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CHAPTER 1










I should have told this lightweight to go fuck himself an hour ago, should have left him there in the middle of nowhere.

“Fresh from the market,” he boasts. “Picked it up over at Lake Livingston yesterday morning.”

It’s an absurd lie, and the urge to roll my eyes is a strong one, but I resist.

“You won’t find nothing better ’round these parts, trust me.”

Sorry, old man, but this woman’s not in the trust business.

I take another swig of tequila from my flask, disappointed to find it’s the last swallow, then I look down again at the stash of food the bone-skinny old wanderer called an embarrassment of riches.

He sees the doubt on my face and tries to reassure me. “Come on, now,” he urges. “It tastes better than it looks, I promise. Have a little faith.”

The midday sun blazes down and I wipe sweat from the back of my neck. An hour’s drive out of my way for this: a half-empty barrel of rotten vegetables and a bag of mostly rancid meat.

One time out of a hundred, I tell myself. That’s about how often someone wandering the wastelands will be sitting on a deal worth doing. This would be one of those other ninety-nine times.

And long odds aside, you should have known better anyway, Indigo. The more they talk, the less they have, and this crusty old crook’s been chatting nonstop since we picked him up. I look at the old man and shake my head, my expression telling him he’s wasted my time.

“Now I know them peppers might be a bit soft around the edges, but they’re good eating,” he insists, though now there’s a clear backpedal in his tone. “Yes, ma’am, them’s good eating.”

He removes one from the barrel—a green bell pepper that’s mostly black and nearly falling apart—and stuffs it into his mouth to try and prove his point.

The greenies quietly watch the goings-on from behind me, learning the finer points of…not very much, now that I think about it.

I peer down into the barrel one last time. Not all the peppers have gone bad. “Two liters of water for the lot,” I tell the old wanderer.

He answers with a shrug and a creepy, toothless smile, then waves me over for a private conversation the greenies won’t hear. Against my better judgment, I step toward him, moving my shirt to the side so he can see the pistol tucked into the front of my pants.

He leans in close. “I tell you what,” he says, keeping his voice low as he glances behind me, “you can keep the water. How about you give me some alone time with one of them youngsters?”

Ah, humanity, you never disappoint. So this is what I drove an hour out of my way for: a fuck-freak selling the last food he probably has in the world for a piece of ass.

I stare at the man without blinking, letting a long moment stretch out until he nervously breaks eye contact and starts to fidget.

“How about this,” I counter. “I take the food off your hands, and I don’t tell anybody down in New Waverly where to find you. Sound like a fair trade?”

The man’s face twists up in confusion. “What’re you talking about?”

“We both know where you stole this food from: down at the market in New Waverly.”

He looks crossly at me, lifts his chin, like I’ve just uttered the worst offense imaginable. “Ma’am, I did no such thing, and I don’t care for the accusation.”

Right. You’d trade rotten food for a quick lay, but you’d never steal peppers, would you? Christ, the indignation’s almost comical.

“I bought all this at the Lake Livingston market,” he protests, “just yesterday morning like I told you.”

“Peppers, tomatoes, cornbread, eggs, tamales, you name it,” I say. “I’ve bought anything and everything down at New Waverly since I was a kid. You think I’m not going to recognize Old Rita’s peppers when I see them, even when they’re half-spoiled?”

The wanderer’s wrinkled face melts into something less certain, less confident.

I take another peek into the barrel. “On second thought, you might be right. Maybe these aren’t Old Rita’s peppers. Maybe when I tell them what I came across, she’ll tell me it’s my mistake, that nobody’s stolen anything from her lately. Maybe she won’t send her six sons out here to find you.”

The man licks his lips and his eyes dart back and forth like some animal caught in a trap. I turn my back on him and walk away.

The greenies watch me, young eyes staring, waiting to see what happens next. “Shooter,” I say, “take the food, toss it in the back of the truck.”

“You got it,” he answers, scrambling into action.

Enough of this. We’ve wasted enough time this morning. I trudge up the hill so I can get my bearings from the high ground and figure the quickest way out of here. The old wanderer follows close behind, pleading with me the whole way.

