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Part I
 

In a cave on a hillside above Dawson, whale-oil lamps spat and guttered, creating dancing shadows against the wooden frame of a ship, an airship. Still in the earliest stages of construction, it was perched on a row of wooden braces stretching the length of the earthen chamber.
Kali McAlister bent over a sawhorse, sweat dribbling from her temples as she concentrated on cutting the lumber she had laboriously ported from town on a sledge dragged behind her self-automated bicycle. When she had first imagined building an airship, she had dreamed of designing the engine, crafting clever weapons systems, and—of course!—flying the finished craft. Dreams of hours upon hours of measuring and cutting wood hadn’t come a-calling in her mind. As the bandages on her fingers attested, she didn’t have an aptitude for carpentry.
Ding!
Kali froze midway through a cut and stared at the row of bells laid on the muddy cave floor near the exit. A tiny hammer flicked against the third bell, resulting in a second ding.
“Now what?”
Another curious wolf or fox had probably tripped it, but Kali couldn’t assume that, not with the number of people after her these days. Thanks to her late father’s invention, an alchemical power source called flash gold, a number of conniving gangsters had set bounties for her capture.
Kali set the saw aside and reset the alarm. She grabbed her 1873 Winchester and a pair of smoke nuts, pocket-sized shrapnel-flinging grenades that she’d invented. Ready for trouble, she jogged outside, heading down the slope toward Booby Trap Number Three.
She followed a game trail that meandered through the undergrowth. Rain pattered onto ferns, spruce trees, and moss, creating plenty of mud to squish beneath her boots. From a lookout point above her cave, one had a view down to the marshy lowlands where Dawson sprawled, but here, in the thick of the woods, she could see little more than trees.
As Kali drew closer to the trap location, she veered off the trail so she could approach under cover. She picked her way through damp fireweed and ferns, and soon soaked the cuffs of her overalls. The calendar said late June and there were only three hours between sunset and sunrise, but so far the mosquitoes and flies were the only ones who thought summer had come.
Movement stirred the branches ahead, and Kali hunkered behind a stump for a long look. Twenty meters away, a man dangled ten feet above the ground, one ankle caught in her trap. So. Not a fox this time.
He was big and broad, and for a moment she thought it might be her bounty-hunting business partner Cedar, but he knew where her traps were, and this fellow’s hat had come off, revealing hair a few shades lighter than Cedar’s tousled black.
As Kali watched, the man swung himself up and grabbed the rope, trying to free himself. That would take him a while. Kali had used rope threaded with steel and made a knot that would only grow tighter if someone fiddled with it.
The man’s bowler hat lay in the mud beneath him, along with a Colt Peacemaker. There was also a rectangular case with the lid flung open and round ivory chips scattered all about. The revolver drew more of Kali’s attention. Nearly every man—and more than a few women—carried firearms in these parts, so the Colt didn’t necessarily mean this fellow had villainous intentions, but it was a good reason to be careful.
Kali nestled the butt of her rifle into her shoulder and crept closer. “Looking for someone, mister?”
The man let go of the rope and, dangling upside down again, craned his neck to see her. “Looking for a girl that’s supposed to be the best tinkerer in Dawson.”
“She’s a woman, not a girl.” Kali figured she could, at eighteen, make that claim legitimately, though the man had a few gray flecks in his hair and might not agree. “And she’s got a shop in town. If you asked about her, that’s where folks would have sent you.”
The man hung silently for a moment before saying, “Does that mean you’re not she?”
“That’s right.” Kali glanced over her shoulder to make sure the cave—and her future airship—weren’t in sight. It might be hard to deny she had tinkering tendencies when she was building such a craft.
“But you must know her,” the stranger said. “Someone modified your rifle.”
Kali frowned at him. She had indeed altered the Winchester to reload automatically without her needing to manually chamber the rounds, but most people wouldn’t notice the subtle changes from a distance. “You’re powerful observant for a man hanging upside down.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He touched his head where the brim of his hat would have rested if it were not in the mud below. “I’m a gambling man. Having a keen eye pays in my business.”
So those were poker chips on the ground, and the box likely contained cards, dice, and other gaming gear. The gun made sense too then. For obvious reasons, knives and firearms were part of many a gambler’s kit.
Kali lowered her rifle, though she kept both hands on it. “Why’re you looking for a tinkerer?”
“Got in a fracas a spell back, and somebody busted my pistol ring. I’m looking for someone to fix it.”
A pistol ring? Kali had heard of the tiny weapons, but she’d never seen one. They were specialty items, custom-made by a few European masters. She sure wouldn’t mind taking a look at one, but she was not yet ready to believe his story. How had he known to come up here looking for her? Only Cedar knew about her cave, and she had not seen him in days.
“I checked,” the man went on when Kali said nothing, “and the best smiths in town have closed shop and taken to the river to work their claims.”
That part of his story rang true. The two smiths that shared a street with her tinkery had been closed for weeks. It seemed like everyone had gold fever and was out mucking about, which was why she hadn’t been able to find a carpenter, or anyone halfway decent with a hammer, to help with her ship.
“Pistol ring, eh?” Kali said. “Five, six shots? Five millimeter custom bullets or thereabouts?”
“Yes, ma’am. Won it in a game of five-card stud poker down in San Francisco. I reckon I could show it to you if you’d cut me down.”
“I reckon you could do a lot of things if I cut you down.”
“Less than you’d think. Thanks to that rather tight knot up there, my leg has gone quite numb, so I’m not aspiring to do more than stand again today.” He smiled ruefully.
