 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1I’d like to tell you the entire story, but I’m afraid that I don’t really know it. For me, it began that faithful Monday when the four of them knocked my door down, and then fell, dripping wet, onto the only carpet in my entire house. Well, hut really, just a meager four wall s(three now, since I’m missing a door in one) and a dirt floor. But it does have a nice rug. . .well, did anyway.


While they were all about having adventures, I was just sitting here, a poor Mexican cook in the middle of Chinatown. Not the best position for anyone to be in, and every day I lament my sad circumstances. But that’s another story all together.


So there I was, trying to sleep, when the door fell apart and in fell four drenched men. Well, I thought they were men anyway, though according to their story it’s a bit different. But when has there ever been a woman with a moustache? Or dressed in breeches for that matter? No, I’d prefer to believe all of them men, and will continue to do so until my dying day.


So they fell in my door, dripping wet (have I said that already? Sorry. . .my mind’s beginning to wander) and then proceeded to ask me to kindly leave so they could change their clothing. Imagine that, asking a man to leave his own house in the midst of a thunderstorm! I refused, of course, and the bigger of the men simlpy shrugged, grabbed me by the collar, and threw me out the empty aperture which had once been a door. Figuring that I had better make the best of a clearly awkward situation, I went around to the side of my hut and grabbed a few soggy logs, figuring that eventually they would dry out, and perhaps I could start a fire for my uninvited guests. By the time I had made my way toward the front of my hut, the men were already dressed, and sitting around in a circle, staring at one another.


I dropped the logs on the ground, and sat down.


“What are those for?” The blond man asked me.


“Preparar un infierno,” I replied sarcastically. When they proceeded to stare at me blankly, I realized that the confused travelers were probably Yanks from the north, and switched to my admittedly rudimentary English. “Fire.”


The smallest of the men laughed at me. “They’re soaking wet! You can’t possibly hope to start a fire with those!”


I glared at him, walked over, and breathed on the wood. Rosy red flames instantly leapt from them, and I settled back happily, as the four men jumped to their feet in surprise. But curiousity, hunger, and cold won over, and they quickly settled back around my fire.


I”m rather proud of that gift of mine, I must say. It’s the only gift I inherited from my bisabuela, God rest her soul, and I guard it rather jealously. After all, here in the States one does not use such tricks, but rather flint and tinder to make a fire. But those two contraptions have never been able to start wet wood aflame, I’ve noticed.


“Where from?” I asked conversationally, as I handed around the small cups of soup I had made. Three of the men exchanged glances, as if to decide how much to tell the poor campesino, but the blond one jumped right in with explanations, much to the horror of his traveling companions.


“Well, it all began in New Jersey, like most weird things. . .”


And that was the begining of their story, the story I will now tell you. I apologize for any mistakes that I make, and pray that the souls of those four travelers never come to pay me back my poor recounting of their adventure. I will stick as closely to the blond’s words as I can, but as I have already said, I am a poor Mexican living in Chinatown, and my memory is not so good as it should be.


It all began in New Jersey, like most new things. Meghan hadn’t been born there, of course. . .she’d been birthed safely over the border in Massachusetts. But her always intrepid parents had at some point decided that Jersey was the place to bring up their ever-growing brood of children, and the entire family, all 13 of them, had moved to Jersey. However, the air of the state seemed to have a curious effect upon Meghan’s mother, and her already curious fertility seemed to thrive even more. Byt the time Meghan was 10 she had 17 brothers and sisters. It got to the point where nobody could remember anyone’s name. In fact, Meghan was the last child to receive an individual name. All those born after her were named either James or Elizabeth. While this made things confusing when trying to call one person, it made it infinitely simpler to attach a name to a face.


Meghan’s best friend at the time was Jessamyn, who had not been born in Jersey either, but rather further south in Virgina. As the two sole sane inhabitants of a crazy state, they had quickly formed a tight bond of friendship, and were rarely seen without each other. They attended school together, and Meghan would often head to Jessamyn’s house when the clamor of 19 bodies became too much. Likewise, Jessamyn would flee to Meghan’s on those days when her Aunt Mary Kay, complete with 37 dogs, 14 cats, 11 parakeets, and 92 gerbils cam eto visit. It was a loud, confusing childhood that the two had, but in the end they were all the better for it. Meghan hated children and swore to never have any, and Jessamyn vowed to kill every animal that she ever saw, but other than that they were completely normal.


The problems began in September, which was rather strange since September was normally a relatively calm month. Meghan enjoyed the resumption of school and Jesamyn enjoyed the resumption of hunting season, so the two often felt that fall was by far the best of the four seasons. But, nonethless, it was the first day of September that heralded the beginning of the girls’ adventures.


Jessamyn was out hunting, using her father’s old rifle which she had found hidden among her mother’s parasols. She couldn’t tell her parents about this hobby of hers, for her father would forbid it and her mother would want to come along, so she often went alone.  On this occassion, though, she had managed to wheedle her best friend into coming with, on the off-chance that they would see a skunk. Meghan had always had a peculiar fascination withe the smelly creatures, and had often tried to bring them home as a child. They were instantly either eaten by her little brother or turned out of her home, htough, so reluctantly she usually relinguisehed them to Jessamyn’s Aunt Mary Kay, who currently owned 22 of the critters.


Regardless, they were that day in the forest outside of town. Meghan had wiggled her way into a hollow of an oak tree and was contently reading a book and munching on a leaf of mint, while Jessamyn was sighting down her beloved gun at an innocent little rabbit happily hopping across a meadow.


“I think I’ve got this one!” Jessamyn whispered excitedly.


“That’s nice,” Meghan replied, not paying any attention. She was much more interested in the exploits of her book’s heroine, who had just been kidnapped by a band of rugged Comanches.


But just as Jessamyn’s finger was squeezing on the trigger, her success was stolen away from her by a strong male hand.


“This isn’t a toy for young ladies to be playing with,” the man informed them.


“I wasn’t playing,” Jessamyn replied haughtily, standing up to her full height, which was unfortunately nearly a foot shorter than the man. She tossed back her long brown hair. “I was shooting a rabbit!”


“I could see that,” the man replied humorously, but he didn’t hand back the gun. Insteqad, he inclined his head toward Meghan, politely acknowledging her presence. She continued to ignore him.


“My name’s Gavin McDonough,” he told them, smiling and revealing a mouth full of gold teeth., “And I’m looking for a wife.”


“That’s nice,” Jessamyn replied shortly. “I was looking for rabbits. Can I have my gun back, yet?”


But Gavin McDonough refused to release the weapon to the gilr until he saw that she had permission from her parents. Jessamyn, of course, was positively terrified of that idea (if you’d seen her mother hunt, you would be, too) and Meghan was positively indifferent. Eventually they came to a compromise in which Jessamyn could continue to find the critters to kill, but it would be Gavin McDonough who pulled the trigger. This arrangement was not perfectly satisfactory to anyone, but it was close enough for acceptance.


They didn’t manage to bag any kills that day (as it turned out, Gavin McDonough was a horrible s   )      he girls did manage to learn quite a bit about the peculiar man with the green hair and black eyes. He hailed from New Jersey, which put an instant danger sign on him, although he had traveled through various regions of New York. He was th emiddle child of a family of three, another clear portent of danger, and had never caught a fish with his bare hands. His father was a banker, and his mother a simple housewife, so the girls assumed that he must also be a rather dull man.


In fact, the most interesting thing about Gavin McDonough they had already learned in his second statement. He was looking for a wife, and he intended to find one. Meghan volunteered three of her older sisters and six of her younger, but he said he was looking for a brunette, and everyone knew that the Quinns all had blond hair. Jessamyn volunteered her Aunt Mary Kay, but he replid that he was allergic to animals.


“Well, I suppose you’ll have to move out of New Jersey, then,” Meghan told him sadly, marking a spot in her book. “After all, everyone knows that the only unmarried girls in the state belong to our two families.”


This was, of course, a blatant lie, and Gavin McDonough knew it. But despite what the girls thought of the young man, he actually wasn’t stupid, and he saw how he could use the girl’s words to his advantage.


“Well, if you girls belong to the only families with unmarried girls, then surely you are unmarried as well.”


“That’s true,” Meghan agreed.  “But I’m blond.”


Gavin McDonough ahd Meghan both turned to look at Jessamyn with her brown hair. She, for her part, just stared back at them. She had absolutely no intention of getting married, and never had. But she didn’t count on the determination of Gavin McDnough.


For the next year he steadfastly courted her, despite her protestations. At first it began simply enough, with flowers and chocolates, which the girl accepted graciously enough. But as she became progressively more unimpressed by her suitor, and as he became progressively more desparate, the gifts became stranger. She was able to deal with the venus fly trap, and the strange contraption he called a plane. She was able to stand it when he sent her a huge wheel, and when he played the accordian sonata beneath her bedroom window. But the day that he handed her a simple diamond ring she decided that she couldn’t take it anymore.


“You’re weird!” She exploded at Gavin McDonough. “You were born in New Jersey, so you don’t think so, but just face the facts, you’re about as weird as they come!” and she stormed back into her house.


Gavin McDonough shrugged his shoulders, loeft the ring on her front porch, and headed home. But the next day he appeared at her door with a gun in one hand, and a priest in the other.


“Jessamyn Johson, I am going to marry you! I’ve got myself a priest, and a sheet signed by the state, and the permission of your parents, and I’m going to marry you today! Plus, I have a gun!”


At this point Jessamyn knew that she was defeated. It was pretyt much impossible for her to stand up to elad bullets whizzing at her body faster than she could blink. She shrugged into a white chemise, and topped it off with the funereal black dress that she had worn when her Uncle Jeffrey had died. She descended the steps with a dour expression on her blunt face, and holding a half dead flower. Gavin McDonough, upon seeing the melancholy sight that greeted him, decided that he would show a slight bit of mercy toward his depressed bride, and offered her a day to get used ot the idea of marrying him (and to find a white dress). He took off, paying the priest a slight sum for his appearance, and vowing to return the following day at 4 o’clock.


Jessamyn went back up to her room, and slowly shrugged out of her mourning clothes. But on second though, she threw them back on. After all, there was nothing sadder, or more fatal than a wedding in her opinion. Still, Jessamyn had never been the kind of girl to brood over things she could do nothing about, so she simply went to her room, and lay down on her bed, prepared to wait for her death in the morning as gracefully as was possible, given the circumstances.


As it turned out, that wasn’t very gracefully at all, and after lying there for five minutes she was dreadfully bored, and decided that martyrdom wasn’t worth the high price. So instead of waiting around for the smarmy Gavin McDonough to claim his prize, she threww all of her clothing into one large bag, and heroically jumped out her window. She was on the first story of the house, so this wasn’t a particularly difficult feat. She hit the ground running, and didn’t stop until she’d reached her best friend’s house.


After pushing her way through 10 adolescent boys and five girls attempting to simultaneously braid each other’s hair, she made it to Meghan’s room, and burst through. Panting, she dropped her clothes on her friends bed.


“Gavin McDonough is trying to marry me!” She exclaimed.


“I know that,” Meghan rolled her eyes, but calmly marked her spot in her book, and laid it down on the bed beside her. “Everyone in town knows that.”


“But he’s really going to do it!” Jessamyn finally allowed herself to calm down slightly, and proceeded to tell her friend about the events of the afternoon. Meghan considered for a moment, pursing her lips and tapping one finger theatrically along her cheek.


“Well. . .” she said finally, as Jessamyn continued to stare at her hopefully. “There’s only oone things we can do, really. Run away.”


“I know that!” Jessamyn replied irritably. “Why do you think I packed up all of my clothes? I jsut don’t know where to go.”