“Come on, ma’am,” he begs, “you gonna tell me you ain’t never lifted nothing in your life? And you can’t just take it without giving me nothing for it.”

I pull out my binoculars and keep climbing up the hill. “I’m giving you exactly what you paid for it.”

We reach the hill’s crest and I scan the countryside around us. To our immediate south is Huntsville, its sprawl of ancient, decaying, and mostly deserted homes and buildings nestled close to the old Interstate 45. What’s left of the highway—concrete rubble and jagged steel rebar, most of it covered by undergrowth—weaves a crooked path through the thick canopy of pines and post oaks. The morning sun, already torturous and not even noon yet, fries the back of my neck. I adjust my shirt collar to cover the exposed skin, and then my neck and shoulders stiffen as I spot what the wanderer, so intent on his begging, hasn’t yet noticed.

“Come on, now,” he pleads. “You don’t want to get a reputation as one of them traders who don’t deal fair, do you? A reputation is all a trader—”

He suddenly shuts up, and that’s when I know he’s seen them: a row of what looks like old telephone poles about a quarter-mile away, cut off to maybe ten feet high.

And although they’re too far away to make out clearly, we both know what the small round objects atop each of them are.

Human heads.

*	*	*

Heads on spikes. It’s not the kind of thing you run across every day, not the kind of thing you expect to see around these parts at all, in fact. It takes the wanderer about five seconds to scramble down the hill and hop on a motorbike he’s got hidden in the brush. He kick-starts the motor and takes off in the opposite direction, leaving a cloud of dirt and his embarrassment of riches behind.

A knot ties itself in my stomach, but I won’t let myself panic. A panicky trader’s a worthless trader.

All four of my crew run up the hill to see what’s going on, to find out why the old man took off in such a hurry. They spot the poles and stare for a few moments, trying to work out what they’re seeing.

Jak, a skinny kid with a peach fuzz mustache, lifts his hand to his forehead to block the glaring sun and squints. “What is it?”

I pass him my binoculars and he lifts them to his face. He gasps, then snaps the binoculars away from his eyes, hands them back to me. “It’s heads on top of them poles,” he sputters, then he hunches over and throws up.

I shake my head, watching all those calories come pouring out of him, money wasted feeding him breakfast. Then Pablo joins him. More of my money splatters onto the dirt. The other two stand there with their mouths hanging open, staring at the distant poles, each topped with the head of some poor sucker who wasn’t able to cut a deal.

“Fundies?” Shooter asks. “Is it Fundies?”

That’s what the old wanderer must have thought, no doubt, when he lit out of here. The Fundamentalist Church of Divine Wrath has a bent for these kinds of public statements. It’s not uncommon to see bodies hanging from trees with signs reading HEATHEN around their necks if you wander a bit too close to Fundie-held turf down in the southeast. Call it a warning to nonbelievers, a gruesome border marker, whatever. I’ve seen plenty of neck swingers and heads on spikes in my time, but I’ve never seen a Fundie landmark this far north. Never this close to my turf.

I peer through the binoculars to get a better look. Skin dark and shiny like old leather, baking in the hot sun, grotesque expressions frozen in pain. The pole in the center has the word REPENT scrawled into the wood.

I scan the area for a couple minutes, find no sign of anyone. The knot in my stomach tightens. First the wanderer’s crappy deal, now this. Not a good way to start your morning, Indigo Cruz.

Behind us there’s more retching. Jesus, why did I even feed them in the first place? Better they empty their stomachs here than in my truck, I suppose.

“You’re gonna pay me back for that breakfast,” I call back to them without turning around.

They’re greenies, I remind myself. Small towners, every one of them. And judging by their reaction, it’s a safe guess they’ve never seen anything like this.

Well, get an eyeful, kids. If you end up becoming a trader in my turf—if this doesn’t send you running back to whatever out-of-the-way, off-the-map shithole you fled from—it isn’t the worst thing you’ll see in the wastelands. Not by a long shot.

I take out a rag and wipe sweat from my forehead, pondering the poles, the heads, what they mean.

It’s just about the last thing I would have expected, running across something like this on a route I’ve traveled countless times without incident. And if there’s one thing twenty years of buying and selling in these wastelands has taught me, it’s that the unexpected is almost always bad. Bad for trade, bad for me.

