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A Note on Content


This story contains the following content: 
	Gun violence

	Broken bones

	Kidnapping and endangerment of a minor

	Character death (not of main characters)



If this book isn't for you, no worries! But if it is, we hope you enjoy this story about a wandering gunslinger and their trusty raptor…






  
  Chapter 1
[image: ]

Alida Perez had been living on her own for so long she was convinced that nothing could shake her anymore. There was a certain toughness that came with crafting a living space out in the Wastes, a bone-deep sturdiness from working and caring for the dead land left behind by the ‘Fore-Folk until it became something livable once more. She’d built the foundations of her home by herself, tilled the soil by herself, and, later, once the hardest parts had been done and the farm had been shielded from the harsh environment that drove others away, a few hired hands began living in the small guest house she’d built for that exact purpose. She’d weathered bandits, and she’d seen dust storms the likes of which would make your hair turn white and, one night, she swore she saw the shadow of some serpent fit to swallow the moon – but she’d come out the other side of every single one of those encounters with nothing more than a few restless nights, or a new notch in her rifle. 
Still, there’s a certain kind of panic that shoots through a woman’s bones when her seven-year-old yells out from the garden, “MA! There’s someone in the raptor pen!”
It was never a simple situation with bodies appearing where they shouldn’t. Was it just the one person? Were there others? What were they doing in the raptor pen? Were they even still alive? Dead? When had the raptors last been fed? In the urgency of the moment, it boiled down to two questions: whether the stranger was a friend or an enemy, and whether or not they were still alive. A dead friend, she mused as she set down the pan she’d been washing, tied her long black hair back, and grabbed her rifle by the door, was a lot more trouble than a live enemy. Living bandits didn’t require paperwork, and saved her money on feed.
Were she a betting woman, her money would have been on bandits. Her rifle had seen its fair share of use over the years; when she’d first traveled out this far west into the Wastes, the first time she’d ever killed another human had shaken her so badly she’d marked the rifle and decided to do so for every kill so she’d never forget. That was many, many years ago now, and at some point she had either run out of room or had just stopped counting.
The height of the sun was halved by the faint purple shimmer of the wards, casting a subtle shadow over the farmland. The crystal lattice had been set up ages ago, the magic vibrating between the crystals providing the shield that worked to keep out dust storms, people, and other unwanted things. Recently, though, it had been on the fritz – and just as the thought crossed her mind, Alida squinted as the purple shield flickered and allowed the full force of the sun to blaze briefly in, before stabilizing itself. Probably what let the stranger in, if she were to guess. A problem for later. She absently took stock as she walked purposefully through the farm, through the gardens immediately outside her house and the guest house, past the trail that would lead to the thick Grove out at the edge of the property, past the old dairy cow in her little green square, penned in with enough caging to keep the pygmy-raptors out, and past the pygmy-raptors themselves, the little bipedal, brightly-feathered, sharp-toothed terrors, who were greatly ignoring the cow for once and squealing and fussing at the opposite side of their pen in a growing frenzy from the smell of fresh blood. Alida could smell it too, thick and metallic in the dry desert air. The stranger, whoever they were, had been lucky.
Abigail was balanced precariously on the fence surrounding the next pen over, and didn’t even notice Alida for how intently she was focusing on what was going on in the pen. Alida took one look in and huffed the quickest sigh she could before barking, “Rosita! Spit them out, right now!”
Rosita, queen of the roost, the oldest, most reliable, and usually most well-behaved of the farm raptors, fluffed up her dusty pink feathers all the way down to her long, muscled tail, and scored the ground with her terrifying claws. “I said now,” Alida snapped, mid-stride into the pen. Rosita wiggled petulantly, and chomped down harder on the stranger in defiance. “You’ve already been fed, and we don’t know where that’s been.” The queen of the roost’s defiance only lasted two more of Alida’s purposeful steps before her nerve failed her, and she finally opened her mouth and allowed the stranger to roll rather ungracefully out from between her sharp teeth. “Alright, get out of here.” Alida shooed the raptor away, who stuck up her snout and clicked away to Abigail who happily greeted her with chin-scratching. 
