strained, high-pitched voice.

  


  
     “Go ahead with it then, Bill.”

  


  
     “We only want your cargo. Make sure it gets where it’s supposed to. The rest of your outfit can leave without fear from us.”

  


  
     “And if I say ‘no’?”

  


  
     “It’s not like you have a choice.”

  


  
     She grew thoughtful when she heard that. They were being too talkative. “They’re stalling,” she whispered to Bose. “Probably trying to get in position to rush us.”

  


  
     “They don’t know what we’re carrying?” Bose asked.

  


  
     “You mean the girl?” Govie said. Gray Cloud threw her a quizzical look, but she gestured for him to check for himself. He scampered back.

  


  
     “That’s no girl,” Gray Cloud said.

  


  
     “What you say, Govie? We ain’t got all night,” Bill called out.

  


  
     “Wait a minute, we’re talking it over.” She turned to Gray Cloud. “What do you mean?”

  


  
     “You see for yourself, in the light of the moon.”

  


  
     Govie pulled open the stage door, yanking the girl into the moonlight. The young girl had the skin of a mottled corpse, fresh scars marked where ribbons of flesh had been torn from her body claws. A feral gleam in her eyes hinted at madness, but she played with her doll without a care in the world. Blood ringed the nails of her fingers. Staring at her made Govie’s insides feel like worms burrowing through a rotted apple. Govie dropped the door like it was scalding coffee.

  


  
     “What the hell is … she?”

  


  
     “Nagual. Animal spirits forced into a person,” Gray Cloud said.

  


  
     “I heard tell of that,” Bose said, “Mexican farmer spun tales of them round a campfire. I thought it was the tequila talking.”

  


  
     “You mean to tell me this here girl’s been taken over by spirits?” Govie asked.

  


  
     “Forced. Their true face revealed by moonlight. Powerful magics involved.” Gray Cloud stared at the stage doors.

  


  
     “What was the preacher for?”

  


  
     “Keep her still until she got to wherever, I’d guess,” Bose said.

  


  
     “My men are getting antsy,” Bill called out in a mocking tone.

  


  
     “You know me, Bill, I’ve got ... cargo that I’ve been charged with to haul and I’m going to see it through.”

  


  
     “’Fraid I can’t let you do that. You see, these parts are crawling with red devils. And I aims to see that the cargo finds its way to them.”

  


  
     Suddenly Govie realized that her job was meant to fail. That the girl was meant to be taken by Indians and the Acargo” to fall into their unsuspecting hands like a disease-riddled blanket. The Boomers’ final solution to their Indian problem.

  


  
     “Let’s let them have her. Open the door and let the moonlight take her.”

  


  
     “When the sun rises, the girl returns,” Gray Cloud said with hesitance in his eyes. They turned to Bose.

  


  
     “I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Govie,” Bose said.

  


  
     “If you’re yellow, say so.”

  


  
     “The only thing yellow about me is my piss that’ll be in your coffee if you sass me again. I’ll back your play,” Bose said. “She’d distract them.”

  


  
     “Come and get her, Bill,” Govie yelled. Hearing the snapping of tree branches behind them, she threw open the stage doors.

  


  
     Govie, Bose, and Gray Cloud ducked beneath the stage, their backs to its undercarriage. Wade and Josh McCarty stumbled out of the brush. Wade was a big, raw-boned man with coarse, black hair and a woolen undershirt that didn’t quite cover his powerful arms or thick neck. It was right smart of Bill Downey to bring along someone large enough to give Bose trouble. Josh, though wiry, and the meaner of the two, had an ugly ruthlessness writ into his face. They charged, providing cover for the other encircling men.

  


  
     “Better hope that man on some sticks thinks better of you than you do of him,” Govie said, then started to recite the Lord’s prayer to herself.

  


  
     The girl leapt from the stage with a snarl. Her lithe body belied the savagery with which she tore into the men. She landed on Wade like a mountain lion, rearing her right hand back, revealing talons that she buried into his throat. Her swipe reduced his neck to ribbons of flesh. The entwined bodies landed in a heap, with the girl burying her mouth in the open rictus of his wound, snatching mouthfuls of flesh. She turned to Josh with her gore-stained face, his brother’s body still twitching beneath her.

  


  
     He only had time to scream.