Meghan considered for another long minute before it hit her. Alyson and Amy! 


Alyson and Amy had the unfortunate luck of having been born in New Jersey. But unwilling to become the weird inhabitants of a great country, they had run away when they turned 16. Word had it that they had somehow made it across the country, and were now living in the golden land of opportunity–California.


“That’s brilliant!” Jessamyn exclaimed happily, grabbing her friend and enveloping her in a huge hug. Thanks so much! I’ll make certain to write you when I arrive!”


“Forget that!” Meghan said impetuously, standing up herself. “I’m coming with you!”


It didn’t take long to pack up all of Meghan’s belongings. The only real difficultly was in sorting out what was actually hers and what belonged to one of her numerous sisters. Eventually they managed to fit everything into one sack, and then set out on the daunting task of finding Mr and Mrs. Quinn and bidding them farewell. After two hours of searching, they gave up and left a note with the eldest James.


They met with their first obstacle when they reached the train station. While the stationmaster was more than willing to take the girls’ money, he absolutely refused to let them ride the train without either a chaperone, a man, or the signature of a male. The girls finally managed to convince him to let them ride as far as Richmond by giving him one of Meghan’s cherished books.


“This is going to be harder than we though,” Jessamyn said wearily as they sat together on the train cushions. She stared out the window morosely, realizing that all of their aspirations might just come to naught after all. “We live in a man’s country, and it seems that women can’t do much of anything.”


Meghan nodded in sad agreement. It was a man’s world indeed, and not a very pretty one, at that. Although this reminded her of something she’d read in one of her books. . .


They spent the remainder of the short train ride in that silent tableau, Jessamyn sadly considering the golden trees flying by, and Meghan trying desperately to catch hold of the idea flitting around in her brain. By the time they’d reached Richmond, Jessamyn was starving and Meghan had finally caught her butterfly idea. SO as the train slowed to a stop, the two girls stood up at the same time, both ecstatic at the idea of getting off the train.


“I’m starving, let’s hit a restaurant!” Jessamyn said excitedly, ignoring that their supply of cash was already dimished after just a few hours of travel.


“Let’s go to a clothing shop first,” Meghan disagreed. Jessamyn stared at her friend in disbelief.


“I’m starving to death here, and you can only think of clothing?”


“Trust me,” Meghan grabbed her friend’s arm, and by some miracle managed to drag a grumbling Jessamyn away from a tea shop and into a large clothing goods shop. She immediately began dashing from place to place, grabbing men’s trousers and large billowy white shirts.


“What are you doing?” Jessamyn asked curiously, trailing around behind her friend. Meghan didn’t reply, but did manage to dump most of the articles in her hands into the arms of her surprised friend. The proprieter of the store looked at the two girls in surprise as they attempted to buy the large number of male clothing items, but said nothing when Meghan began ostentatiously to rifle through her wallet.


“What was that all about, and why did you waste our food money on souveneirs?” Jessamyn complained as they exited the store. But Meghan just looked at her friend with bright excitement in her grey eyes.


“It’s a man’s world, right? So if we’re going to get anywhere, we’ll just have to be men!”


This idea instantly caught on in Jessamyn’s adventurous mind. The girls reserved a spot in the town’s only hotel, and dashed up to the rooms, rummaging through their new clothing with great abandon. Within minutes the two were completely clad in baggy trousers and untucked shirts.


“We don’t really look like men. . .” Meghan said sadly, as the noticed the protrusion in clothing made my her breasts. Somehow the heroines in all of her stories had never had so much trouble.


“We’ll just have to improvise,” Jessamyn replied confidently. She bent down, ripped off a large swatch of cloth from the dress she’d been wearing only minutes before, and proceeded to calmly wrap her breasts up as tightly as possible. When she was finished, she buttoned her shirt back up and continued to admire the effect in the mirror.


“Doesn’t that hurt?” Meghan asked as her friend began tearing another section of dress. Jessamyn just shrugged.


“No more than a corset.”


Although Meghan, being significantly better endowed than her friend, found it difficult to wrap herself up as tightly, the two girls agreed that the effect was good enough to pass, provided that her shirt was tucked in lightly. As they stared proudly into the mirror they realized that they were significantly more manly-looking, but there was something still missing. . .


“I’ve got it!” Jessamyn triumphantly reached down into their pack, and without a second thought proceeded to hack away at her beautiful brown tresses.


“What are you doing?” Meghan shriekd, and tried to recover the weapon from her deranged friend. But, laughing, Jessamyn jumped atop the beds and continued to saw away at her hair. The result was a terribly untidy cutting, with strands of mahogany strewn all around the room.


“Perfect!” Jessamyn said satisfactorily as she finally finished. She admired herself in the mirror, clearly convinced that she was the new epitome of manhood, but Meghand disagreed. There was too much feminine mirth in her friend’s eyes, and too much gentleness to her lush lips to pass as a truly attractive man. But it was easily a good enough disguise to pass of as a young man, just hitting the bloom of adulthood.


“Your turn,” Jessamyn said, and turned with a manic light in her eyes.


“No!” Meghan gasped, grabbing her blond mane in one hand and running out of the door. Jessamyn ran after, laughing crazily, knife held high above her head. After disturbing an old couple and a mangy cat, the two returned to the room, Meghan with her hair all still intact.


“Don’t cut my hair,” she pleaded, still shying away from her friend. “Please, please, please don’t cut my hair!”


“This was your idea,” Jessamyn stated, finally calm. “We can’t very well pass as men with you dancing around with that cloak on your head. Ocme on now, it doesn’t hurt at all.”


Meghan continued protesting, and as Jessamyn’s stomach began to grumble angrily, the girls decided to suspend debate in order to eat. Meghan thrust her hair up into a simple androgynous straw hat, and they proceeded to the dining hall.


They were still a little wary about their new disguises, and chose to sit in a corner out of the light, with only one small lamp for light. But Jessamyn, outrageous as ever, decided to test their luck, and when a barmaid came to take their order, she requested a mug of ale. It was provided along with the rest of the meal, and in triumph Jessamyn raised it to her lips to take a long swallow. She ended up coughing out most of the bitter brew, and passed it to Meghan. Not a fool, the other girl didn’t even attempt to drink any, but merely nibbled contentedly at her sandwich.


“Well, our first day as men went wonderfully!” Jessamyn proclaimed that night as they lay sprawled out on their beds. Well, other than the whole ale thing. . .”


Meghan tried to stifle a laugh at that, but found that it was impossible, and degenerated into a laughing heap of bones. Jessamyn attempted to be affronted at such disrespect, but within minutes was on the floor along with her friend. When their laughter had finally subsided, they lay still, staring at the ceiling in silent contemplation.


“Life starts today,” jessamyn said softly. “From this day on, we’re men.”


This statement disturbed Meghan more than just slightly, since she had assumed that they would only retain the guise long enough to reach California. Jessamyn’s tone had an eerie tone of finality to it.


“What a great couple of men we make,” Meghan said softly. “You’re too small to even ride a horse, and I”ve got hair down to my waist. Meghan and Jessamyn. . .inspires fear in any heart.”


“Then we won’t be Meghan and Jessamyn,” her friend replied. “We’ll be Jesse and. . .Jesse and. . .”


Meghan remembered her family back home with a pang of lonelienss that shocked her. “James,” she said. “Jesse and James.”


All talk ended with that statement, and the girls slowly drifted off to sleep.


Gavin McDonough was furious. Never in his entire life had a woman refused him (although this was probably due to the fact that Jessamyn was the first woman he’d ever approached) and he refused to take it sitting down. Although the girl’s parents had seemed as surprised as he at her sudden absence, he still was certain that something was afoot. She couldn’t possibly have just disappeared.


Black eyes flashing, he stomped down the road toward the Quinn’s house, leaving behind him a trail of dry ash. When he found that girl, she would pay for this insolence. Sure, at first he would be conciliatory, asking how the girls was, if she was all right, what had happened. Then he’d drag her to the altar, kicking and screaming if necessary. Then, when she was legally his, he’d let her know what it meant to anger Gavin McDonough.


The streets deserted themselves quickly as the irate man stalked through the small town. Children who had been innocently playing in the street quickly ran inside, and men and women both fled from his dark glare. Even the birds, who were usually attracted to his brilliant green hair kept themselves silent and safely in the highest branches of the various trees.


The Quinns’ yard was overflowing with children, as usual. Gavin McDonough didn’t even bother trying to address any of the innumerable James and Elizabeths littering the grass. He shoved aside the ones who were tall enough to shove, and kicked the ones who were too short. The kids seemed to catch on quickly that they’d better stay out of his path, so by the time he reached the door he only had to shove aside one more kid.


However, this lad proved to be more resilient than the other Quinns, and quickly bobbed back into his position after Gavin McDonough shoved him.


“What do you want, sir?” The boy asked politely, ignoring the rude physical contact he’d just been subjected to.


“I only want what’s mine,” Gavin mcDonough breathed out through clenched teeth.


“We haven’t anything here that belongs to you, sir,” the boy said.


Quick as a snake, Gavin McDonough spun around, and grabbed the boy by the throat. With a peculiar show of strength, he stuck the boy against the wall, constricting his airflow.


“Jessamyn Johnson is mine,” he growled. “And I”ve come to get her.”


“She’s not here,” the boy miraculously managed to squeeze out. Gavin McDonough’s face contorted itself into an even more hideous mask, and he threw the boy to the ground in disgust. But when he turned to enter the house, he found himself blocked once more, this time by a woman with an enormous belly.


“I’m Mrs. Quinn,” the obviously pregnant woman said ominously. “Is there anything I can do for you?”


“I’ve come for Jessamyn. Is she here?” Gavin McDonough attempted the most civil tone possible. The Quinn woman was obviously unimpressed, and retained her impassive expression.


“She isn’t here. In fact, she hasn’t set foot in my home in the past week. Now, if you need nothing further, I’ll have to ask you to leave.”


Snarling, an animal’s roar, Gavin McDonough spun on his heel and stalked out of the yard, leaving nothing but a thin trail of ash. Above the skies clouded over, as dark as his mood. But as his feet took him further from the Quinn house, his step grew lighter, his dark humor lifted somewhat. So the easy way hadn’t worked. No matter. He had other means of finding his bride. 


His black eyes turned darker, and he turned his nose to the wind. Scenet was more reliable than words anyway.


At this point in the story the blond had to take a break, wetting his throat with a cup of water I had recently grabbed from a puddle at the back of the hut. But she seemed not to notice the muddy taste, and gulped it down quickly. Her companions seemed resigned to the idea of her continuing the story, and were lounging indolently about on my dirty floor. I took the brief reprieve the size them all up.


Four more different characters could not be imagined. One seemed to be a beast of a man, his shoulders straining against the simple shirt he wore. But when his length was measured out, he was only half a hand taller than the other men, and I realized with joy that I was the tallest man in my house.


The fire, meanwhile, was dying down. But as I was leaning forwrd to blow on it again, the second largest man winked, and it immediately sprung back into life. I looked up at him, startled, but he only winked at me, a slight smile on his broad face.


The blond seemed to have recovered, and cleared his throat self-importantly before continuing on with his story.


“We didn’t know that Gavin McDonough was still chasing after us, though, so of course we weren’t terribly worried. Our disguises must have worked pretty well, even with me just sticking my hair in a hat, because the stationmaster in Richmond let us right back on the train.”


“Not right back on,” the short brunette interrupted. “He did want our money. And we didn’t have enough.”


“Minor point,” the blond waved that away. “He let me on, and you were able to jump in the boxcar. SO anyway, we were on the train, and were headed into the Appalachian Mountains. Now, everyone knows that Comanche don’t live in the Appalachian. . .”