“We should go back, right, Miss Indigo?” Jak’s chin is shiny with spit and barf, his eyes wide with fear. Miss Indigo, these greenies always call me. Like I’m a schoolteacher or something. I toss him my rag.

“Clean up your face.”

“Yeah, we have to go back, right?” the girl whose name I keep forgetting pipes up. She nervously tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. “I mean, isn’t this a warning or something?”

The others join in, peppering me with question after question. Have I seen this before? Are we in danger? Is it really Fundies? Aren’t Fundies supposed to be down near Houston?

Now I’m wishing they’d go back to throwing up.

“Quiet,” I bark, and they fall silent.

So I guess this discovery will be their lesson of the day. They won’t learn the finer points of trading natgas pellets for provisions down in New Waverly like I’d planned, but they’ll take something else away, maybe something more important.

“This is what we call an unexpected event,” I tell them, motioning toward the poles. “And on a trade run, something unexpected means risk. And risk is a trader’s enemy. Risk is the thing that’ll make you pay a premium for pellets, for water, for food. Risk is the thing that’ll get you shot up by a gunbird. Risk is a tricky little son of a bitch that you don’t want any part of. Two kinds of traders like risk: poor ones and dead ones.”

They stand there, watching me, listening.

“It’s risky enough just to wake up and make it through the day without getting your throat cut. Risk isn’t something you ought to go looking for. Let somebody else play with risk. Some true-believing Fundie or some soldier in Guzmán’s army. Let them die for risk. A good trader doesn’t fuck with risk. A good trader, a competent trader, knows how to make money without ever stepping anywhere near that rattlesnake named risk.”

I move my eyes over each one of them, letting the words sink in. No one speaks.

“All right,” I announce, “let’s get out of here.”

We make our way back to the trucks we left parked in a copse of cottonwoods.

By the time we get there a few minutes later, my unlucky day has become unluckier. There’s a group of Fundies with shotguns waiting for us. 

*	*	*

The shocks of the old ambulance squeak like worn-out bedsprings as we rumble along the uneven ground. Two Fundies sit on the bench near the cab, watching over us, shotguns across their laps. The men are shoeless and dressed in threadbare UN refugee rags. They could be twins, both with the same shaved heads, same scrawny arms, same hateful stares. Maybe they are twins. The only difference between them is their tattoos. Their holy markings, as they’d call them. One has the creation myth covering his right arm. His shoulder displays a white-bearded god with arms raised, sun and planets and stars exploding from his hands, the images flowing down and terminating at the man’s wrist. The other arm is Eden, a dense pattern of greenery interspersed with animals and the doomed couple standing there in fig leaf underwear. The other Fundie is pure Old Testament blood and gore. Battles and swords and spears cover his arms, shoulders, and neck. Holy warriors versus infidels. His forearm’s a portrait of David holding up Goliath’s severed head.

The ink work’s shitty, artwork’s worse. Wiggly outlines, uneven color. Self-drawn. Classic Fundie.

One of them notices me staring at his arms and I look away. They have our wrists tied behind our backs and our ankles bound. The five of us sit on the floor of the ambulance, quiet and blank-faced under the hostile stares of our minders. With each bump the ancient vehicle’s thin, corroded steel flexes and bows under my rear. The ground blurs by beneath us, visible through a rusted-out patchwork of holes and tears. Next to me is Jak, his lower lip quivering under that not-quite-mustache. Across from us sits Pablo, staring at the floor with hopeless eyes like a prisoner who’s just learned his sentence. The girl whose name I still can’t recall is beside him, her forehead resting on her knees, her expression hidden. Beside her is Shooter.

We’ve been heading south at a plodding pace for about an hour. My back muscles are bunched up tight and aching from the awkward position. I straighten up and twist my torso, trying to get some relief. Old Testament Fundie glares at me and racks the slide on his shotgun. Cha-chak! Pablo and the girl cower at the sound and Jak makes a yelping noise that reminds me of a small dog.

“You sit still,” the Fundie with the Genesis tattoos growls.