Kali gave him the squinty eye. He seemed amiable enough—most men would be cursing and swearing at her to cut them down—but the fact that nobody was supposed to know she was up here continued to make her suspicious. Maybe he had been watching her shop and had followed her out of town that morning. If his intentions were honest, why hadn’t he simply asked for her help in Dawson?
“Grab that rope with both hands.” Kali pointed above his ankle.
The man did so, which lifted his head and hands high enough that Kali was sure he couldn’t grab her.
“Now what?” he asked.
Before he finished the question, she slipped beneath him and grabbed the Colt. She left the rest of the kit, though she glanced at the velvet inlay of the open case. A plaque read, “Preston Somerset.”
“I didn’t think you had the look of a thief,” the man said, his voice cooler.
“I hope I have the look of a cautious woman.” Kali stuffed the revolver into her overalls before pushing aside a stack of rocks and fiddling with the mechanism hidden behind them. She cranked a wheel, and the ankle noose released.
The stranger twisted in the air and landed feet first in a crouch. It was the sort of move Cedar could make look easy, but not many others could. Kali pointed her rifle in the man’s direction again.
“I suppose caution is wise around here.” He—Somerset—flicked his gaze toward her Winchester and held his hands out, but his stance was relaxed, his face calm. “Do you think you could talk to your tinkerer friend to see if she might work on my piece?”
He tapped a buttoned shirt pocket, and Kali had to admit she was itching to see the miniature gun. It might be smartest to send this fellow on his way, but Cedar had a saying about the wisdom of keeping one’s enemies close. That way one could see what they were fixing to do. If she shooed Somerset away, he might simply spy on her from afar. Better to pretend he’d won her over, so she could find out what he was up to. And—a smile curved her lips—maybe she could persuade him to saw a few boards while she was at it.
“I might be able to talk to her, a favor if you like, but you’d need to do a favor for me,” Kali said.
“That could probably happen.”
Quick to agree, wasn’t he? He hadn’t even asked what she had in mind. “How’re your carpentry skills?”
“I can manage tools,” Somerset said. “What’re you—”
A woman’s scream tore through the trees.
The stranger’s head whipped around. The cry had come from down the slope, somewhere close to town. Another scream followed, a sound of sheer pain, before it was cut short in the middle.
Kali was about to ask the man what he knew about it, but he spoke first.
“Someone’s in trouble.” He took a determined step toward her, his hand reaching toward the Colt, but caught himself and asked, “May I have my piece, please?”
Kali hesitated a moment, then tossed him the revolver.
Without another word, he sprinted down the trail in the direction of the screams. He disappeared into the trees, leaving his gambling kit behind.
Kali wasn’t certain it was the smart thing to do—she had a briar patch of her own troubles without getting tangled up in someone else’s—but she headed downhill anyway, following Somerset’s prints in the mud. Because he had been running and not trying to hide his trail, she could track him without trouble. He had seemed to know where he was going. She wondered if she should find that suspicious or simply figure that he was someone like Cedar who knew how to locate people. A professional gambler might have been a soldier or scout before turning to games of chance.
The buzz of a sawmill drifted to Kali’s ears, and she thought she might end up in town, but Somerset’s tracks turned off the trail instead of angling toward the main road. They veered through the undergrowth and led to a muddy horse path running between houses outside of Dawson proper. The numerous tracks made it harder to distinguish newer prints from old, and Kali started to doubt whether she was still on the trail.
She paused, head cocked, to look and listen. Though the noises from town floated up the hill, no birds chirped in the nearby trees. Smoke rose from the chimney of a log cabin ahead, and Kali jogged in that direction. It was a one-room structure with a single window, its “pane” made from glass bottles. Someone knelt among the stumps in the clearing out front—Somerset.
Kali grimaced when she realized what he was examining. A woman was sprawled on the ground, her yellow dress saturated with blood. She had the bronze skin and black hair of a native, maybe Hän, Kali’s mother’s people. Though Kali was half-white and had left the tribe as a child to live with her father, she couldn’t help but feel a kinship toward the woman, stranger or not. Here was someone else who had left her people to try out a different life.
Kali walked closer, though she had a feeling she shouldn’t. What was that old saying? You can’t keep trouble from visiting, but you don’t need to offer it a chair.
“Is she alive?” she asked. An inane thing to ask—the woman wasn’t moving and there was more blood on the grass than water in the river—but she wanted to say something so Somerset wouldn’t be surprised by her arrival. Men up here could be twitchy, and she had given him his gun back.
He glanced her way, but voices came from somewhere down the trail, along with the rhythmic clomps of horses trotting. A flash of crimson moved between the trees, and Kali’s grimace deepened. Mounties. Though her adventures had not run her afoul of the law, she had an inkling it might not be a good idea to be seen loitering nearby when bodies were found. She backed toward the tree line, but paused when she spotted a third figure jogging alongside the mounted men.
Despite being on foot, Cedar burst into the clearing first. He started toward the dead woman, but noticed Kali and halted.
She had not seen him in nearly a week, and, with mud spattering his deerskin trousers and oilskin duster, he appeared to be fresh from a hunt. Only the sword hilt and rifle butt poking above his shoulders remained free of dirt; he would never let grime besmirch his weapons. Someone who didn’t know him, or wasn’t on friendly terms with him, would see those weapons and his grim face—made grimmer by a vertical scar that ran from his brow to his cheek—and step out of his way, far out of his way, but Kali knew he was a fair man.
Cedar started to smile, an expression that made him look a little less fearsome, but a glance at the dead woman kept the smile from breaking out. Instead, he tipped his slouch hat and said, “Afternoon, Kali.”