Unwilling, I felt myself being drawn back into the story. Id din’t even notice when the blunt-featured man winked again and the fire went out. Overhead the sun set, and the stars came out. But inside my hut there was just me, a poor Mexican, enthralled by the story of the blond cowboy.


Now everyone knows that Comanche don’t live in the Appalachian Range. The engineers knew it, the old woman in compartment 2D knew it, and Meghan and Jessamyn knew it. But that didn’t mean that when a crew of Indians riding painted horses burst out of the cover of the trees they didn’t scream and clutch at their scalps.


“COMANCHES!” The woman from compartment 2D screamed. Meghan shook her head helplessly, staring out the small train window at the Indians running flush along the side of the train.


“It can’t be. . .” she protested. “Comanches live down by the border with Mexico.” But there was no doubting the fierce savages howling war cries and throwing poorly-made hatchets at the side of their train. Feathers fell trailing from long black strands of hair.


The engineer appeared at the door to their cabin, a taut and haggard expression on his already-worn face. He seemed to have difficulty speaking for some moments, his mouth moving soundlessly as his eyes frantically scanned all the corners of the cabin.


“W-we’re being attacked,” he finally managed to force out the constraints of his dry throat.


“COMANCHES!” The woman from compartment 2D screamed gain. The engineer nodded his head.


“Well, what are you oing to do about it?” Jessamyn asked crossly. The commotion had woken her up from a very pleasant dream which involved dunking Gavin McDonough into a huge puddle of mud and manure. She had just been pulling her suitor’s face up for another dunk when screams and warcries had woken her.


“We need to leave them a sacrifice, as an intention of our goodwill,” he informed them. “Everybody in the rest of the train voted, and your car is the one to be sacrificed.”


The woman in compartment 2D broke down into incomprehensible sobs, while Jessamyn and Meghan exchanged a worried glance. This would certainly delay their arrival in California, a horribly inconvenient occasion. But their predicament was not given a second through as the engineer and a steward cruelly picked up their bags and threw them out the side door to the cart. It took a bit more effort to push the woman from compartment 2D out. She wouldn’t cease her horrible screaming, and clunb with all of her might to the sides of the car, splayed out like a dog. Eventually a kick in the back sent her flying through the air, directly into the arms of a hideously smiling Comanche warrior. Jessamyn and Meghan exchanged one long, intense look before clasping the others’ hand and leaping out the boxcar.


“After all,” Meghan mentioned as they went flying through the air. “We’d end out here anyway. Might as well have a bit of dignity.”


‘Wouldn’t want to give them the pleasure of kicking us,” Jessamyn said in agreement. She uttered the words just in time as each of the girls felt herself caught up in the strong arms of two more Comanches.


With loud shrieks, the warriors thrust their hatchets up in the air before spinning around and dashing back into the woods from which they had miraculously appeared only moments before.


“Well, this isn’t so bad thus far,” Meghan said conversationally, bouncing over the trailpack burdening down the horse.


“Except that they’re taking us back the way we came,” Jessamyn pointed out. The Comanches, apparently annoyed with their prisoners’ senseless chatter, promptly smacked both of them on their heads. The girls passed out into deep blackness.


When she awoke, Meghan found herself lying on the ground before a great bonfire, tied hand and foot. Beside her, Jessamyn was rolling around, furiously trying to escape from her bonds. The woman from compartment 2D was sitting comfortably in a wooden chair, nibbling on a piece of cheese.


“They’re awake,” one of the Indians, a leader it seemed by his abundant head of feathers, said. He walked over and nudged Jessamyn gently in the side with the toe of one boot. He spoke remarkably clear English, with only the slightest trace of an accent. “What shall be done with them?”


“The blond one will make big, beautiful warriors,” suggested an overly-plump woman. She licked her lips as she stared at Meghan’s trussed body. For her part, the girl couldn’t decide whether to take that as a compliment or an insult.


The chieftain nodded his head. “Very well. He shall be yours, Sleeps-Like-Jack-Rabbit. But the other one is too small to add to tribe bloodline.”


“I am not too small!” Jessamyn protested. Meghan worriedly watched her friend’s struggling body. If she kept rolling around like that, she would soon find herself tumbling right into the burning logs of the fire.


“He could be brave,” suggested Sleeps-Like-Jack-Rabbit. The chieftain considered for a moment.


“I like him. He can be blood-brother,” the chief finally decided.


“Tehre, see, that’s not so bad,” Meghan said to her friend.


“They think we’re men,” Jessamyn hissed through her teeth. “They want me to fight their wars for them, and they want you to be the father to their children.”


“Oh,” Meghan considered for a moment before directing her next words to the tribe. “That’s going to be a problem, sir,” she said as respectfully as possible. “I’m afraid taht I can’t. . .um. . .father your children.”


Sleeps-Like-Jack-Rabbit’s eyes filled up with tears, and her lips began to tremble dangerously. The chieftain drew himself up to his full height, sticking his chest out further than was humanly possible.


“You insult tribe mother?” he roared.


“No, I just can’t have children like that,” Meghan said truthfully. If anything, these wrods seemed to upset the Indians even more. Fortunately, Jessamyn was thinking a bit quicker than her friend at that point, and was able to jump in quickly.


“His preferences lie in other directions. . .” Jessamyn said. When the tribe continued to stare at her with blank expressions, the girl sighed and decided to put her words as bluntly as possible. “He likes boys, not girls.”


The tribe gasped, and collectively took a step backward. The woman from compartment 2D screwed up her face in a look of disgust, and began chewing even more ferociously at the little piece of cheese still clenched in her plump fist.


“He likes boys. . .like you?” The chief asked hesitantly. When Jessamyn nodded her head he took yet another step backward, eyes rolling crazily in his eyes.


“Branded ones,” Sleeps-Like-Jack-Rabbit murmured lowly. The phrase was repeated by numerous others within the group. The chief jerked his head, and a young boy walked toward the two girls, his knees trembling. He cast a frantic look back at the chief, who pretended he didn’t see the young man’s terror. Seeing that there was no aid in that direction, he turned his eyes back to the dirt, and continued his slow crawl toward the two girls. Meghan saw to her horror that in his left hand he clutched a small knife. His knuckles were white around the grip. She flinched back as he finally reached her side, and lifted his hand above his chest. But rather than plunging the weapon in to her body, he quickly slitted the ropes which bound her, and then scampered away. Jessamyn stood up slowly, stretching a little force some of the stiffness out of her joints. Meghan imitated her before turning to look at the Indians curiously.


“Go,” the chief said shortly. “Do not infect us with your disease. Go now, and never come back to Ippotamix land.”


Since this command fit in perfectly with Jessamyn and Meghan’s designs, they nodded and began walking away. Behind them they could hear the shrieks of the woman from comparment 2D, sccreaming that she should be released as well. When her screams were abru0tly cut short, the girls felt relief rahter than any worry for the state of her life.


Jessamyn began chatting away within forty feet of their exit.


“That wasn’t so bad at all,” she said gaily. Imagine what Amy and Alyson will say when we arrive in California. Captured by Ippotom-ippoto-ippoti. . .Comanches in the Appalachians. How exciting. And just imagine, they were alla bout to kill us, or enter us into the tribe, but we made a miraculous escape!”


Meghan just continued to glower, and eventually Jessamyn realized that something had put her normally optimistic friend into a foul mood.


“What’s wrong with you? We just escaped from a life or death situation!” She complained. “You could at least be grateful!”


“You told them I was a homosexual,” Meghan pouted. “Do you realize what that does to a person’s dignity?”


“I did not!” Jessamyn protested. “I didn’t say a lie in that entire thing! I said you couldn’t father their children-and you can’t!-and I said that you like boys, not girls-which you do!”


Meghan continued to glower for a moment before recognizing that her friend did, indeed, speak the truth. That didn’t make it any less annoying for the girl, though.


“So what happened next?” I asked breathlessly, leaning forward on hands and knees, straining with every fiber of my being to hear what was told next. This was almost as good as one of my abuela’s stories, only without the angels and demons.


“Well, things were pretty rough there,” the blond said. “There we were, stuck all alone in the middle of the Appalachian Mountins, neither of us knowing any trail lore.”


“That’s not true,” the smallest man interrupted. “I’d been hunting for years. I was perfectly able to track.”


“Well,. . .we were still lost,” the blond said stubbornly. The small one looked as though he were going to argue, but then simply shrugged his shoulders and settled back down. The biggest man patted his hand conciliatorily and received a wamr smile in return. I chose not to watch that. I t was a little disturbing.


“Anyway, like I was saying, we were lost in the middle of the Appalachian Mountains, and we were getting pretty hungry. . .”


“I though that Jesse bagged you a couple of rabbits to eat,” the blunt-faced man interrupted. The blond appeared to be getting rather annoyed at this point, but the smallest man (Jesse?) had a smug look on his pretty face.


“Well, yeah, we had enough meat to eat. . .”


“And the berries and herbs that you found,” the big man interjected.


“Well, and that,” the blond said, witha definite sulky tone to his voice. “Are you guys telling this story, or am I?”


“Go ahead, James,” Jesse said with a laugh. “Your version is more interesting, anyway.”


I lay down my full length on the cold, hard-packed dirt of my hut, waiting anxiously for the next stage in these strange men’s journeys.


“Well, we had plenty to eat, and we could have survived, but we were still lost in the Appalachian Mountains, until we came to a fork in the road. Now, everyone knows the old saying for deciding which way to turn when you come to a fork. . .”


“Left is right and right is wrong,” Jessamyn said imperiously. “Let’s go left.”


“I don’t know,” Meghan said dubiously, peering down the paths. The right one seemed a pleasantly meandering road, twisting about through the trees. The left path, on the other hand, had boulders strewn about it, and a distinctly unpleasant odor wafting from its puddles.


But Jessamyn ignored her friend and began proudly marching down her chosen path. Within four steps the proud march had degenerated to a march, and within four minutes it was more of a struggle. But too proud to admit she was wrong, she continued to struggle her way down. Behind her Meghan followed, resigned to fixing all of her impulsive friend’s mistakes.


“It’s a short cut,” Jessamy somehow managed out between labored breaths. Meghan prefered to save her breath for the trek, and didn’t bother to respond. But then, there before them loomed an enormous hill. The two girls stared after it in disbelief for several minutes before Jessamyn resolutedly tied up her boots and began hauling herself up the huge pile of rock.


“Are you insane?” Meghan called up after her friend, and predictably got no response. Muttering several unkind remarks about stupid, mush-brained women, she crawled up after her friend.


She’d reahced abou the halfway point by the time Jessamyn finally dragged herself over the crest. SO by the time she was within steps of the peak, she had noticed the way that her friend was looking with disbelief at something just over the immense slope.


“What is it?” She wheezed, wiping at her sweaty brow with the back of one sleeve.


“I’m not really sure,” Jessamyn replied slowly.


Spread out below them was a huge meadow, circled by a curious, thick log fence. Directly in the center of the meadow was a thick patch of trees, conceaing what appeared to be a small log house. The entire set-up was somewhat reminiscent of a ranch, except that there was not a single horse or cow to be seen.


“Civilization!” Meghan crowed out thankfully, and began half running, half rolling down the hill toward the meadow. Jessamyn followed at a more mediated pace, a curious light in her brown eyes.


“Hullo!” Meghan called out cheerfully, running forward and banging with utter abandon on the door to the small house. “Is anybody there?” Please, save us! Water!”


The door opened just as Jessamyn arrived, revealing a petite brown hair woman who stared at them with a sweet, pale face.


“Hello. . .” She said slowly. Around her ankles three squirrels peered up curiously.