The greenies are scared to death, probably about to piss themselves. All except Shooter. He’s staring right back at the Fundies, scowling, almost daring them to blow his head off. I sigh and wonder how the kid ever made it to fifteen. He’s got the wrong mix of balls and brains, Shooter. Too much of one, not enough of the other. I have my doubts he’ll ever cut it as a trader. Security, possibly, but he’ll have to learn to check that quick temper of his.

I give Shooter a stern look out of the tops of my eyes. “Go easy, boy. There’s no play here.” Last thing I need is a hotheaded kid mucking up this situation even worse than it is.

Jak whispers to me, his voice shaky and thin. “What are they going do with us?”

The other greenies turn their gazes my way, their faces twisted in anxiety, anticipating some kind of answer. They want to hear that they’ll be okay, that their heads won’t end up at the top of a pole.

I could tell them that we’re not really in danger—at least not the kind they think we’re in—and that to me this looks and feels like a shakedown, nothing more. And a shakedown isn’t anything to worry about if you know what you’re doing. It can even be an opportunity if you work it right. I could tell them that if these Fundies wanted us dead, they wouldn’t have bothered to tie us up and pile us into this rust bucket. I could tell them this has happened to me a dozen times before, that more than a few of my turf negotiations and trade deals started out with my hands tied behind my back.

But I want them quiet, and they’re quiet when they’re scared, so I shrug and answer, “I don’t know.”

The girl turns her eyes downward, and I can almost feel the hope leak out of her.

Hope! That’s her name. Finally.

We roll on. What are they doing here, these Fundies? They’re too far north, too far from their home turf. Maybe they’re not legit Fundies. Maybe they’re just wannabes or some new offshoot. If we’re lucky, they’re starving to death, and from the looks of them they just might be. An empty belly is a rash, careless negotiator. An empty belly cuts the first deal that’ll end its hunger. I love empty bellies. They’re easy money, every time.

Pablo looks up at me, his eyes blurry with tears. “I’m scared, Miss Indigo.”

Thanks, kid.

Never say my name in front of strangers. How many times have I told them? A dozen? More? Goddamn greenies, they’re going to be the end of me. If I could run my turf without greenies and under-traders and runners, you bet your ass I would.

I stare knives at Pablo. He seems to realize his mistake and quickly lowers his brainless head in shame. Then I glance over at the Fundies, and oddly enough, they don’t react to hearing my name.

Which most likely means they knew it already, that they were out looking for Indigo Cruz specifically.

Damn.

So now the stay-quiet-and-wait plan doesn’t feel like the best play. I need to know what they know.

I look over at Old Testament. “How much longer to camp?”

He narrows his eyes at me, doesn’t answer.

“I have to take a piss,” I say, fidgeting back and forth a bit like I can’t hold it back much longer.

“You just hold it,” he grunts. “Camp ain’t that far. Won’t be long now.”

Genesis Fundie elbows him, as if to say he shouldn’t have answered.

So now I know there’s a Fundie camp not more than a couple hours’ drive from my turf. Wonderful.

“How’s the hunting around these parts?” I ask, probing further.

Old Testament leans forward, looks at me like I’m crazy. “The hunting? This is your turf, trader. You oughta know the hunting ’round here way better than us. We only got here a month ag—”

He’s cut off by a second elbow to his ribs, this one harder. He looks sharply at his partner, annoyed.

Genesis glares at Old Testament the same way I did at Pablo moments earlier. “Not another word, you hear me?”

So they’ve been in the area a month. I ponder that for a moment. Could the Fundies have expanded this far north already? It doesn’t seem likely. They’ve got Houston, everything around it, and a good portion of the Gulf Coast. Expanding northward—especially this far northward—doesn’t make sense. There’s nothing around here. No natgas fields, no major towns, nothing of value. If they were going to expand, taking a bigger stretch of the coast would be the smart move. More ports under their control means more sea trade, more money coming in. This far north, there’s nothing worth taking.

And then it hits me. Conroe.

The refugee camp at Lake Conroe. Last I was down there was months ago, maybe a year. At the time there were a couple hundred of them, pitiful souls pitching tents and living on catfish, most of them driven from their homes and scared shitless by Flaco Guzmán’s relentless land grab out west. I had more money in my pants pocket than the whole lot of them put together. Complete waste of time, that trade trip. Came back empty-handed, not even a barrel’s worth of rotten vegetables to show for it.