“Alright. Now, you.” Alida shifted the stranger onto their back with the toe of her boot and aimed the well-loved rifle at their head. They were handsome, about middling height with brown skin, and long white hair pulled back into a tail – though they didn’t look nearly old enough to warrant such a color. Their leather duster was scuffed to hell, and their shirt was stained with blood and shredded in a way that made it difficult to tell just what they’d been through, though if Alida had a guess it would be that they’d run afoul of a bullet or two and had been thrown from their mount at top speed to boot. The stranger didn’t stir, simply lay as still as a corpse. 
“You gonna move, or you gonna play dead?” No movement. Alida took a quick glance down before kicking the stranger’s right arm – an arm that was bent horribly the wrong way. Only when they still didn’t move did she dare to move closer. She sighed, looking at the sheer extent of the wounds before crouching down to place her fingers to the stranger’s neck, not expecting to find much. What she found instead was a shockingly strong beat, and an inhale. 
Well, then. There were questions, of course – who were they? How did they manage to make it all the way through her wards and into the raptor pen as injured as they were? Who did this to them? – but those would have to wait for when they were lucid. As it was, she told Abigail to grab one of the farmhands for help, then began lugging the body back to the house. 
Alida’s house didn’t have a guest room; there was an extra room in the downstairs that had at one point been intended to be a guest room, but then when the guest house had been built and the guest room rendered largely obsolete, it had over time turned into a storage room more than anything. As it was now, Alida spent a good minute or two hauling notes and ledgers off of the single bed and giving the sheets a good shake before the stranger was deposited onto it. She weren’t a doctor by any means, but the closest one was a twenty mile ride through the Wastes to the nearest town, so she would have to do.
“Do you know them?” Abigail asked, perching herself precariously on a stack of journals on the end table while Alida carefully tended to the stranger’s multiple wounds. She had nabbed their hat before leaving the pen, and as she kicked her little legs she tossed it from hand to hand, rubbing her fingers along the worn leather.
“No.” First thing to go was the leather duster, well weathered and well taken care of. After that was the worn set of holsters that held the most beautiful pair of pistols Alida had ever seen – some kind of plasma-shot if she had her guess, pearl-white with a golden inlay; they were a make and model she’d never seen before, and a sight more put together than the rest of the stranger. 
“Oooh,” Abigail said, her eyes wide. “Can I see them?”
“No,” Alida said, putting the weapons on the opposite side of the room from Abigail with a mental note to lock them up tight later, before she returned to the stranger.
“Aww.”
The flesh of the stranger’s cheek had been scraped raw and bloody and would require quite a bit of cleaning; they’d been shot twice, once through the shoulder and once in the side, and both wounds had been made all the worse by the unplanned dismount; she’d have to reset their arm, but given that the bone weren’t sticking out of the skin, it landed lower on her priorities. The red neckerchief around their throat, their vest, and their irreparably stained shirt were the next to go, with extra care where the blood stuck the fabric to the skin. Alida focused on her work, but as the grime was wiped away, the stories left behind gave her pause. Underneath the blood, dust, and brilliant purple bruises, the stranger’s body was a map-work of scars including a slice through their lips, a cluster of three bullet holes close to their heart, and a pair of mastectomy scars that weren’t none of her business. If she had to guess, she’d have placed them around late twenties or early thirties, but it was hard to tell. Too young to have hair that white. Too young to have that many scars. She shook herself out of her thoughts and got back to work cleaning and disinfecting the bullet wounds.
“Think they’re a bandit?” Abigail kicked her legs against the drawers, utterly unmoved by the amount of blood and gore staining the bedsheets. When she was younger, Alida might have worried about that. Now she just figured that her daughter would be well-suited to the Wastes when the time came. 
“If they were a bandit, sweetie – ” The stranger’s face tightened slightly as she finished a row of stitches, but did nothing more. “ – I would’ve left them to Rosita.”
“Maybe they’re a bounty hunter!” Abigail’s attention had returned to the stranger’s hat, and she turned it over and over in
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