“Hello!” Meghan cried gleefully, throwing her arms around the young woman’s neck. 


“Oh!” The girl giggled. “Yea! A new friend!” At her feet the squirrels chittered excitedly.


The strange girl quickly grabbed the arms of Meghan and Jessamyn and bodily dragged them into her room> Meghan was more than slightly surprised to see that it was completely clean, not a spot of dust or squirrel droppings to be seen.


“My name is Kathy Ann,” the girl said excitedly, as a squirrel leapt up to her shoulder. “And this is my squirrel farm!”


“Squirrel farm?” Jessamyn coughed out disbelievingly. “You’re kidding me, right?”


“No. . .” Kathy Ann said slowly, doubt clouding her blue eyes. “Do you not like it?”


Meghan kicked her friend very, very hard in the shin before turning with a brilliant smile to poor Kathy Ann. “Of course we like it!”


“Oh! Good!” Kathy Ann grinned, immediately happy again. The strange little girl immediately perked up, and began running around the small cabin, shooing squirrels out from under chairs and off of tables. “I hope you’ll stay long enough for dinner. I don’t get guests out here very often!”


“I can imagine,” Meghan said, glancing back at the mountain they had just climbed over. She couldn’t for the life of her figure out what this little sprite was doing in a cabin of her own, in the middle of the mountain range.


She never had the chance to ask, though. As soon as Kathy Ann was done stoking the fire, she grabbed her two friends, and proceeded to take them on a tour of the ranch. Meghan was rather unimpressed. To her it simply seemed like a small meadow in the midst of the forest, with a few more squirrels than were common. Jessamyn, however, seemed to be absolutely enthralled by all of the littl ecreatures.


“For once you don’t want to kill all of them?” She asked her friend.


“Surprisingly enough, no,” Jessamyn answered. “These are actually kind of cute.”


“Of course they’re cute, Jesse!” Kathy Ann cooed, cuddling up to one of the tiny rodents. “And they’re my bestest of friends!”


Jessamyn and Meghan exchanged a confused look before continuing on with their impromptu “tour.” there was a small shed filled with sticks, which Kathy Ann used for firewood because “trees are too hard to cut down.” There was also a small lake just on the edge, which she used for water because “wells are too hard to dig.” Then there was the small garden out back, which unsurprisingly was filled up with flowers and the unavoidable squirrels.


The girls were then dragged inside to eat a rather watery carrot stew, cooked up by their little hostess. She seemed to have no problem whatsoever with entertaining two strange men in her house, and chattered away like one of her pets. When it was finally time to lie down for bed, Meghan had a headache and was more than willing to drift off into a dream.


She was woken up numerous times, however, by Jessamyn screaming out hatreds and curses at Gavin McDonough, and eventually had to resign herself to taking a bedroll outside and sleeping underneath the stars.


It wasn’t so bad outside, really, she thought sleepily, staring up at the night sky. Peaceful. Pretty. . .she fell asleep with a slight smile on her face.


When she woke the next morning, the smile had been replaced by a grimace. She was positively covered by lice-ridden squirrels! She hastily tried to push them off, but when she finally convinced one of the creatures to elave, another would just pop up in its place. She growled with frustration, and resigned herself to a slow death by suffocation.


Just as she was wishing there was a priest around to give her absolution, she caught a breath of fresh air as the particularly smelly black squirrel which had decided to fall asleep on her mouth was lifted away.


“This is no time to play around,” Jessamyn said crossly as she began digging her friend out of the mound of squirrel bodies. “Gavin McDonough is still after us, or have you forgotten?”


“I didn’t forget,” Meghan replied. “IT’s not my fault I was attacked by squirrels!”


It took two hours to extricate the poor girl from the puddle of squirrels, and when she finally escaped a thin layer of squirrel fur covered her entire body. Meghan wanted to take a minute or two off to go bathe in the small pond, but Jessamyn refused, saying that they hadn’t the time, and besides, they couldn’t risk letting their hostess find out they were women. Meghan eventually gave in, mostly because she knew her friend would just knock her out and drag her if she didn’t give in.


SO the two cheerfully bid their peculiar hostess good-bye and continued walking. It took half an hour before Jessamyn realized they were heading back east, and another hour before they reached the squirrel farm again. This time they thought to ask Kathy Ann for directions, and two hours aftr they’d started out they were finally heading the right way.


The stupid woman kept screaming, begging for him to rescue her, but Gavin McDonough just ignored her. He’d never cared for women much. . .not until Jessamyn Johnson, anyway. Something about the insane girl made him want to grab her, kiss her, and then beat her halfway to death. Then he’d make love to her until he had her begging for more, at which point he would begin the beatings again. He licked his lips in anticipation.


“No girls,” the chief insisted. “Just this woman. Want buy her?”


Gavin McDonough returned his attention to the matter at hand. The Ippotamix Indians were nowhere near as vicious as the Comanches were rumored to be, but they still outnumbered him by about 308 to one, so he figured it was best to be polite. He took a quick glance at the screaming woman, and wished he hadn’t.


She was a fat old hag, in his opinion, and one with a far too strident voice, as well.


“I think I’ll pass,” He said lowly. “Can’t you make her shut up?


“Sleeps-Like-Jackrabbit,” the chief said sharply. “Make her stop.”


A fat old Indian woman nodded her head sadly, before thunking the screaming woman on the head. That didn’t help any, though. Her shouting simply moved from her throat to her nose, and produced a most unpleasant nasally tone.


Gavin McDonough was getting very cross. HE had tracked the two women from New Jersey to Virginia, and now halfway into the mountains, and he still hadn’t caught up with them> In fact, he had folowed their scent directly to the Indian campsite, but now they were protesting ever having seen any women. And to make matters even worse, the damned woman wouldn’t stop screaming.


Thunder roared overhead, and a single lightning bolt screamed down from the sky, hitting the screaming woman directly in the forehead. She collapsed into a puddle of feathers, which the Indians promptly began gathering up and fitting into their headdresses. Gavin McDonough grinned.


“Great white shaman,” the chieftain whispered, falling to his knees and bowing low before the American. You have saved us from screaming she-devil!”


“All that I want is the women,” Gavin McDOnough said lowly, as lightning continued to race across the sky overhead. The chief shook his head hopelessly. Gavin McDonough sighed, and rolled his eyes heavenward. Why was it that nobody was willing to aid him on his quest?


He ignored the blubbering chief, and raised his nose to the sky. There to the west he caught the slightest whiff of the women’s scent. IT appeared that we would just be playing the bloodhound a little longer, then. At least the scent was fresh.


The chief didn’t dare to stand until the green-haired god had completely disappeared from sight. He then jumped hurriedly to his feet, grabbing up the piles of ash left in the man’s wake and throwing thm into the air, muttered harried incantations to the gods. It never hurt to be too careful.


I had been completely drawn into the story, and didn’t even realize how much time had passed. I was quickly drawn out of my reverie, however, when the words ceased coming from the blond man’s mouth and were replaced by ear-shattering snores.


“Is he bien?” I worriedly asked his friends, while I poked his arm carefully.


“Yeah,” jesse said. “She always snores like that. Irritating, isn’t it?”


The blunt-faced man tenderly covered his friend with his own jacket, settling it about the other man’s shoulders. Such blatant display of affection was a little disturbing for me, so I turned away as quickly as I could.


Outside the storm seemed to be calming down, and I could just begin to see glints of stars through the dark clouds. Perhaps the coming day wouldn’t be as gloomy as old Lin Chi’en had predicted. Then again, it could just as quickly resolve into a tornado. There was no counting on the weather in San Francisco.


“I think story hour is over for the night,” the biggest man said wryly, lying his long length along the fire. “We’d better all get some sleep.”


“You, too, Mexican,” Jesse said as he snuggled up to the big man. “James will be wide awake in the morning, chattering your ear off again.”


I nodded my head foolishly. I remained sitting up, staring into the dying light of the fire. Within moments all of my uninvited guests were fast asleep, but I found that state unattainable. Sighing, I blew out the smoky remains of the fire, before walking outside to stare up at the stars.


Orion had disappeared from the skies again, as had his eternal enemy. I looked around the walls of my hut worriedly, seeking the scorpion’s dark presence. But all the walls were as bare as they had been that morning.


I strolled to the back of my hut, and splashed some muddy water on my face. But as I gazed into the water, another face superimposed itself. I thought that I almost recognized the face. The black eyes glared at me with an expression that I definitely did recognize: hate and lust.


“You have my wife,” He whispered to me. I shook my head.


“I live alone here, just a poor Mexican in Chinatown,” I informed it. The black eyes grew even darker, and I shivered as I stared into hell. He opened his mouth to say something, but I refused to listen. Dashing my hand through the puddle, I broke the reflection, and stood up quickly before it had the chance to return.


“Dark magic, this,” I whispered to myself. I did a quick walk around my hut, always keeping an eye out for the dark man from the puddle, but he was nowhere to be found. Neither, for that matter, were the horses of my strange guests.


Do not get me wrong, I am not a smart man, nor a good observer. But even I know that people do not move about on foot. Whether my guests’ sotry was to be believed or not, they were certainly from far away. How then, had they arrived in San Francisco without horses?

I shrugged my shoulders. It was not a matter for me to concern myself with. They had gotten here somehow, and that was all that mattered. They had also destroyed my door, I remembered.  So while my guests slumbered away under my roof, I spent my evening gathering wood to create a new door.


In the morning the donkey appeared with my milk. I rubbed him affectionately behind the ears, before sending him off with a gentle slap to his rump. Humming, I entered my hut. Jesse and the tall men were still asleep, the larger man circling his arms around the smaller. The blunt-faced man was also asleep, gentle snores emanating from his open mouth.


But the gregarious blond was wide awake, and leapt to his feet when I entered.


“I’m sorry I fell asleep last night,” he said in apology. “I guess I was more tired than I thought. Would you like to hear the rest of out story?”


“Yes, I suppose so,” I replied, trying not to sound too eager. I poured him a cup of milk as he continued.


“We spent the next week wandering through the Appalachian range. Now, Jesse will tell you that she’s a great tracker, but I think that’s testimony to her lack of skills, don’t you? Anyway, nothing much happened through that week. We just wandered around, eating rabbits and herbs. But then we finally exited, and made our way into the first town we’d seen in almost two weeks. I can’t remember its name. . .St. Vincent, maybe, or something like that. Anyway, everyone knows that the first place to hit in a town is a bar, so. . .”


As James continued speaking his other friends woke up, and I passed the bottle of milk around. Surprisingly, none of the other men attempted to interrupt. I settled myself back, a vapid smile on my face, all remembrances of the black-eyed man wiped from my mind.


Everyone knows that the first place to hit in a town is a bar, so of course that is where Jessamyn promptly started walking. Meghan was feeling a little uncomfortable; taverns were not the sort of places that proper women usually frequented. Still, she supposed that it was the type of place that proper men visited, so with a sigh she stuck out her chin and began purposefully striding after her friend.


The inside of the bar was dark and smoky, precisely the way that Meghan had always envisioned it. She tried hard not to screw up her nose at the dreadful smells, but probably failed miserably. Jessamyn either was a much better actress, or didn’t find the smells as horrible, because without any faltering she strode through the half drunken men directly to the bar. Meghan scurried along behind her.


The barkeep didn’t seem exactly the way that Meghan had always pictured them as being. He was tall enough, but without the harsh bristly beard. His face was youthful, and his eyes a muted shade of blue. He had his hair cut neat and short, and a pair of spectacles rested on his nose. Meghan thought he was absolutely adorable.


“What can I get you, ladies?” He asked in a smooth voice. “Sasparilla?”