Lately there’s been a lot chatter on the trade channels about Lake Conroe. Refugees pouring in by the hundreds, thousands. Rumors of a massive UN relief mission coming.

Up near the border with the States, where most of the refugee camps are, relief supplies get looted all the time. The UN drops off the fuel, supplies, and food, and the minute they leave some local militia rolls into camp and snatches it all up, leaving the poor bastards as hungry and buggered as they were before the relief convoy arrived. Fundies aren’t above such things.

The more I turn it over in my head, the more it makes sense.

“Making a move on Conroe, is that the plan?” I ask bluntly, hoping to catch them off guard.

Genesis stares at me without blinking, trying to mask his reaction, trying not to give anything away. Old Testament’s mouth slowly falls open, and he looks at me the way a child looks at a carnival magician who just made a bird disappear. He’s clearly the dimwit of the pair, too dumb to hide what he’s thinking. Under different circumstances, an excellent pick for a poker game.

Genesis glances at his partner. “Like I said, not a word,” he mutters.

But it’s too late. Old Testament’s already given it away. God bless the idiots in this world. What would a trader woman do without them?

So that’s it. Conroe. That’s what they’re after.

And that explains why they picked us up, why they looked for me in particular. They’ll want to know the best way to get to Conroe from here, if there are any hostile towns on the way, and whether or not Dallas has any gunbirds routed nearby. And who better to give all this up than the woman who runs the biggest trade turf in the area?

By the time the ambulance comes to a stop some minutes later, the pieces feel like they’ve come together. Why they’re here, what they want, where I fit in.

I scan the greenies’ faces, forcing down a smile at their utter hopelessness. They’ve got so much to learn. This is a gift, what’s happened here today, not a death sentence. Odds are we’ll get a much better payout than a milk run to New Waverly.

The back doors swing open and daylight pours inside, blinding me for a few moments. Old Testament grabs my upper arm, yanks me to my feet. “Get on out.”

Squinting, I step out of the van, feeling confident as my eyes adjust to the sudden brightness.

Overconfident, I suddenly realize.

Standing before me is Reverend Zachariah Wright. The Reverend Wright. It’s unmistakably him, a large man with rosy cheeks and a wide gut, dressed in a white linen suit and matching wide-brimmed hat. The founder of the Fundie cult, one of the most powerful figures in the Republic. I stand there, staring. I’d expected to be dealing with a Fundie soldier, or maybe even a higher-up in Wright’s church. But not the man himself.

He’s grinning at me like he’s just had a big meal and I’m dessert.

I swallow and attempt to compose myself, trying to fathom just how deep the water is that I’ve just been thrown into.

“Indigo Cruz,” Wright announces, spreading his arms wide. “I am so pleased to make your acquaintance.”

His greeting booms with what sounds like genuine joy, his eyes flash with what looks like sincere affection. It’s the kind of welcoming smile you’d give a favorite cousin you haven’t seen for years.

A smile that scares the hell out of me.








CHAPTER 2




“I hope your transportation wasn’t too uncomfortable,” Wright says.

I rub my raw, chafed wrists. “It was fine.”

We walk through the Fundie camp, trailed by two bodyguards. Tents spread out all around us, dozens of them, scattered through a forest of towering pines. Under our feet fallen pine needles crunch with every step. We pass by a pair of young men—kids, really, maybe around twelve years old—sitting next to a small fire, cooking some kind of bird on spit. A scrawny pheasant or dove, looks like, barely a meal for either of them. One of them turns it slowly. They look up at us, notice the reverend, then scramble to their feet and bow their heads respectfully. Their clothes are threadbare rags.

Wright returns their nods. “Gentlemen.” We walk on, the reverend setting the pace at a leisurely stroll.

The camp’s eerily quiet. The few who mill about are all armed. Shotguns strapped to shoulders, holstered pistols, sheathed machetes. Nearly everyone sports clumsy tattoos on arms, necks, and faces. The telltales of Fundie soldiers. Crusaders, they like to call themselves. They eye me warily with piercing, hot stares.