“Cedar,” Kali said. She knew his real name but had decided to keep it to herself since he supposedly had a Pinkerton detective after him for some crime he’d been framed for down south. Sometimes when they were alone, she called him Milos, but they were, alas, rarely alone. Since their last adventure, where they’d shared a kiss, she had been to the dancing hall with him once and to supper a couple of times, but he’d been scarcer than diamonds during the last month. She hated thinking or acting like a silly girl, mooning after a man, but she’d been wondering if she’d said or done something that had made him realize their relationship was a mistake. “I didn’t know you were in town,” Kali added. “I’d been hoping you’d come by and help me build…stuff.” Conscious of the other men, she kept the details of her airship project vague. Cedar would know what she meant; he’d even shown interest in going along on some airborne adventure someday. “I should’ve known it’d take a crime to lure you up here.”
Something—chagrin?—flashed in his eyes, but he didn’t say anything. The Mounties had ridden past him and were swinging off their horses to investigate, one stopping to examine the body while the other jogged into the cabin.
Kali blinked and spun a circle. The gambler had vanished.
“It’s the third one in three nights,” Cedar said.
“Huh?” Kali swung back to face him.
“Third woman killed, her body ravaged by claws. The other two were pretty young tribal girls, too, one hitched to a white man, and one working at Peckerby’s Saloon.” He removed his hat and scratched his head. “You hadn’t heard?”
“No, I’ve been busy with…stuff.”
“I have, too, but the whole town’s talking about the slayings. It’s hard not to hear about it.”
“Well, my stuff is powerful engrossing,” Kali said.
“Miss?” one of the Mounties asked. “You might want to go back to town. This isn’t a fitting place for a girl.”
Kali propped her fists on her hips, not sure whether she was more offended that they thought women couldn’t handle seeing dead people or that they weren’t asking her any questions about the killing. Did they not believe a female could be responsible for such a vicious crime? Kali caught Cedar raising an eyebrow in her direction, and she kept herself from voicing her thoughts. It was better not to be held as a suspect, after all.
Despite the twitching eyebrow, Cedar said, “She’s tough, Harrison. I don’t reckon she’ll lose her vittles over some blood.”
No, not when she had seen Cedar slice the heads off of any number of criminals.
“T’ain’t proper for a woman to be exposed to such ugliness, Cedar,” the Mountie said. “You had a good look yet?”
Cedar headed for the body, and Kali followed him—after being called “tough,” she supposed she shouldn’t hang back and appear squeamish. Massive claws had raked parallel lines through the woman’s abdomen and torn her entrails asunder. Two shallower slashes had ripped open her jugular.
“Just like the others,” the Mountie said. “Looks like a bear did it, but bears don’t amble into town and rip people to pieces.”
“It wasn’t a bear,” Cedar said.
“What then?”
“I don’t know,” he said.
The second Mountie joined them. “Nothing but human prints around the cabin, and plenty of those. Vixen had a number of regulars. Hard to say which might belong and which might not.”
“Vixen?” Kali asked. The girl looked no older than she, and her face was familiar, though Kali had never known her name. She had only been in Dawson for three months, and, with its thousands of people—maybe tens of thousands by now—most folks were strangers. “You knew her?”
“Er, yes.” The Mountie cleared his throat and studied the ground. “Elizabeth Hardee over at Hardee’s Girls wouldn’t let no colored ladies work in her establishment, so Vixen—I don’t know her rightful name—put herself up out here and made do with clients who like Injuns or don’t want to put up with high prices.”
“I’ll have a look at the tracks,” Cedar said. “Will there be a reward for the murderer’s head?”
“For…a bear?” the Mountie asked.
“It’s not a bear,” Cedar said.
“No human did that.”
“You see any bear tracks? Any non-human tracks?”
“No, but—”
“I’ll have a look around,” Cedar said again.
“Suit yourself.”
“And so will Kali.”
“I will?” Kali asked.
Cedar patted her on the back and guided her toward the edge of the clearing. “You’ve got an observant eye, when it’s not engrossed in ‘stuff’.”
“Well, I’d just as soon get back to my stuff while you tramp around in the woods.” Kali wasn’t sure why she said that. If she could help the girl’s spirit find a peaceful journey to the afterworld, she should, but she had a notion that she shouldn’t jump to please Cedar when he hadn’t explained his scarceness. Then she rolled her eyes at herself. Quit acting like a dumb girl, she thought. If you want to know why he hasn’t been around, ask. “But I’ll help if you take me out for supper tonight.” Then she could talk to him without Mounties around.
Cedar looked away. Kali swallowed. Maybe she was right. Maybe he had changed his mind about her.
“Very well,” he finally said, but he didn’t sound happy about it. She thought about revoking the offer. If he didn’t want to spend time with her, she wouldn’t make him. But he spoke again, adding, “I reckon I should keep an eye on you anyway with all this about.” He waved a hand toward the body.
Kali scowled. She wanted a beau, not a nanny. “I can take care of myself.”
“I think your people are being targeted, and I don’t want you being next.”
“They’re not my people,” Kali said. “I’ve nothing in common with any of them. That’s why I left.” That and because they’d all thought her odd for liking to tinker and doubly odd for being the daughter of the crazy witch who took her own life.
“On the outside, you do, and killers aren’t particular about the inner lives of victims.”
“I’m just a scruffy half-breed,” Kali said, “not some voluptuous prostitute.”
Cedar gazed down at her. “Are you arguing because you refuse to believe that you might be in danger, or just to be stubborn and ornery?”