“What do you mean, ladies?” Jessamyn asked, her voice turned strident from panic. She shot an anguished look at Meghan, who was dreamily staring at the barkeep. “We’re men!”


“Sure you are,” the man replied placatingly. “My name is Andrew. I’ll be getting you those sasparillas now.”


He calmly walked away. Meghan sighed blissfully, and cupped her chin in one hand. “Wasn’t he dreamy?” she asked.


“Anything but,” Jessamyn replied. “How did he know we’re not men? Are our disguises not good enough?”


“Move it, buster!” An elderly drunken man nearly fell onto the two girls. Jessamyn raised a fist threateningly, and glared at the trespasser, who unworriedly brushed at his trousers before staggering off. This seemed to satisfy Jessamyn’s question, and the girl sat down on one of the barstools and waited for a drink.


The barkeep returned in just a few seconds, two brimming glasses in each hand. Jessamyn took a long draught of hers, before making a face and setting it down on the bar. Meghan proceeded to just stare at the man.


“So, are you ladies running away from some kind of trouble?” Andrew asked lazily as he began washing out one of the glasses. Meghan nodded her head.


“WE’re men!” Jessamyn announced righteously, but everyone just ignored her. Andrew continued smiling softly and washing the glass, while Meghan continued her dreamy smile. Jessamyn was tapping her foot impatiently, but was unwilling to create more commotion than there already had been. How long the three of them might have remained in the silent tableau was unknown, but luckily for Jessamyn at least, the door to the saloon suddenly flew open, and a drenched man dashed in.


“Y’all never gonna believe this!” The elderly gent gasped, water dripping off his long moustache. “But this here storm came outta nowhere, and some crazy man be walking right in the middle of it, with all that light flying down around him!”


“Must be that rain god, thingie of the Injuns,” The drunk piano player slurred out. “He got blue hair?”


“No,” the elderly man replied, finally regaining some of his lost equilibrium. “Green, It hink.”


Meghan and Jessamyn instantly stared at each other, their eyes wide, and with two words on their minds: Gavin McDonough.


“Well, thanks for the drinks! Hate to eat and run, but buh-bye!” Jessamyn said hurriedly, slapping a few coins down on the bar before grabbing Meghan’s arm and dragging her friend away.


“Bye, Andrew!” Meghan called over her shoulder to the almost handsome barkeep.


“Good-bye, ladies. Be seeing you,” he replied complacently, still wiping at his glass.


The two girls dashed to the front door, but the wind lashed it open before they could set their hands on the handles. There, sure enough, striding through torrents of rain and a darkly overcast sky was none other than Gavin McDonough, a fierce expression on his handsome face. With a panicked look, Jessamyn spun on her face and began dashing toward the back of the bar, searching for another exit. Meghan, a bit less frantic, took time to notice that the sky was still blue to the north, south, east, and west. It was only over the small town and Gavin McDonough’s head that it was storming.


“James, hurry up!” Jessamyn shrieked, fear turning her voice even more feminine than normal. Several of the men turned to stare at the skinny young man, but most were too drunk to even notice. Meghan sighed, tightened the straps of her knapsack, and hurried after her friend.


“By the time the girl had exited the saloon, Jessamyn had disappeared into the stables situtated beside the town’s only inn. As Meghan finally reached the doors, she was surprised to see her friend wrestling with the reins to a pair of terrified-looking draft horses.


“WE can’t take those!” Meghan protested. “That’s stealing!”


“Gavin McDonough’s trying to steal my life!” Jessamyn replied grimly. “Somehow I think these horses are less important! Now come on and help me!”


Although Meghan’s conscience was still troubling her a little, she had to admit that continuing the journey on horsebcak would be significantly more pleasant thatn attempting to complete a cross-country trek. And what Jessamyn had said was somewhat correct, if a trifle melodramatic. Gavin McDonough was trying to steal her life. . .sort of.


It took only a moment for Meghan to whisper a few words in the frightened animals’ ears to calm them down. She quickly mounted the taller of the two horses, and then waited irritably for Jessamyn to scramble atop the other. With quick kicks of the heels, the two girls dashed out of the stables as thunder roared in the sky above.


The two girls had only been riding for about two hours when they finally escaped the ravaging storm> Itw asa shocking experience, really. Between one moment and the next they went from torrential rains and terrifying lightning to a calm breeze and sunny skies. But Jessamyn was still somewhat spooked, and refused to let them rest until night began to fall, and there was no sign of clouds on the horizon.


Exhausted, the two girls all but fell off the backs of their enormous steeds. Panting, Jessamyn spent almost two minutes attempting to make a fire before finally giving up and huddling into one of the blankets that had been in the saddlebags.


“How did he find us?” Meghan asked curiously. She knew that there was no need to define who ‘he’ was. There was only one man on either of their minds at the moment.


Jessamyn shuddered. “I had no idea. Don’t they talk about that in any of your books?”


Meghan considered this for a moment. “Nope. Not that I can recall anyway.”


Jessamyn nodded, and continued to shiver in her miserable little ball. “Meghan. . .” she whispered, and her voice was more uncertain and frightened than Meghan had ever heard it in her life. “What if he never stops following us? What if he tracks us all the way to California? What if we never escape?”


Meghan didn’t have an answer to that question, so she decided to deflect the query and turn the atmosphere at least a little lighter. “I don’t know,” she began truthfully. “But I do know that the barkeep in that saloon was pretty cute.”


Jessamyn rolled her eyes, and turned over on her side. “He was fat,” she replied shortly.


“He wasn’t fat,” Meghan protested. “He was just big-boned!”


“Whatever,” Jessamyn’s voice was muffled, and thick with the onset of sleep. “Don’t fall too deeply in love, hon. We’ll never be seeing him again.”


Within moments loud, annoying snores were heard from her little bundle. Meghan sighed, and snuggled deeper into her own blankets. She determined to put the adorable barkeep from her mind, and concentrate instead on their mission. But somehow pictures of his smile kept sneaking back into her consciousness. When she finally fell asleep, it was with a smile on her lips and a pair of dancing blue eyes in her mind.


“Ew!” I protested, standing up and backing away from the young blond man. “You fell in love with a man? That’s just disgusting!”


“Why?” James asked. “I’m a woman. Aren’t women supposed to fall in love with men?”


I had not answer for that. Apparently my guests were completely loco, and I really couldn’t come up with a fair reason for why someone who believed himself to be a woman couldn’t fall in love with a man. 


I took advantage of the break in the story-telling to clean up from breakfast. I placed my two cups along one side of the hut, and swept the pitiful crumbs out the doorway. The men all volunteered to help me out with the chores around my hut, but I refused. I had always been taught that hospitality was required for all travelers. My abuela had told me that if I ever required payment in return for shelter, then the sacrifical god Satan would appear and demand my soul for all eternity. I had grown past my abuela’s stories for the most part, but still, I also believed in the wholly American belief that “safe is better than sorry.”


So I encouraged my visitors to rest within my hovel, recuperating their strength, while I fed my three chickens and four dogs. But when I returned from my short journey, Iwa s surprised, gratified, and a little frightened to see the biggest man holding up my busted down door while the broad-faced man was nailing it back to the frame. Jesse appeared to be supervising their efforts with unwarranted criticisms and illogical praises. James, meanwhile, had somehow mixed my meager supply of wheats and grains to create some kind of good-smelling miracle.


“Took you long enough to feed those mongels,” Jesse said, wiping his hands on his pants. “It’s okay, though. WE’ve just about got the door fixed.”


“You mean Paul and I have just about got the door fixed,” the broad-faced man returned with a smile. “You haven’t done much of anything.”


“True enough,” Jesse said good-naturedly. “Thankfully James has just about finished lunch.”


“Lunch?” I protested. “But we only just finished with breakfast. It’s not time for more comida yet!”


“Hey, you wanna hear more of our story or not?” James asked from inside the hut.


That silenced me immediately, and I tramped blissfully back into my house. Blame my abuela, but I never could resist a good story.


As it turned out, the food that James had whipped up for us smelled a lot better than it tasted, but since I was the host, I forced myself to down it with a smile on my face. Besides, I was willing to eat just about anything to hear more of their curious tale.


“Not much happened for a while, then,” James said slowly, as he munche don his gruel-like meal. “It took us a wekk or so traveling before we hit another town. . >”


“Yeah, but then things really began happening,” Jesse butted in. He immediately dropped into a sulky, silent posture upon a glare from his friend.


“Anyway, the weather had been nice for quite a while, so Gavin McDonough couldn’t have been anywhere around. . .”


“It figures that a trashbag like him would have thunderclouds following him around,” Jessamyn remarked sulkily.


Normally their chatter would have been irritating me by this point, but I was becoming accustomed to them enough to realize that it was just their way of beginning a story. So rather than fidgeting, I merely settled myself back more comfortably and continued trying to swallow my disgusting lunch.


The weather had been nice for quite a while, so Gavin McDonough couldn’t have been anywhere around. At least, that was the logic that the girls were hoping would hold true. Truthfully, though, they were both terrified that he would show up any minute, wit his hellish black eyes and dimples.


So of course it was a relief when they finally reached another town, and discovered that it had fifteen weather vanes attached to the roofs of the outermost houses. When and if the dastardly groom showed up, the girls would be well forewarned.


Although Jessamyn was fully in favor of riding their stolen horses directly into town, Meghan chose to exercise some executive privelege and opted for discretion. So they tied their faithful steeds up to a small picket just outside the borders of the town, and made their way in on foot.


It wasn’t a very impressive town, as towns go.  It was small, dusty, and mostly deserted. A few lonely-looking store signs banged about in the slight breeze, and shutters rustled irritably against open panes in houses.  Jessamyn and Meghan exchanged a pitiable glance, before striding into the dust.


“Well, what do we do first?”  Meghan asked curiously, staring around the ghost town. 


“Hit the saloon,” Jessamyn replied, walking briskly toward the double-doored establishment. Meghan winced. Ever since they had donned their disguises, Jessamyn had developed a frightening taste for the seedy taverns.  Meghan could only hope that when they returned to their normal (and in her mind, far more comfortable) forms that Jessamyn would give up her new obsession.


“But we don’t have much money left,” Meghan mentioned, peering down into an almost empty satchel bag. We’d probably be better off if we went to the bank, first. We could try and draw some money out of my parents’ funds. Jessamyn shrugged her shoulders agreeably to this idea, and the two girls headed off to the bank.


“We need money!”  Jessamyn announced to nobody in particular as they entered the building. “Hello?”


“Just a moment, I’ll be right with you,” a familiar-sounding voice came from one of the back rooms. Meghan and Jessamyn shrugged their shoulders and walked forward to lean on the wooden counter. It was only a few seconds before a man emerged from what they had assumed had been a closet and met them at the desk.


“What can I do for you ladies?” He asked.


“You again?”  Jessamyn burst out in disbelief. “It can’t be! We left you behind at that other town. . .what was it called? St. Vincent? We rode all night. It can’t be you. . .it just can’t be. . .”


While Jessamyn was struggling to articulate her disbelief, Meghan found herself wallowing in a puddle of bliss. Sure enough, it was the same glasses, same blue eyes, same short sandy brown hair. Andrew.


“Ma’am, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just a teller at this bank. Now, I’m assuming that two runaway misses like yourselves would want to withdraw money. Am I right?”


“Um-hmm,” Meghan said dreamily, staring at the man with starstruck eyes. Jessamyn just pounded her fist on the table.


“Damn straight! And we’re men.”


“Alright then,” Andrew nodded agreeably, and winked at Meghan. She thought that she would die of pleasure. “Give me just a moment and I’ll take care of that for you.” 