Keep your head in the game, Indigo. Have to figure out the angle here. There’s always an angle. You just have to find it.

A light drizzle starts to fall as we arrive at a large tent. Wright extends his arm, politely bobs his head. “After you.”

I push through the door flap. The inside is a sudden shock of comfort and luxury. Hardwood floor, leather chairs, a large desk of thick oak with ornate carvings of cherubs blowing trumpets. A small air-conditioner hums away in the corner, cooling the air to a springlike chilliness. Lavender and vanilla tickle the inside of my nose. Christ, it even smells nice in here.

Wright moves past me and plants himself in the chair behind the desk. He removes his hat, places it on the desktop, then motions to the empty chair facing the desk. “Please, have a seat.”

I sit, sinking into the soft leather cushion. Wright stares at me without speaking, a faint smile on his face. He’s studying me, the same way a poker player does at a big stakes game. Trying to size me up, trying to read if I have any smarts behind my eyes.

So here we go. Stay cool, Indigo.

“How’s trade been for you lately?” Wright asks.

“Can’t complain.”

“We’ve had a rainy, muggy spring down in Houston. What about up here?”

“About the same.”

He shifts in his chair, looks me over again. Raindrops softly patter against the roof’s plastic tarp cover. Wright places his hands on the desktop and slowly runs his fingers over the brim of his hat.

Then he lowers his chin and coolly gazes at me. “I won’t waste your time with pleasantries, Trader Cruz. I’m sure you’d like to know why you’re here.”

I nod, keeping my expression neutral while my stomach jumps around like some kind of small animal’s inside of it.

“We’re in need of a guide.”

Guide. The word gives me pause. It’s not the request I’d expected to hear. A brain dump on the goings-on around here, yes. A map for safe passage to Conroe, sure. But not we’re in need of a guide.

I swallow. “A guide to…?”

He coyly tilts his head. “Not terribly far from here. Wouldn’t be more than three or four days’ work.”

Three or four days? That’s too far for Conroe. “Where to?”

“Northwest.”

“Waco?”

Wright waves his hand. “Heavens, no.”

Thank his god—that’s a relief. Waco’s a Dallasite stronghold. Gun towers guarding the city, streets crawling with loyalist militia, ever-vigilant drones flying overhead. A squad of Fundies would be shot to pieces before they could get anywhere near Waco.

But then, where? Aside from Waco, there’s not much to the immediate northwest of here. No natgas fields, nothing worth fighting for. Just rolling green hill country that’s mostly unpopulated except for a few small trader turfs and a scattering of towns and villages.

“Then…?”

Wright purses his lips. “A bit south of there.”

I resist the urge to exhale in frustration. “Reverend Wright, if you want me as a guide, at some point I may need to know the destination.”

For a moment he says nothing. “Temple,” he finally offers.

Temple. I chew on that. What could he possibly want in Temple? There’s nothing there. An old abandoned town next to an old abandoned military base. Nothing but empty, crumbling skeletons of concrete, long since looted of anything of value.

None of this makes sense.

Behind me the door flap rustles. A young man brushes past me carrying a large plate of steaming food. He hesitates a moment, motioning with his free hand toward the reverend’s hat atop the desk.

“May I?” he asks, his voice nervous and unsure, eyes cast downward.

“Of course,” Wright answers, and the kid carefully moves the hat aside and sets down the plate. Roasted pheasant with a side of steamed okra and small loaf of bread. The smell of it hits me, makes my mouth water. Then I recognize the kid’s face from our walk over here. He was the one turning the bird on a spit. It was Wright’s meal he was cooking, not his own.

The kid steps backward. “Can I bring you anything else, Reverend?”

“I’m fine, Remi,” Wright answers, then pats the kid’s arm. “Thank you, son.”

The kid leaves and Wright nods toward the empty space behind me. “Fine young man, that Remi.”

Starving young man, from the looks of him. And he’s not the only one. What’s the deal around here? I thought Fundies had plenty of money.

The reverend pulls a knife and fork from a drawer. “We have so many fine young men like him who’ve answered the Lord’s call to serve.”