“Uhm, the last thing.” Also, Kali wouldn’t mind hearing him say she wasn’t scruffy. She plucked a tuft of moss out of the fastener for her overalls. Though that might be asking a lot of a man.
“I thought so.” Cedar spotted something on the edge of the clearing and walked over to examine the ground.
“Should we arrange for a burial?” one Mountie asked the other.
“We ought to find some of her people and let them handle it,” his comrade said. “They got peculiar notions about sending off the dead.”
Kali stuffed her hands in her pockets and was about to point out that white folks had peculiar notions, too, but her knuckles bumped against something hard. She didn’t remember sticking anything in there. Puzzled, she withdrew the object. It was a jewelry box with a worn black velvet cover. Her heart sped up. Had Cedar slipped it into her pocket? Surely he would know she’d rather have useful gifts than jewelry, but a nervous flutter teased her belly nonetheless.
Kali unclasped the lid. A thick silver ring was mounted inside along with five miniature bullets, each with a slot in the black velvet case. The gambler’s pistol ring.
The nervous anticipation in her belly turned to unease. When had that man been close enough to slip something into her pocket?
“What’s that?” Cedar asked from behind her shoulder.
Kali jumped, almost dropping the case. Maybe the day’s events had her the tiniest bit on edge. “A job, I think. We hadn’t discussed payment though.” Kali noticed Cedar was holding something as well, a hide patch with beadwork and a polished black stone in the center. “What’s that?”
“I thought you might tell me.”
Kali traded him the pistol ring for it. “I don’t know. I never paid much attention to talismans and charms. My mother always said people who used these things did so for show and that true power came from within. That didn’t make the tribe’s medicine man real happy with her.”
“Power to do what?” Cedar glanced at the body. The Mounties had found a blanket and were wrapping it up.
Kali shrugged. “It depends on the purpose the maker had in mind. A medicine man might be able to tell you if it’s real and what it’s supposed to do.” She did not feel a tingle of power from the beadwork patch, not the way she sometimes had when handling her mother’s accoutrements. “Have you ever heard of a gambler named Preston Somerset?”
“It sounds familiar. Someone from California?”
“San Francisco, he said.”
“Lots of gold dust up here to be won,” Cedar said. “Doing it at cards is easier for some than mining for it.”
“True.” Maybe the gambler was what he said he was, and he’d simply asked around to find Kali. It might be she hadn’t been as clever as she thought about hiding her cave’s location.
“Why do you ask?” Cedar returned the ring to her. “Something to do with that?”
“I’d like to get back to my work. Why don’t we talk about it over supper?”
“You shouldn’t go back to that cave all alone.”
Kali had been planning to go to her workshop in town—that’s where she had tools for working on something like the pistol ring—but she crossed her arms. “We talked on this already. I can take care of myself.”
“She probably thought the same thing.” Cedar waved toward the woman’s body. “I told you three women have been murdered. You don’t seem to be taking the threat seriously.”
“Oh, I’m noting it, but if I stopped work and hid every time a threat ambled by, I’d never get out from underneath my bunk.”
“This is different from the bounty hunters. They want you alive.” Cedar gripped her arm. “You shouldn’t go up to the cave.”
“I’m sure I’m supposed to think it mighty fine of you to worry about me and be protective, but I’m not the sort who likes being told where to go and what to do.” Kali extricated her arm.
“I’m not telling you what to do, just what I think you should do.”
“How’s that different?”
He arched his eyebrows. “One’s less offensive?”
“Uh huh. I wasn’t going to the cave anyway. I’ll be in my workshop when you’re ready for supper. Don’t worry. If bears try to ravage me there, I’ll be protected.”
Cedar knew she had booby traps all over the workshop, and he let her walk away without further argument.



Part II
 

Kali was bent over her workbench, reassembling the pistol ring with the help of a pair of multi-lensed magnifying spectacles, when a draft whispered against her neck. The door opening? She’d locked it.
Her Winchester leaned against the end of the workbench, more than an arm’s length away, but she had a number of booby trap triggers within reach. No reason to panic yet. She grabbed a rag, as if she had no inkling that someone might be around, and used the motion to hide her free hand slipping into a drawer. She pulled out one of her latest prototypes, a hand-sized crossbow with bolts that packed a charge. Calmly, she turned around and pointed the weapon at the door.
Somerset leaned there. His eyebrows rose when he spotted the miniature crossbow, but he merely said, “You have deft hands,” and nodded to the workbench.
“The front door was locked,” Kali said. Not only had it been locked, but she’d designed the bolt herself after her ex-fiancé had proven apt at picking the one that came with the shop.
“I noticed. Don’t you find that drives away business?”
Kali glowered at him. If she had Cedar’s height and muscles, it might have cowed him, but he did not seem to find her five feet four inches imposing.
“Is that my ring?” Somerset asked. “Were you able to fix it?”
“Yes. It needed a new spring. Naturally parts on something so small are hard to come by, but I have tools for fine work and improvised.”
“Excellent.” He smiled, a friendly white-toothed smile, and Kali imagined he had little trouble charming the ladies. “How much do I owe you?” he asked.
Since prices in Dawson had grown so ridiculous, Kali thought about naming an exorbitant sum, figuring a gambler who could afford such a ring had to be well off. But then she remembered that he’d said he had won it, not purchased it with his own coin. His clothing—simple trousers, shirt, and vest—did not hint of wealth.
“Five dollars,” she said. Only slightly exorbitant, considering Miss Eames was charging two dollars for a scrambled-egg breakfast.