  


  
     Govie scuttled across the side of the stage, ignoring the loud, open-mouthed smacks and snapping bones. Bose and Gray Cloud moved out to either side. She heard the boom of a gun once she hit the ground, dirt jumped not an inch from where she landed. A second shot, she felt something like a branding iron punching her in her left shoulder. Warm blood flowed down her arm. Her right hand triggered her Colt that belched fire in the night. A man fell from behind a tree. Govie found herself on her knees, catching a second slug, like a knife wound, along her ribs. A stream of curses followed. She pushed herself up toward a cropping of trees. Examining every boulder, every tree, she caught sight of Bose turning loose his guns, a tuneless hum on his lips. The man in his sights fell backward, the bullet blowing away the front part of his head. An unseen gunman fired once at Bose. A second shot soon followed from the same well-hidden position. Then the gun fell silent amidst the brief sounds of struggle. Silently, Gray Cloud glided out from the between the trees.

  


  
     Govie stumbled across Bill Downey at the same time as Bose. Bill fumbled at his irons, desperately trying to re-load them.

  


  
     “It’s over,” Govie said, covering Bill with her Colt. “Why don’t you ride back into town and tell your Boomer friends that your cargo will be hauled off proper, but not ending up in the hands of no Indians.”

  


  
     “Why don’t you drop your gun.” Another man stepped out of the shadows, his gun aimed square at Bose.

  


  
     Govie glanced at Bose, then the gunman, then back to Bill. She started to lower her Colt.

  


  
     A shadow fell upon Bose.

  


  
     The gunman gave a sputtering cough, raising his gun and fired a wild shot in the air. Bose dove for cover. The man’s shirt bulged, his body dancing in fits at the end of the nagual’s arm. A man rarely surprised, Bose was startled to immobility, but his hands soon recovered their wits.

  


  
     “Bose, no!” Govie yelled before he could draw down on the girl. Her Sunday-gone-to-meeting dress sprayed with dark splotches, the moon’s beams fully revealed her queer colored flesh, like fruit rotting on the vine. Govie turned to Bill wearing the glare of an avenging seraphim. “You ... run”

  


  
     Bill, now sick with fear, opened and closed his mouth. He turned and ran with both guns bucking.

  


  
     The creature stood nearby Govie and stared at her with cold, penetrating eyes, before loping off into the woods.

  


  
     Govie frowned then picked up the nearly trampled doll from the dirt and dusted it off before planting it in a pocket.

  


  


  
    Footsteps echoed on the boardwalk. Bat wing doors shuffled in their passing. The odor of stale whiskey mingled with lingering cigar smoke assaulted them as they walked into the white men’s saloon. It grew quiet as a grave. A chair grated the floor.

  


  
     “My boys are mighty hungry,” Govie said to the bartender, nodding toward Gray Cloud and Bose.

  


  
     “Have a seat over there,” the bartender said.

  


  
     They took a table in the far corner, back against the wall. Facing a sea of uneasy stares, Govie massaged her still sore arm.

  


  
     “Something ain’t right. I can feel it,” Govie said.

  


  
     “Must be them special powers of deduction that you have. Here I was thinking that three niggers in a bar wouldn’t draw any attention,” Bose said.

  


  
     “What’ll you be having?” the bartender asked.

  


  
     “Steaks all around,” Govie said.

  


  
     “We’re out of steaks.”

  


  
     She saw a man chewing on a steak just a few tables down. Nearby, two men rested their hands on the hilts of their hunting knives. Further away, a hard-faced man with a weather-faded cotton shirt slid over to the saloon door. Another moved to the end of the bar, close to their table.

  


  
     Bose hummed to himself.

  


  
     “I see how it is,” Govie said.

  


  
     “Why don’t you just empty out your pockets?” The bartender rubbed his hands into a towel.

  


  
     “We don’t want any fuss. Let me tell you what, we ain’t been paid yet to haul our load up to Fort Laramie. Why don’t I unhitch my horses, leave you my cargo, and head out of town?”

  


  
     The bartender looked over his shoulders. The hard-faced man shrugged. “Fair enough.”

  


  


  
    “This seem like the right place to you?” Bose asked, helping her unhitch their horses.

  


  
     Govie thought back to the face she saw under the moon’s wan light.

  


  
     “Always did hate these Boomer bastards. Heard some Exodusters settled in Boley, not too far from here.”

  


  
     So they rode.
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