Amen. The call to serve you food—the true path of the enlightened. Christ, what is it about these people? About him?

Wright carves off a piece of breast meat and chews it slowly. It’s an amazing thing to witness, I suddenly realize: this fat-bellied man in fine clothes, enjoying a nice meal in a luxurious tent, surrounded by a starving, ragged mob armed to the teeth. And yet he doesn’t seem the least bit anxious, the least bit threatened. Put anyone else in that chair and they’d get gutted on principle. But not the Reverend Zachariah Wright. The comfortable, confident shepherd among his pandering flock. Amazing, the control he wields over these people, the power.

It reminds me exactly where I stand in this little negotiation that really isn’t much of a negotiation. And maybe that’s the point of the whole scene. In this place, among these people, Wright holds all the cards. I’ve got no hand in this game, no cards even. This game is shark versus minnow, not the kind of game I like to play.

“I can draw up a map for you,” I suggest, suddenly inspired by my utter helplessness. “Every bit of detail your people will need. Show them the easiest way to get there, show them where the gunbirds out of Dallas are routed right now so they can steer clear of them.”

Wright chews his food, looks at me, unimpressed. Dammit.

“I’m friendly with a few traders up that way,” I continue. “I could arrange for food and supplies…”

He chews and stares.

“…at trader rates,” I add, rather lamely.

The reverend shakes his head. “I’m afraid a map won’t do, Trader Cruz. We need you there, in person.” He swallows another mouthful, points his fork at me and winks. “But don’t you worry, you’ll be well protected.”

“But, Reverend…” I pause as I notice Wright stop chewing, a flash of anger flickering in his eyes. He’s been all nice words and manners to this point, but something tells me I’ve stepped pretty close to the limit of his courtesy. Which may not necessarily be a bad thing. Is he desperate? Do I have an angle here? Or is this just the short fuse of a man who never negotiates, who’s not accustomed to hearing anything other than Yes, Reverend?

Careful, Indigo. Remember, you’re the minnow. Too many unknowns here. That ugly bitch named risk is standing right here in the room with you, smiling at the chance to screw you over.

“But what?” he snaps.

I take a breath, try to ignore the churning in my stomach and the image of desiccated heads on spikes. “But I’m not a military guide. I’m no good with guns and weapons. I’ve never been part of a militia outfit.”

He nods in appreciation, or mock appreciation. I can’t tell which. “Not your area of specialty. Is this what you mean to say?”

“Yes, I guess so.”

“A lover, not a fighter?”

“Not a fighter, I suppose.”

He places his fork and knife down on the desk. “They tell me that bean-eater Guzmán has some witch in his employ out west. They say she can spot a crooked trader just like that.” He snaps his fingers to punctuate the sentence. A grin slowly stretches across his face, and it’s not the friendly kind he greeted me with earlier. “I wonder what she’d make of you right about now?”

I don’t say anything.

Wright stands, puts his hat on. “Come with me.”

*	*	*

“Are you a religious woman, Trader Cruz?”

There’s no way to answer Wright’s question. I’m pretty sure Wright doesn’t want to hear my take on the greatest scam ever devised, so I keep my mouth shut.

The sprinkling rain continues as he leads me across the camp. The fallen pine needles, damp and softened, no longer crunch underfoot; now they feel like a spongy carpet covering the forest floor. The same pair of bodyguards trail us, but this time they’re joined by the kid who served Wright his meal.

Wright chuckles. “You don’t have to answer, of course.” He looks me over, as if he’s searching for some kind of clue. “Catholic parents, I take it? Dark hair and dark eyes usually means a Catholic heritage.”

I don’t answer.

“But not you, correct?” he asks. “I’ve never met a competent trader who had any sense of the divine. And from what I hear, you’re a competent trader.”

Not much gets past this preacher man.

We walk on, passing by his soldiers, each of whom stops to bow their head in deference or bid him good day. Men and women, young and old. Every face glows with reverence and awe, with pure adoration.

Zealots, the lot of them. I don’t think I’ve ever used that word before, ever applied it to another human being. But it’s the only word that conveys their expressions, the discomforting intensity of their gazes.