“Reasonable, thank you.” Somerset withdrew a purse and came forward, though not too close. He counted out five dollar bills while keeping an eye on her crossbow.
Kali appreciated that he didn’t sneer at or belittle the weapon. Maybe his keen eye had spotted the smudge at the end, though she doubted he’d guess that it was her own chemical concoction, a charge that exploded upon impact.
“Thanks.” Kali tucked the ring into its case and pushed it across the bench to him. “There’s a target in the corner by the spud launcher if you want to test it.”
“Spud launcher? You certainly have an array of interesting weapons here.”
“Yes, I do.”
“Do you supply them to anyone?” Somerset asked it casually, but there was an intensity in his eyes that put her on guard.
“Anyone that can pay. A girl’s got to earn a living.”
“I see.” He pocketed the box without testing the ring. “You’re probably wondering why I disappeared so quickly this afternoon.”
“No, I’m not.” Kali nodded to the door.
“Not even a little?” He tried his smile on her again.
Kali backed up a step, finger tightening on the trigger to the crossbow. “What are you angling for, mister? You want something else?”
“No, ma’am. You just seem like an interesting girl. Woman,” he corrected when she scowled. “How did you get involved in tinkering? It’s not usually a lady’s trade.”
“I’m not.”
His brow crinkled beneath his bowler hat. “Not…a lady?”
“Not interesting,” Kali said. “I am, however, busy. So, if you’re not going to test your piece, you can let yourself out. If it wouldn’t trouble you terribly, re-lock my door on the way.”
“Ah, you’re displeased by my means of entry. I admit, I’ve picked up a few bad habits. But you mentioned needing a favor this morning, while you were denying being Miss Kali McAlister.” He wriggled his eyebrows, as if to suggest her prevarications were just as morally ambiguous as his lock picking. “Maybe I can help and alleviate some of your workload.”
Kali chewed on the inside of her cheek. She would like help building the hull of her ship, but this fellow smelled of trouble. He had to have some reason for wanting to spend time with her. This whole ploy reminded her of Cedar’s deception when they had first met. He had wanted to hire on and help her out too; only later had she figured out that he knew about flash gold and how a lot of people wanted to capture her and pump her for its secrets. He’d only wanted to use her as bait, hoping that Cudgel Conrad, the notorious criminal who’d killed his brother, would target her as well. She’d forgiven him for his manipulations—though she might be addled for doing so—and had even come to trust him, but she doubted lightning would strike twice in the same location.
“You think on it and let me know,” Somerset said. “I’m busy at night over in the Aurora Saloon, competing with the Injun dancing girls for the customers’ attention, but I wake up around nine or ten in the morning and could assist you.” He tipped his hat and headed for the door.
Kali was about to remind him about the lock, but he paused with his hand on the jamb.
“I almost forgot,” he said, turning back to her. “That man who was with the Mounties, do you know him well?”
Her instincts bristled like the hackles on a hound’s back. “Why do you ask?”
“He seems familiar, that’s all. In fact…” Somerset patted down his pockets while making thoughtful, “Hm,” noises, then said, “Ah,” as he pulled out a leather-bound journal. He flipped through the pages.
Though she was too far away to make out details, Kali spotted newspaper clippings and photographs glued to many of the pages. Others simply held handwriting.
“Back when I was in San Francisco,” Somerset said as he turned pages, “there was a gory murder. Someone killed a pretty young lady who’d been newly wedded to a doting husband. The newspaper ran the story with a photograph of the murderer, a man who’d had an affair with the girl. Then it seemed things turned sour.” Somerset’s jaw tightened, and he took a breath before continuing. “The man killed the girl instead of letting her go back to her husband.” He found the page he wanted and stared down at it.
Kali shifted uneasily. Cedar had already told her about a murder that he’d been accused of—Cudgel Conrad had framed him—but he hadn’t mentioned anything about a husband or an affair.
“That fellow I saw today,” Somerset went on, “he reminds me of the murderer.” He held the journal up, open to a page with a newspaper article glued on one side and a cutout photograph on the other. “This is him.”
The man in the picture had a beard and mustache, but a scar slashed vertically from brow to cheek, as if someone had tried to cut his eye out with a knife. It was the same scar Cedar had.
Kali forced herself to shrug nonchalantly, though her mouth had gone dry, and her voice cracked when she responded, “I don’t know him that well.”
“Of course,” Somerset said. “I just wished to warn you in case…” He lifted a shoulder. “You seem like a nice woman.”
He left before Kali could tell him that she wasn’t any more nice than she was interesting.



Part III
 

With its sawdust floor and hammered copper cans fashioned into lampshades, the Caribou Cafe probably wasn’t romantic, but Kali liked it. It didn’t pretend to have fancy airs—with prices to match, and she liked the clockwork dogsled teams “racing” each other on tracks that wound along the walls near the ceiling.
At a table in a dim corner, Cedar sat across from her, fingering the beadwork talisman he’d found. He hadn’t spoken since he called upon her, and Kali wondered if he was intrigued by the mystery or disturbed by the slayings. Both perhaps. Or maybe he was reminded of another murder in San Francisco. Her own thoughts had been running about, tripping over each other, since the gambler—if he even was a gambler—left her shop.
“We need to talk,” Kali said. “There’s somebody in town who—”
“Kali?” a woman asked from a few feet away. It was Doe-eyed Jane, one of the two sisters who owned the place. Kali couldn’t remember ever speaking to her other than to order meals and wouldn’t have guessed that the woman knew her name. Jane put a hand on Kali’s shoulder and said, “I heard about what happened to Vixen and the other girls. Land sakes, that’s horrific. Nobody deserves an end like that, heathen or not.”