Meghan watched his retreating back with a small pang of sadness. It seemed that whenever he left she felt just the slightest bit lonelier. Jessamyn, though, still had a confused look on her face.


“Shouldn’t he have asked us for identification, or a name, or something?” Meghan shrugged her shoulders. She couldn’t possibly have cared less. So long as he was there, everything was just fine.  Jessamyn rolled her eyes.


“Oh honestly. This is just ridiculous!”  The young woman began idling pacing back and forth, occasionally rolling her eyes to the sky and muttering to herself. Meghan proceeded to ignore her friend.  


It only took Andrew a moment to rifle around in the back room and to return with a thick wad of bills in each hand. Meghan stared at the cash dubiously, but Jessamyn pounced on it immediately, rifling through the green and greedily counting it all up.


“But. . .I don’t think we have that much in our accounts. . .” Meghan protested. Jessamyn hurriedly clapped a hand over her best friend’s mouth, but by that time it was too late and the words had escaped.


Andrew didn’t seem to care, though. He just gave a conspiratorial wink and smile.  “Don’t worry,” he said lowly. “It’s all yours now.”


Jessamyn flashed a brilliant smile at the bartender/banker, tipped her hat in a slight salute, grabbed Meghan’s arm, and all but pranced out of the bank.  Outside the sky was still as clear as when they’d first arrived, and the weather vanes showed no sign of whipping wildly about with the coming of a storm. Jessamyn began to whistle.


“This is great!”  she said triumphantly, thrusting her palm full of money up toward the sky.  “We’ll be able to stay in decent inns and drink plenty of sasparilla all the way to California!”


Meghan shrugged her shoulders and attempted a weak smile.  She took one last reluctanct glance back at the bank before following her friend into yet another seedy saloon.  Still, she supposed that it was all necessary to keep up their cover, and she probably shouldn’t be complaining.


But just as they were about to enter the establishment, a gnarled old hand popped up out of nowhere and latched onto Jessamyn’s shoulder.  The hand itself wouldn’t have been so difficult to deal with. . .except that it was attached to an arm, which in turn was part of a body. And the body belonged to a surprisingly strong, surprisingly large old man who clearly had no intention of letting the girl move.


“What do you think you’re doing?”  Jessamyn snarled, twisting her shoulder and attempting to break free of the old man’s hold.  It was useless, though, as he was much stronger than the smaller girl.


“No boys allowed in there,” the old man responded with a sadistic smile.  “Only men enter my establishment.”


“We are men!” Meghan protested. “We’re eighteen!”


“I don’t think so,” the old man responded.  He finally let go of Jessamyn’s shoulder.  Instead, he crossed his arms and stepped menacingly in front of the saloon entrance.  Jessamyn clutched her fists at her side, but Meghan could tell that she had lost most of her spirit.  Putting a gentle hand on her friends’ arm, she drew her over to one side.


“It’ll be okay,” Meghan said.  “It’s not as though we had to go into that smelly old saloon.”


“But I wanted to!”  Jessamyn retorted, her usually bright brown eyes somehow dimmed.  “Besides, it just goes to show that our disguises aren’t good enough, yet.  We need to somehow really convince everyone that we’re capable men.”


“Why?” Meghan asked curiously. “We’re getting where we want.  It’s not as though we have to live our lives as men after we reach California. It’s been working fine so far.  Look, we’re already halfway there!”


Jessamyn just shook her head and continued to peer around them irritably.  Meghan sighed, and tried desperately to think of some new scheme which would convince the world of their manliness.


They could always get in a barfight. . .that seemed to mean a lot to men. But then again, the likelihood of them actually getting out alive, let alone winning, didn’t seem very high.  If they had more muscles they could show some brawn.  They didn’t have any weapons to show off. They weren’t good drinkers. . .Jessamyn would get roaring drunk, get belligerent, and then drop facedown into her own beer, while Meghan herself would just giggle inanely.


But weren’t those the only things that men cared about? Booze, brawls, and. . .Meghan scrunched up her forehead in thought. She knew that there was a third B. If there was anything that she had learned living with 11 brothers, it was the three B’s that were the foundation of all mankind.  Booze, brawls, and. . .


“Boobs!”  Meghan shouted triumphantly, jumping to her feet and thrusting her arm in the air. Jessamyn turned to give her friend a very long, somewhat annoyed stare.


“We already have boobs,” she said frigidly. “That’s what we’re trying to hide, remember?”


“No, no, no,” Meghan replied laughing. “Those are the three b’s that James taught me. Men love booze, brawls, and boobs! So all we need to do to get the men to believe that we’re as male as they are is to get a girl!”


Jessamyn managed to retain the angry stare for another half a moment before breaking up into laughter.


“You’re kidding me!”  She chortled. “We just spent the time it took to cross half a continent trying to avoid women, and now you want us to get one to join us?”


Meghan paused to think for a moment. She understood the point that her friend was trying to make, but at the same time she was fairly certain that she knew what was going on significantly better than the sometimes socially-inept Jessamyn.  Therefore, she was very confident when she gave her affirmative head nod.


Jessamyn shrugged her shoulders and sighed. “All right, if you say so. We’ll go find you a girlfriend.” And with these words she turned and walked into the        , which was conveniently located right next to the saloon for easy access.


Meghan almost lost it for a moment there, before recovering her wits and diving in after her friend. She frantically grabbed Jessamyn’s sleeve, and pulled the smaller girl in closer to her.


“Not a girlfriend for me. . .” she whispered frantically. “For you!”


Jessamyn stared at her blankly for a long moment. “For me?” she asked dubiously. “But I’m the dinky, girly-looking guy.  Why do I have to get saddled with a girl?”


“Because you’re the dashing, cavalier one!” Meghan shouted desperately.  All eyes turned to stare at the two poorly dressed men standing in the center of the        . Meghan flushed deeply, and attempted to pull her bag-like hat lower over her face without letting loose any of her still-long strands. Jessamyn merely looked thoughtful, and then shrugged her shoulders.


“Fine,” she agreed, though a bit reluctantly. “After all, you can’t tell a lie if your life depends on it, and that may be what’s required, in this case, to bag the girl.”


There was just time for Meghan to wipe the sweat of the near-escape off her brow before having to save they day again. Her friend had apparently discovered the girl that she wanted to “date” and was making her way over.  However, Meghan saw a huge problem with the selection, since the chosen girl was possibly the ugliest, least feminine-looking woman she had seen in her entire life.  And since she had grown up with 7 dating brothers, she had seen a long string of ugly girls.





This one definitely took the cake. The poor woman towered over the two girls, easily head and shoulders above Jessamyn. She had blunt cut features, and greasy black hair.  Her nose was too wide, her eyebrows took thick, her mouth too hard, and her jaw too square.  She had broad shoulders, nearly non-existant hips, and no cleavage to speak of. In fact. . .Meghan squinted her eyes. It looked as though the poor woman was even growing a moustache!


Yet there was Jessamyn, confidently strolling over, attempting to put a manly swagger into her obviously feminine walk.  Meghan gasped. She had only a few seconds to avert the catastrophe. . .would it be enough time?


She decided that it would have to be, and virtually flew across the room toward her friend. She desperately reached out her arm, trying to catch Jessamyn’s sleeve, to whirl her around and force her to choose a new target. But it was useless. Her fingers grasped only empty air, and she collapsed to the ground. 


“Hello, ma’am,” Jessamyn tilted her hat toward the homely woman and spoke in her lowest voice. To Meghan it sounded terribly contrived and fake, but the woman seemed not to notice.. “Tell me. . .what’s a pretty lady like you doing in a place like this?”


The woman laughed, and answered in a falsetto. “Why hello, handsome. The lady was just trying to get herself a drink.”



“Please, allow me to buy!” Jessamyn suggested gallantly, and quickly ordered a pair of sasparillas.  She winked rakishly as she passed by Meghan, as if pointing out how well she had done. Meghan just sighed in defeat. The idea was getting worse and worse. With a woman like that in tow, she wasn’t sure if their disguise would become more convincing, or less. She was willing to bet on the latter.


More than slightly dispirited, she turned on her heel and began drudgingly to make her way to their rooms.  Today hadn’t gone very well at all. She had managed to see Andrew again, but only for a few moments, making that pleasure bittersweet.  Then, for one of the first times in her life, she had convinced Jessamyn to do something her way, only to have the plan go disasterously.  The only way the day could get any worse would be for Gavin McDonough to show up. But a quick glance out the window revealed only clear skies all the way to the horizon.


A crash of thunder was heard outside. All at once, all five of us jerked up our heads to peer nervously out the window.  In less than an hour the clear skies had disappeared, replaced by dark clouds above and pounding sheets of rain.


“Maybe’s it’s not him. . .” James suggested nervously.  The broad-faced man hugged him close, and he smiled up in thanks. I shifted uncomfortably. The men were really beginning to weird me out now. Still, I thought that it was best to warn them.

“Last night I think I saw your amigo,” I told them. “In the water outside. He did not look happy with you.”


“You saw him in the water?” James asked in confusion, at the same moment that Jesse said huffily “He’s no friend of ours.”


“His face appeared to me,” I said in reply to James. I ignored Jesse—I had decided this was the best thing to do with the boy.


“That can’t be good,” the largest man said, rubbing his face wearily. The blunt-faced man shook his head. Outside the storm grew in its furosity.  We all huddled down within my hut. I was praying that the roof stayed on my home, but I would guess that my guests had other worries. Still, there was little to be done that night.


“It would be best if we left early tomorrow morning,” the large man said. Jesse nodded in agreement, but James seemed to be against the idea.


“Why would we do that? It might just be a normal storm, right? It doesn’t have to be him.”


“He saw him,” Jesse said furiously. “We can’t endanger anyone.”


“We have to stop running sometime,” James said. He glared at Jesse when he said the words, as though blaming the other man for something. The large man moved over to Jesse, protectively draped an arm over the other man’s shoulder. I looked away. Some things are just too extaño por un pobre mexicano viviendo en Chinatown. 


When I looked back the tender moment was over, gracias a Dios. The broad faced man wore a blank, cautious expression on his face when he said


“Maybe we should split up?”


The sound of thunder exploding above my shack was nothing compared to the attack within the small, rundown walls. The two smaller men grew especially heated, the argument culminating in the pair of them screaming “never” at one another. As if on cue, they sat down heatedly, crossed arms across their chests and glared at opposite walls. The larger men looked as though they were stifling laughter. I was just confundido.


“Pues. . .” I tried to diffuse the tension. Besides which, I was curious. The storm showed no sign of abating, my unanticipated guests showed no intention of leaving, and I still didn’t know how the two women trying to cross the country had somehow managed to get past that vast abyss known only as Kansas. “What happened next?”


Neither Jesse nor James seemed particularly in the mood to tell the story. I resigned myself to a silent, uncomfortable noche when the biggest man spoke up, his voice a gravelly counterpoint to the contralto of James.


“The girls weren’t much in favor of taking the train. . .”


The girls weren’t much in favor of taking the train. Meghan couldn’t stop thinking about the Comanche attack and Jessamyn couldn’t help staring at her dwindling supply of money. At the same time, they couldn’t think of a quicker way of getting to the mountains, and with Gavin McDonough undoubtedly following on their heels, speed was much more important than comfort, fear, or even three dollars. 


So, with the unattractive Paula in tow, they bought three tickets to the Rockies and climbed aboard the first train leaving the small podunk town.


Meghan had to admit that this second train was significantly nicer than the first. The seats didn’t have holes punched in them, and there were real windows in every car, instead of just the first ones. The three travelers even got a car to themselves and situated themselves as quickly as possible. Paula was mostly silent, just staring out the window, and Jessamyn seemed equally uninclined toward conversation. Meghan pulled out a book and began reading.