I want to ask where we’re going, where he’s taking me, but my gut tells me to shut up and I’ll know soon enough. You’re a fool, Indigo. Why did you think even for a minute this was going to be a straight-up negotiation?

The tents thin out as we move beyond the camp and deeper into the woods. A sick feeling inside me grows, snaking itself through my insides.

“Ours is a divine endeavor,” Wright says. “Sanctified by the Lord. I know that may be hard for you to believe.”

We come to a small clearing where two large tents stand side by side.

Wright goes on. “And it’s my privilege to serve this sacred covenant between Christ and his people.”

As we get closer to the tents, someone from inside yelps in pain. I stop in midstep.

Wright turns to me. “It’s a blessing, you understand? Serving my brothers and sisters.” Then he furrows his brow in concern. “Trader Cruz, I worry about your soul.”

I swallow. Another cry from the tent. This time I recognize the voice. It’s Shooter.

The reverend narrows his eyes at me. “All this time and you haven’t once asked about your people. Not a single word of concern.” He shakes his head woefully. “Shame, Trader Cruz. Shame on you. Even the lowliest of God’s creatures looks out for their own kind.”

He nods to the guards behind me. One of them nudges me forward. From inside the tent, someone opens the door flap and Wright goes inside. A shotgun pokes my lower back, urging me to follow.

I step inside and there’s Shooter, slumped over in a chair, hands tied behind his back. His left eye is swollen and nearly closed, his lower lip split. A globby mess of blood and spit covers his chin. Two huge men hover over him.

Wright removes his hat. “The trader’s life is the road to perdition, Indigo Cruz. Money, money, money. That’s all a trader holds dear, isn’t it? Closing the deal, making the trade, collecting those pellets.”

“Indigo,” Shooter mumbles, his voice slow and slurring like a drunk’s. He looks up at me, his eyes dull. One of the hulking men punches him and tells him to shut up. I look away. For a moment it’s quiet, nothing but the pitter-patter of raindrops against the plastic tarp above our heads.

“But something tells me you’re not a completely lost cause,” Wright continues. His voice is still cordial and calm, as if we’re still chatting over his lunchtime meal, as if we weren’t standing three feet away from a scene of cruel violence.

Another man enters the tent, carrying a folding table. He nudges me out of the way, squats down, then unfolds the legs and places the table in front of Shooter. As he’s leaving the tent, the man hands something to Wright. The reverend mutters a thank-you, then turns to me. In his hand is an old rusty hammer.

“I believe you still have a heart down there somewhere in that chest of yours, hardened though it may be,” Wright says. “I believe you can still be redeemed.” Behind him, one of the men grabs Shooter’s wrist and forces it onto the tabletop. The other holds the kid from behind in a bear hug. Beaten senseless and barely conscious, Shooter doesn’t resist.

Wright raises the hammer, a mad glint in his eyes. “And that’s what I’m offering you: redemption. Not a deal, not a trade, but the glory of contributing to the holiest of causes. Trader Indigo Cruz, I’m offering you the redemption of your very soul.”

He whirls around and brings the hammer down, striking Shooter’s outstretched hand with a powerful blow. The kid jerks to life, howling and instinctively trying to yank himself away. The two men bear down on him, holding him in place as he struggles, his feet kicking out, boot heels slipping against the ground and finding no traction.

I grind my teeth, try not to react. He wants me to break down, to beg him to stop. He wants me to know this is only a taste of what he’ll do to me if I don’t play along.

Wright raises the hammer again, strikes Shooter’s hand a second time with a sickening thud.

“Stop him, Indigo!” Shooter cries. “Make him stop! Please—”

A third strike, then a fourth. Long wails of torturous pain follow each meaty blow. I want to cover my ears, close my eyes, turn and run out.

The reverend turns to me, breathing heavily, his face splotched red and little beads of sweat spotting his forehead. He looks at me expectantly, waiting for me to plead with him to stop hurting the kid, to say I’ll do anything he wants.

That’s when something inside me disconnects, goes cold.

Fuck this guy. I fold my arms across my chest, give Wright my emptiest poker stare. He looks at me for a moment, then furrows his brow, confused. I wonder what he’s thinking right now. Maybe he’s thinking he was wrong
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