Kali supposed that passed for sympathy, insulting or not, so she held back a snort. “Thanks.”
“Is it true that your people’s bear spirits are angry and killing those that abandoned your ways to come live in the city?”
“Uh.” Just how much speculation was rampaging through town about those murders? “I don’t know,” Kali said.
“You ought to let the girl go back to her kin, Cedar,” Jane said, and Cedar lifted his gaze from the talisman for the first time since they had sat down. “It ain’t right to risk her life just so you can get your hammertoes warmed at night,” Jane finished.
Heat flushed Kali’s cheeks. Was that what people thought they were doing in her shop when they were working on new tools and weapons for Cedar’s bounty-hunting endeavors? Not that she wouldn’t consider other…activities someday, but it flustered her to think of hens gossiping about her sleeping with someone instead of their usual fare, the fact that she ran around town in greasy overalls with tools jangling in her pockets and that she made all manner of strange contraptions in her tinkery.
“I’ll take your advice under consideration, ma’am,” Cedar said, a twinkle in his blue eyes.
“We’ll take two meals,” Kali said, hoping to get rid of the woman. She needed to tell Cedar about Somerset. As soon as Jane was gone, Kali pressed the talisman to the table to capture his attention. “We need to talk.”
The amusement on his face faded. “Are my hammertoes in danger of going cold in the foreseeable future?”
“What? No. I mean, I don’t know. I haven’t even seen your toes yet.”
“I’ll take it as encouraging that you said yet.”
“It’s hard to yet when you’re not around,” Kali pointed out, though she was relieved to hear that he was still interested in the idea.
“True.” Cedar’s shoulders slumped, and he scrubbed his fingers through his hair. “I’ve just been hunting all over for Cudgel. Once I get him, then…”
“I know. I understand, but listen, this is important.” Kali leaned over the table and kept her voice low so none of the other diners would overhear. “There’s a fellow in town who says he recognizes you from a newspaper article down in San Francisco. Because of a murder you were accused of.” She went on to describe her meetings with the gambler.
Cedar’s eyes sharpened with the intensity that usually only came out when he was speaking of hunting down Cudgel. “Describe this man,” he whispered, gripping the edge of the worn table so hard his knuckles whitened.
“Tall and broad-shouldered, like you, dark brown hair, clean-shaven.” Kali realized that was a generic description and closed her eyes to picture the man’s face and see if she could pick out something unique. “He has a little scar on the side of his jaw.” She touched the spot on her own face. “As if he nicked himself shaving or was—”
“Cut with a knife,” Cedar said grimly. “I gave him that scar when we met last. Got in a squabble down near Skid Road in Seattle. That’s the last spot where he caught up with me.”
“It’s not Cudgel, is it?” Kali asked.
“No, it’s Agent Lockhart.”
“The Pinkerton detective?”
Cedar nodded. “He’s been after me since San Francisco. When he tackled me in Seattle, I didn’t want to kill him, just get away. Stubborn bastard won’t leave me be though.” Cedar gazed past occupied tables toward the windows and the rain dribbling from the eaves outside. “I’m not surprised he found me again, but I’d hoped I’d get Cudgel first. I can’t leave the Yukon now. Not when…” He met her eyes. “He’s here, Kali. I haven’t seen him yet, but the rumors say he’s here, and he’s setting up some scheme to get rich—richer—off other people’s work.”
“Could he be responsible for these murders?”
“I…don’t see where there’d be money in it for him, killing innocent girls. He has no trouble killing folks, but he’s not random about it. He does it when people get in his way or don’t jump to his fiddle fast enough.” He grimaced, thinking of his brother, no doubt. “He’s being careful though. He may not know I’m here, but he knows there’s a big bounty on his head, so he’s got the worker ants scurrying about on his behalf. But it looks like he left most of his old crew behind. I don’t recognize anybody.” He clenched his fist. “I need more time.”
“I wonder why Somerset—er, Lockhart—didn’t shoot you today.” Kali also wondered what had happened to the real gambler Preston Somerset. Had Lockhart shot him and taken his gear and identity?
“He’s tried to do that before. I’m not that easy to kill.” Cedar’s lips stretched into a humorless smile. “Besides, he’s new in town, and he’s undercover. Shooting me in front of two Mounties I’m being social with would be hard for him to explain. The Pinkertons don’t have jurisdiction in the Dominion of Canada. No, Lockhart will want to get me alone to take me out.” He met Kali’s eyes again. “Or he wants to get to me through you.”
Kali scowled. As she’d suspected, that scalawag had been chumming up to her for a reason.
“I’m going to have to avoid him somehow and catch Cudgel as soon as I can,” Cedar said.
“Have you…” Kali paused, not certain she should put the idea in his head. “Have you considered—”
Jane appeared, her arms laden with plates of rolls and caribou steaks. That forced another long pause while she laid everything out.
“Have you considered making the detective disappear?” Kali asked when the server left. She never would have thought up such a notion a few months earlier, and it concerned her that it popped so easily into her head now, but she didn’t want to see Cedar get hurt, and that’s what might happen if he wouldn’t fight back against the man. “If he’s alone out here, a thousand miles or more from his nearest office…who would know what happened if he never returned?”
Cedar sighed. “I figure that your thinking that way means I’ve been a bad influence on you. I have considered it. Sometimes it’s so frustrating to be hunted for something you didn’t do—”
“No need to point that out to me,” Kali said.