Three minutes later, she realized that she had only had a page left. And it was her last book.


“H-hey,” she interrupted the reverie of her friend and the ugly stranger. Her voice was quavering, but she couldn’t force the trembling out of her voice. Surely, this was a fate worse than death! “Um. . .do either of you two have a book? I kind of finished mine.”


“No,” Jessamyn said, barely turning from her intense contemplation of the dirty window. Paula turned to face Meghan, a blank look plastered across her heavily made up face. Meghan did a doubletake. She hadn’t been certain the night before, but now she was absolutely certain that the poor woman was growing a beard. She rolled her eyes (mentally, not really, for that would have been rude) at the horrible taste of her friend. 


“I am a woman,” Paula said flatly. Meghan winced at her tuneless voice. “I do not know how to read.”


“What is that supposed to mean?” Jessamyn’s head jerked from the window, more excited by the strange woman’s idiotic comment than her own friend’s plea for help. Meghan felt a cold sweat break out on the back of her neck. She needed a book. She needed a book quick.


“I never went to school,” Paula said. Flat, again. She turned her head, obviously signalling the end to the conversation but Jessamyn was not so easily dissuaded.


“Women can go to school, you know,” she said. Her voice began to rise in agitation. Meghan grew even more nervous. “Women can learn how to read.”


“Not in Maine,” Paula said. Her shoulders grew straighter.


“That’s ridiculous,” Jessamyn growled. Meghan was glad to hear the lowered voice again. It might mean less chance of detection. Bears growled a lot, after all, and really, at the heart of it, weren’t men a lot like bears? They certainly acted like it sometimes. 


“And why the hell not?” Meghan was jerked back into the current conversation by Jessamyn’s loud, somewhat screechy yell. She winced, and looked around, glad that they were in their own compartment. “Why the hell not? Women can match men in everything but strength. And it sure as hell doesn’t take much strength to pick up a pencil and mark a box.”


“The right to vote belongs to the educated,” Paula replied. Meghan sighed, and sank back lower into her seat, trying to avoid any chance of a passserby glancing in the compartment window and being able to see her. It was a strange juxtaposition that the higher Jessamyn’s voice became, the lower that Paula’s seemed to get. Great, she thought, we’ve got two gender-confused people here. And me.


“The only reason women aren’t educated is because men won’t let them! Isn’t that right, Meghan?”


Don’t drag me into this, Meghan thought, but she smiled as sweetly as possible. “So neither of you has a book then?” she asked. Jessamyn rolled her eyes as if to say come on Meghan, how long have you known me? Have you ever known me to carry a book with me? Jessamyn was really quite expressive with her eye rolls.


Paula, however, shifted a bit uncomfortably, and reached into her side satchel. She pulled out a very old hardback. Meghan reached out a hand eagerly.


“It’s a bit intense for. . .” she paused, and looked over at the still-fuming Jessamyn. “you,” she finished lamely, clearly a bit uncomfortable. Jessamyn froze.


“I thought you don’t read,” she said. Meghan looked at the cover. Paradise Lost. Opening it, she discovered to her delight the pentameter and measured verse. An epic!


“I don’t,” Paula said. Her voice had reached it regular cadence and tone again. Meghan flipped to the first place. “It’s for my. . .my husband.”


“You’re married?” Jessamyn seemed somewhat more content to fall into a regularly civilized conversation, now that she had discovered that the other woman at least had a book. “You’re married and yet you were willing to just jump on a train with a pair of hardened men?”


“Well, I’m not married yet,” Paula sighed and peered out the window. She placed one hand, with a surprisingly delicate movement, beneath her hairy chin. “I’m a mail-order bride.”


“That’s ridiculous!” Jessamyn exploded. Meghan really wanted some peace. She had never guessed that John Milton, a hardened Christian according to her literature teachers, would ever have written a book about Satan, and yet the devil himself was definitely delivering a rather inspired speech to his minions. “That’s objectification of women. Why on earth would you willingly cart yourself across the country for some man that you’ve never met? Just so that he can screw you, get you pregnant, and then forget that you’ve anything other than his personal maid?”


“You don’t believe in marriage?” Paula was still looking out the window. Jessamyn was silent for a moment, clearly taken aback by the women’s sudden show of humility. Ooh! Meghan thought. Now Moloch was talking, intriguing.


“I believe in marriage,” she said slowly. “Between two people that love each other. I don’t believe in marriage for the sake of it.”


“Well,” Paula smiled a little. “Who would fall in love with me? Only somebody across the country who’s never seen me.”


Jessamyn had no response to that. Meghan smirked a little behind the pages of her book. Jessamyn, for all that she had never professed to be a beauty, or even had a desire to, had still never wanted for an admiring glance or two. She blamed her freckles for all the attention.


She looked up for a moment to smile at Paula, when a passing figure through the hallway caught her attention. It couldn’t be. . .could it. . .she was standing up, and she didn’t really remember how she had gotten there. Blue eyes and glasses. . .


“James?” Jessamyn asked. “What are you looking at?”


“It’s him. . .” Meghan said slowly, and without a backward glance she began walking toward the mirage. She heard a desperate scramble behind her, probably just Jessamyn and Paula getting up to chase after her, but she hardly had time for that. She followed the broad, retreating back of the man all the way to the front of the train, a little too nervous to chase after, but too excited to turn back.


What if it wasn’t him? What if it had never been him? What if he didn’t like her? What if, oh God forbid, he thought she was creepy and a stalker? What if he felt about her the way that Jessamyn felt about Gavin McDonough? But that thought was just laughable, and with a slight chuckle she entered the front compartment. 


“Hello there,” he said with a smile. Meghan smiled back, a bit shyly.


“Hi,” she said. “Andrew, right?”


“As rain,” he said. “Care to take a seat?” he gestured toward the engineer’s seat in the train, and Meghan gratefully sat herself down. “So how are you and Jessamyn doing?” he asked. Meghan started. Had they ever actually told him their real names? She didn’t think so. . .but then again, sitting in his presence it was becoming more and more difficult to think properly. Maybe he really was a wizard. . .she narrowed her eyes at him a little, trying to discern that certain aura that her books spoke about.


“I’m not a wizard,” Andrew laughed at her, turning his attention back to the controls. “I’m just a normal person, same as you.”


“You’re not the same as me at all,” Meghan said, a bit more forcefully than was probably necessary. He turned and looked at her over his shoulder, smiling a little. But then, in a moment, the smile disappeared, replaced by an intense look of concentration.


“What’s wrong?” Meghan asked. He shook his head, motioning for silence. 


“Bank robbers,” he said finally. “And they have guns.” 


Meghan suddenly jumped out of her seat, her mind flashing back to her friend, sitting (knowing Jessamyn, probably napping and snoring quite loudly) in the middle of the train. She’d known they shouldn’t have taken the train again. Trains were bad luck for them.


“I have to get back to them,” she told Andrew. He nodded his head, and turned back to him controls. “I figured you would want to,” he said. Meghan looked at him longingly for a moment, desperately wishing that he would heroically walk out with her, to do off with the bad guys himself, but he seemed perfectly comfortable to just sit there, controlling the train. Which she supposed was pretty important in and of itself, but nonetheless. . .


She heard a scream from the back of the car, and without a second thought, ran back toward her friend. Meghan wasn’t stupid enough to have mistaken the girly screech for Jessamyn, but she did know that it was in the same general vicinity. Which either meant that very soon her friend would be in great danger, or she was already dead. Meghan really didn’t like to think about that second possibility. 


She skidded to a halt just as she entered the car that their compartment was in. Her heart dropped. Four huge, burly men, all bearing rifles, were just entering the compartment where her friend was.


“Stick’em up,” she could hear one say as she crouched against the wall. Her mind had enough time to marvel at the ridiculousness of the statment, but her adrenaline was running too high to really consider it. Inside the box, she could hear Jessamyn respond,


“You have got to be kidding me.”


“All right, buster, hand over your wallet unless you want the lady here to bite it.”


“Let go of me,” a low growl.


“Shut up, missy.”


Then the crack of fist colliding with face. It was enough to wake Meghan from her terror-induced daze, and she rushed into the compartment. Jessamyn was on top of one of the robbers, her arms tightly wound around his neck as he lurched around, gasping for breath. One dirty man lay on the floor already, next to him two guns. Paula was holding the last two bank robbers up by their necks, one in each thick arm. 


“Can I help?” Meghan asked. Jessamyn and Paula both turned to look at her, and shrugged their shoulders, so Meghan sat down and began to do her embroidery as they waited for the robbers to suffocate. 


Jessamyn’s succumbed first, falling to the floor with one last, gurgling noise. Jessamyn kicked him once, for good measure, and when he didn’t respond, she finally seemed satisfied to sit down. Instead of regaining her seat, however, she looked at Paula. She stood for a moment, seemingly transfixed by the sight of the veins standing up on the woman’s strong forearms, by the set, angry look of her face. Meghan became a little worried, until Jessamyn broke out of whatever spell she’d been stuck in, and looked down at the men.


“Do you think they’re dead?” she asked Meghan. They both glanced down at the two men on the ground. Neither one was breathing.


“I hate to say it,” Meghan said slowly. “But I think so.”


“Damn,” Jessamyn sighed, and looked up toward Paula. “Hey, honeycheeks,” (Meghan had to stifle a laugh at the idea of calling Paula honeycheeks) “you about done there? It looks like we’re going to have to jump train.”


Paula sighed. “All right,” she said, that sickly falsetto back. With a small grunt of effort, she brought her two arms together, clacking the robber’s skulls against each other. They dropped down limply, and she allowed their lifeless bodies to fall to the ground.


“Are you okay?” Paula asked Jessamyn worriedly, her eyes raking the other woman. Jessamyn blushed a little, but shrugged it off. 


“Fine,” she said gruffly, but Meghan could tell by the way her eyes kept returning to the two dead men that she wasn’t fine. Paula reached out a consoling hand, which Jessamyn shrugged off. Meghan sighed. This was getting a little uncomfortable. She dearly hoped that she wasn’t going to have to remind her friend that they were only pretending to be men.


“Well, we’d better get off quickly before someone comes to see what made all the noise,” Meghan said uncomfortably. Jessamyn nodded, and began gathering their belongings. Paula reached down and grabbed the dead men’s guns.


“You can’t take those!” Jessamyn protested. “They’re not ours!”


Paula shrugged. “They’re not going to be using them,” she argued. 


“Whatever,” Meghan said anxiously. Why were those two taking so long? Did they not understand the urgency of the situation?


Finally everyone had gathered their things. Meghan, realizing that despite their protestations to the contrary, were still a little shaken up by the violent encounter. She decided rather impulsively that it was up to her to get them off the train quickly. With one pained glance back toward the engineer’s room, she led the way toward the caboose. Jessamyn and Paula followed close behind, silent for once.


The ground was rushing along below them much more quickly than Meghan would have expected. She swallowed nervously, and glanced back at her companions. They seemed singularly unaffected by the rushing ground beneath them. 


“Ready?” she asked finally. Without a word, Paula jumped off the train, hit the ground on her side, and rolled off into the distance.


“Well, I guess she was ready,” Jessamyn said. Was that an admiring tone in her voice? Jessamyn turned and smiled warmly at Meghan, squeezing her shoulder for a moment. “You’ll see here again,” she said, and then fell backwards off the train. Meghan sighed, and glanced to the front of the train again. Her friend was right. . .she’d seen him three times already. But it just seemed so cruel, to find him and instantly lose him again.


Gathering her courage, she looked down at the tracks, and jumped off.