“Yes, of course, you know.” He smiled and took her hand over the table. “I can’t cross that line. He’s a lawman, not a cutthroat with a bounty on his head, and…I think he’s got a family back home, a wife and little girl.”
Kali hid her relieved exhale. As upset as she had been when she stumbled across Cedar relieving a ship full of pirates of their heads…it was his job, and she’d come to accept that. He only killed hardened criminals, men and women who were wanted dead by the authorities.
“Maybe I can lead him astray,” Kali said, “or tell him that you didn’t do it. Do you have any proof that—”
“Kali, I don’t want you—” He stopped himself and took a breath. “I know you can take care of yourself, but I don’t think you should get into trouble on my behalf. You have enough problems of your own. If he believes you’re abetting me, he might have the power to get the law after you too. And…it’ll be dangerous for you if you get caught between us.”
“He’s fixing to talk to me regardless of what you or I want. If you tell me everything that happened down there, at least I can try to argue your side of things. If he could be convinced that you didn’t do it…. Does he know about Cudgel? Maybe we could turn him into an ally against the real criminal.”
“That’s not going to happen.” Cedar set his jaw mulishly.
Kali rolled her eyes. Why were men always convinced things could only be sorted out with bloodshed? Why would Cedar believe the idea of peace so impossible?
“Let’s get out of town for a couple of days,” Cedar said. “If he can’t find you, he can’t bother you.”
“Out of town?” she asked. “Like up to my cave to work on building my airship? With those big muscles of yours, I’m sure you could saw a lot of wood in a couple of days. I’m certain you once mentioned that you’d help me, on account of me offering to fly you around the Yukon, hunting your nemesis once the ship is done.”
Cedar smiled faintly. “It sounds like Lockhart knows where that cave is. I had something else in mind. I was thinking of a visit to your mother’s people.” Cedar prodded the talisman again. “You said a medicine man could tell me more about this.”
“Oh.” Kali sank back against the seat. Not only did he want her to abandon her airship project, but he wanted her to go back to a place where she would always feel like an outcast. She had very few good memories of her childhood, and most of the ones she did have involved being off alone in the forest, building things.
“Once we figure out who’s killing these girls and put a stop to it, I’ll help you finish the hull,” Cedar said. “Even if Lockhart is standing there watching us.”
“That a promise?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Kali could not stir any enthusiasm for visiting the local Hän camp. But having Cedar’s undivided attention—and strong hands wielding a saw—for a week or two could get her past the tedious work and on to what she wanted to do: installing the engine. Also, maybe if she got Cedar out alone in the woods for a while, she could get him to reveal more details about the San Francisco murder. She couldn’t talk this Pinkerton fellow out of hunting Cedar if she didn’t know the whole truth.
“Do you know where they’d be this time of year?” Cedar asked.
“The Hän? Yes. King salmon are running, so they’ll be in their river camp. Er, I guess that’s a town now. Moosehide.”
Cedar’s brow furrowed.
“The government put them there, seeing as how Dawson grew up on top of the tribe’s old summer camp. I know it seems strange when you look around and see all these buildings and people from all over the world, but there was nothing permanent here when I was growing up. Except mud. And moose. Mostly mud.”
“You speak so fondly of it,” Cedar said.
“You haven’t been stuck here for an entire winter yet. You’ll see. It won’t grow on you.” Kali wanted to finish her airship and escape before winter came again so badly that an aching lump formed in her throat at times.
“Moosehide, then,” Cedar said. “I don’t reckon I’d be able to talk to them without you. Are you willing to go?”
“That depends. Are you willing to share your fancy blanket again?”
A smile softened his face. “Well, it did need a lot of attention from a seamstress after the last time you slept in it. Did no one ever educate you on proper things to do in bed? Setting off explosives isn’t one of them.”
“My upbringing wasn’t terribly proper. Besides, I dropped the smoke nuts outside the bag. I can’t be held responsible for stray shrapnel.”
Cedar’s smile broadened. “I see.”



Part IV
 

Low clouds hung over the Yukon River as Kali’s self-automated bicycle—SAB for short—rumbled along the muddy road, heading toward Moosehide. The fat, reinforced wheels navigated over and around roots, puddles, and horse droppings littering the trail. Kali curled a lip at the latter, not wanting excrement smashed into her treads.
Cedar sat behind her, and behind him smoke from the stack rose into the air, mingling with a morning fog that hugged the banks. Summer was still in hiding, but at least it had stopped raining. That meant a lot of prospectors were boating along the river, to and from Dawson. All of those people gaped at the strange bicycle when it passed.
Kali barely noticed. Her mind was focused inward, dwelling on the upcoming meeting with people she hadn’t talked to in eight years. Though she didn’t expect a physical confrontation at the camp, she’d brought a vial with a couple of her precious flash gold flakes anyway. They had proven useful to have on hand in the past, when she’d made numerous tools and gadgets, using the alchemical ore as an easy energy source.
Cedar touched her shoulder and pointed to a rowboat aground ahead of them. A few shards of wood floated nearby in the river. Nobody stood near the boat, but the grass and foliage along the riverbank obscured the view.
“Problem?” Kali peered up and down the river. At the moment, no other boats were visible.
“Perhaps. Perhaps not.”
Figuring he wanted to investigate, Kali slowed the bicycle. Cedar hopped off and jogged through the undergrowth to the boat. He stared down at something inside for a moment and then slung his Winchester off his back.
“Problem,” Kali confirmed.
She veered off the trail and set her machine to idle. Over its rumble, she almost missed the fact that Cedar was talking to someone. She jogged over to join him and found him crouching to help an older man lying in the bottom of the boat. Blood streaked his weathered face, and a bulbous lump rose from the crown of his bald head.