Gavin McDonough couldn’t help but sneer at the sorry surroundings he found himself in. Outside of the train station, the biggest business was a joint brothel/saloon, each made out of rotting wood that looked ready to fall apart at any moment. He looked between the two for a moment. Now, which of these would his Jessamyn be wanting to go into?


That wasn’t a difficult question, really. After all, she was refusing to admit her very evident feelings for him, which meant that she appreciated men. Meaning, of course, that she would never venture into a brothel.


He entered it anyway, and headed immediately to the mistress. Behind him, prostitutes fainted. The trail of ashes that always followed him was now littered as well with the painted bodies of society’s remainders.


“I’m looking for someone,” he informed the mistress. Her eyelids fluttered, but by force of will she remained conscious. She lifte a fan, and began batting herself with it hurriedly.


“Well, as you can see, we have someone for everyone,” she said.


“I’m looking for a young woman who woul dhave come in here,” he said, interrupting her sales pitch. “She’s young and beautiful, brown hair, and the largest brown eyes you’ve ever seen. A succulent body.” The woman looked blank. “She would have come in with her friend, a larger woman, busty, long blonde hair and freckles. Grey eyes.”


“We don’t often get women in here,” the woman said slowly. “We did have a pair of young men, though, one dark haired and eyed, one lighter. Very young, barely more than boys.”


Gavin McDonough wasn’t stupid. He could put the pieces together. He stuck out his tongue, and quickly tasted the air. Yes. She had been here.


“Which way did these young men go?” he asked. The woman’s eyes began to roll back in her head. He reached out an arm to keep her conscious.


“Where did they go, dammit?” he demanded. His touch was too much for the woman, however, and she left out a small sigh and fell to the ground, completely unconscious. Gavin McDonough growled, and let her fall. Good enough. He was drawing closer.  He could follow their scent.


He walked outside, and saw the train tracks meandering out of the city. A smile grew across his face as thunder loomed overhead.


“Ow!” Paula hissed, drawing back from Jessamyn’s not-so-gentle ministrations. “That hurts!”


“Don’t be such a girl,” Jessamyn said, pressing the bandage more tightly against the woman’s bleeding shoulder.


“Of course I’m being like a girl,” Paula complained. “That’s what I am.”


“Sorry,” Jessamyn looked suitably abashed, and eased up on the pressure a bit. “Sometimes it’s easy to forget that.”


“Yeah,” Paula sighed, and modestly pulled her sleeves back down. Meghan was amazed that none of them had been more badly hurt from the jump off the train. She had twisted an ankle, and Paula had scraped up a shoulder, but those were the only injuries sustained. 


“Do we have to keep walking tonight?” she asked. Jessamyn glanced up at the sky, at the fast-approaching clouds.


“We probably should,” she said. “Either there’s a storm coming or. . .”


She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t need to. Meghan knew full well what the worse option was. That he was following them, and growing ever closer. 


“One night of rest couldn’t hurt,” Paula pointed out. “the rain’s going to hit us whether we’re resting or walking. It would be better to set up a shelter.”


“Who died and made you king?” Jessamyn snapped. “Back in your place, woman.”


Paula bristled a little, but clamped her mouth shut. Meghan peered at the woman in surprise. That wasn’t just a moustache she was growing. . .that was a full-grown beard! Jessamyn glanced back at the skyline again.


“Okay,” she said finally, letting her shoulders droop a bit. “We’ll make it as far as those trees, set up camp, and wait out the storm.”  Only Meghan could hear what the rest of the sentence, yet unsaid, meant. We’ll wait out the storm, if it is only a storm. 


They reached the treeline just as the first drops began to fall. They ducked under, and Paula and Jessamyn worked at constructing a crude shelter out of branches and leaves. The three hunkered down, hidden beneath a hasty configuration of pine branches and rocks. Meghan screamed when she heard the wind coming.


“This isn’t an ordinary storm!” Jessamyn screamed. Paula shook her head.


“It looks like a hurricane!” she yelled. Meghan shook her head. She’d never seen a hurricane, that she would be able to identify one, but she had definitely read enough to know that there were characteristcs of hurricanes that simply didn’t happen.


“It can’t be a hurricane!” she yelled back, barely able to make her words heard over the rush of wind. “We’re in the middle of the country! A hurricane could never get this far though!”


“Well, sugar,” Paula said, her voice low and rough with fear. “Looks like nobody thought to tell this one about them rules.” 


A squirrel went flying by, caught up in the wild winds and drenched to its skin. Meghan couldn’t help but think about Katharine and her squirrel farm. Minutes later a poodle fell from the sky, gave a yip, and ran off into the forest. Meghan screamed and grabbed Jessamyn’s arm, who in turn grabbed Paula.


“Scared?” Paula asked wryly. Jessamyn laughed.


“Just trying to make sure you’re not too scared,” she said.


Amazingly, Meghan felt her eyes slowly closing, overtaken by the events of the day, She couldn’t fall asleep. . .it was a hurricane, she needed to stay awake and vigilant so that if she had to escape she could. Though where would she run? Her sleepy mind asked. She’d never heard or anyone outrunning a hurricane. She’d never heard of a hurricane in Kansas, either. She’d never heard of. . .


The world disappeared for a moment. The rushing winds, the sleeting rain, the warm feeling of Jessamyn beside her, and a sharp tree branch poking into her back. It would be okay.


She was bundled, tight into her bed at home. James, James, Elizabeth, and James were gathered around her bed, and her mother was holding her hand tightly.


“Oh, Meghan, thank goodness you’re all right!” she said with relief when Meghan opened her eyes. “I was so worried.”


“What were you worried about?” Meghan asked sleepily. Her mother opened her mouth to answer, but before she had the chance, lightening fell from the roof, blinding Meghan. When the dancing white dots disappeared, she found herself staring into the leering face of Gavin McDonough. But his handsome features had been distorted by rage, and his eyes sparked black fire.


“Where is she?” he hissed, green tendrils of hair flling in his face. “Where is she?”


Meghan gasped as he leaned forward and grasped her by around the neck. Just as she was beginning to black out, as red dots were flashing across her eyes, Gavin McDonough was suddenly pulled back from her. He was thrown against a wall, and then there was Andrew.


“Are you all right?” he asked her, bright eyes flashing from behind the glasses. “Listen, listen carefully. You’re going in circles. You need to get going on the straight path. Meghan, are you listening to me? Find the straight path, through the cactic, the line between black and white, the tightwalk of—”


And then he was gone, too, and Gavin McDonough was back, and a flashing red pain shot through her body, and then it was gone, and she was awake, panting, and Jessamyn and Paula were gone, but the evergreen was still bristling in her back and a rock was biting into a thigh.


Meghan let out a long, shuddering breath, before crawling out from beneath their hasty shelter. Paula and Jessamyn stood in the middle of the clearing, staring at a huge, white Victorian house that had appeared.


“Where did that come from?” Meghan asked. Paula shrugged her shoulders.


“The hurricane, as far as we can tell,” Jessamyn responded, pointing to the rickety foundation and the broken bottom of the house. 

“Oh,” Meghan nodded. That was somewhat peculiar. “Well,” she said, shouldering what remained of her bag, “should we continue on our way?”


Jessamyn and Paula both turned to look at her strangely. Paula pointed to the sky just beyond the house.


“We’re in the eye of the storm,” she said. “It doesn’t exactly look like continuing would be the best idea.”


Jessamyn nodded her head, and began walking toward the house. Meghan stared after her. “What?” Jessamyn asked, seeing the expression on her friends face. “We need shelter, and that house looks better than those trees.”


“The house, if you remember,” Paula said, grabbing Jessamyn’s shoulder and pulling her back. “Was uprooted and dropped her from wherever it came from. It’s obviously not safe.”


“But it looks dry,” Jessamyn repeated, reaching up to touch her damp locks, which were beginning to curl. “I’d rather it be dry than anything else.”


Meghan watched helplessly as Paula shrugged, shouldered her packs, and followed her friend into the house. The young woman looked wistfully back at the copse of trees they’d been in earlier. Sure, maybe it wasn’t particularly dry, but at least it was safe. Well, at least they’d survived in it once, that had to bode well for the future.


But no, she thought angrily as she trooped after her friend and Paula into the house. Why would they want to be safe when they could be dry? Wasn’t it so much nicer being dry? 


“Just for the record!” she yelled into the dusty interior of the house. “I would rather be safe!”


Nobody answered her. 


The story was interrupted when the man was suddenly seized with a coughing fit. I jerked, suddenly pulled out of my reverie. Looking outside, the storm had, if anything, grown worse, but the grey was now lighter near the horizon, signalling that it must be nearly dawn. The man had been talking through most of the night. I stood, and went to the kitchen to get him some water.


“Paul, I don’t think I’ve heard you say that much in your entire life!” Jesse exclaimed. The man shrugged, and smiled thankfully as he took the water. I sat down, cross-legged before him.


“Perhaps you would all like some sleep?” I suggested not meaning to make it a question, though it somehow came out sounding like one. English. It was an impossible language to understand at times. 


“Ha,” Jesse said wryly, staring out the window. “As if I could sleep with him coming.” Paul rolled his eyes.


“Jess, how many times do I have to tell you, I can take that guy.”


“Don’t count on it,” James said. He and Jesse glanced at one another, and seemed to come to an understanding. That gaze made me wonder, for a moment, if maybe they had been telling the truth. If maybe the Jesse and the James sitting in front of me were in fact the Jessamyn and Meghan of the story, and that maybe they could be women.


I had learned, over the course of muchos años, that only women can be so complicitous.


“You are senoritas,” I breathed in amazement. Increíble. They both stared at me like I was crazy.


“As soon as the rain lets up we leave,” James said, as though offering an apology (I might be able to admit that they were women, but in my mind they were still Jesse and James). Jesse stared at the other (wo)man.


“You know as well as I do that the rain isn’t going to let up. He’s almost here. And he’s angry.”


The broad-faced man (the one enigma left to me) took the cup of water from the big man, took a quick swallow, and then handed it back.


“The house, surprisingly, did hold up during the storm. . .”


Jesse and James continued bickering, clearly not as interested in the story as I was. I fought the urge to hush them. After all, this was their story, and I supposed that right at that instant, I was becoming a part of it. It would hardly be polite to interrupt a story. Mi abuela had always taught me that stories are sacred, a religion unto themselves. 


So, allowing my annoyance to dissipate, I sat back and listened to the story unwind itself.

The house, surprisingly, did hold up during the storm. Meghan was amazed to find four walls still around her when she woke, her body completely dry. Jessamyn’s grinning face suddenly appeared above her.


“Nice and dry!” she chirped. “Told you so!”


The other woman was wearing only a shirt, and hadn’t yet bound her breasts for the day. Meghan glanced worriedly into the adjouring room, where Paula had settled down for the night.


“Shouldn’t you make yourself more presentable?” she hissed. “After all, it’s not just us any more.”


“Oh yeah,” Jessamyn said, slightly abashed. She grabbed up the extra strips of cloth and skipped into the bathroom. Meghan sighed and sat up, tying her hair back tightly again, and readjusting her hat. She really couldn’t believe that they’d had a woman traveling with them for over a day now, and she still hadn’t figured out their secret. Amazing.


Not so amazing, I had to interrupted at this moment. After all, I continued to believe you were both men until this very moment. Yet you told me you were not. The broad-faced man stared at me for a moment, before going immediately back into the story. I sat back, feeling contrite.


Paula emerged a few moments later, as ugly as ever, although it looked as though she had shaved her face. Or maybe, Meghan thought, she had never really had that moustache and beard, and it was just been the shadows. And a fatigued imagination. 