“Don’t need no help!” The man pushed Cedar away when he tried to help and clambered out of the boat by himself. “That boodle of mother-kissing lickfinger pirates got all my cussed gold. Shot my partner and knocked him into the river. Lowdown, thieving cutthroats.” The man clenched a fist and snatched a shotgun out of his boat. “Let them come back out of the clouds, and I’ll fix them. Pirates!” He spat, barely missing Cedar’s boot. “Got me wrathier than a treed coon.”
The old man took a step and tilted sideways, like he might topple back into the boat. When Cedar reached out a hand to steady him, he growled, “Don’t need no help,” again.
“Out of the clouds?” Kali asked.
“Air pirates,” Cedar said. “Must be a new ship. The Mounties said they shot down the last outfit preying on successful miners.”
This was the first Kali had heard about it, but it was hardly surprising. Not all of Dawson’s swelling population could strike it rich legitimately. She gazed skyward. Though pirates might know about the reward for her capture, and could be a lot of trouble, she found herself wishing to glimpse the airship. A completed, working airship. They were so rare in the Yukon. The last one Kali had seen, she and Cedar had been forced to destroy, and she’d never gotten a chance to view the engines up close.
“It’s not appropriate to look wistful right now,” Cedar murmured to her.
Kali blushed. The old man was still stomping about, cursing over his losses. The missing gold seemed to be upsetting him more than the dead partner.
“I’m not wistful,” she said. “I’m just being observant…checking to see if it’s still out there. That’s all.”
“Uh huh.” Cedar raised his voice for the old man’s sake. “Are you sure there’s nothing we can do to help you, sir?”
“Don’t need no help,” the man repeated.
Cedar shrugged and waved for Kali to lead the way back to the SAB. As they walked back, she gave the skies one last glance—and, yes, maybe it was a wistful glance. She didn’t expect to see anything, but a dark shape stirred the clouds. Kali froze, mid-step. She blinked and the disturbance was gone. Her imagination? Or simply an unusually shaped storm cloud? No, it had been too angular to be a natural part of the sky.
“I saw it,” Cedar said with another nudge for her back. “Let’s get out of here before they decide your contraption is something they’d like to steal.”
“Good idea,” Kali murmured, hopping on. Though she and Cedar had taken down a ship before, it had been luck that they’d had the right supplies. She hadn’t brought any kerosene for the trip to the Hän camp, although she did have her weapons, including a couple of—
“Go,” Cedar urged. He pointed toward the clouds.
The craft had come into view again, its shape distinguishable this time. Like a marine vessel, it had an open deck, but instead of having sails above that deck, a vast oblong balloon hovered overhead, dwarfing the ship with its size. At either end of the deck, enclosed weapons platforms rose like castle turrets poised over a moat. Open cannon ports ran along the wooden sides of the ship. Its size promised room for a crew of thirty or forty with plenty of room to spare for cargo—or stolen goods.
“Going is good,” Kali said. She shoved the lever that controlled acceleration, and the SAB surged forward. Cedar hung onto her with one arm around her waist, while he held his Winchester with his free hand, his torso twisted to watch the sky.
The airship was heading downriver, while Kali and Cedar were heading upriver. If it didn’t change its course, they had nothing to worry about.
“It’s coming about,” Cedar said.
“Figures.” Kali yanked her driving goggles over her eyes and pushed the engine to full speed, with a vague notion that they’d be safe if they reached the tents and cabins of Moosehide. At the least, the Hän would have weapons to help fight off intruders.
The wheels churned, slinging mud in every direction. She could get twenty miles an hour out of the engine on flat, even ground, but the Yukon River shoreline rose and fell, with the glacial rock beneath the dirt making navigation a challenge. The trail never ran more than ten meters without turning around a boulder or tree. Fog still hovering over the hallows added to the challenge.
“Are they after us?” Kali called over the breeze whistling past.
A boom cracked the air, and something slammed into the earth five meters ahead of them. Dirt and rock flew, and Kali jammed her heel against the brake lever to keep from careening into a newly formed crater.
“Yes,” Cedar said.
“Thanks, I got that.”
He fired a shot, though Kali was focused on steering the SAB around the ditch and did not see if it did any good. The river flowed past fifteen feet below, and they tilted and wobbled as she maneuvered past the crater. A big, black cannonball lay in the bottom.
“The artillery man is protected inside the turret,” Cedar yelled, “and I can’t see anybody else up there from this angle.”
Kali increased the speed again. It was only two more miles to Moosehide. Maybe they could—
Another boom sounded. This time the cannonball tore a hole in the riverbank, and the trail ahead of them disappeared in a rock slide. Dirt and stone sloughed into the river, and Kali had to brake again. They’d be lucky if they could climb past that. Driving was out of the question.
She stopped the bicycle and jumped off.
The airship had descended from the clouds, and Kali could see people in the turrets now, though the window slits protected them while allowing them to fire out. A few pirates scurried across the deck, though they were careful not to remain in sight for long. From the ground, the angle was poor for shooting at anyone up there. That didn’t keep Cedar from trying to keep them busy. He fired his Winchester, aiming for a slit in the closest turret.
Kali considered the wooden hull of the ship, wondering if she could find a weakness. The engines were protected, but twin ducted fans on the bottom propelled and steered the craft. Scenarios for disabling them ran through her mind, but she didn’t see how she could do anything from the ground.
Cedar fired another shot, but it only chipped at the wood on the turret.
Kali laid a hand on his arm. “That’s not going to do anything.”
“You have a plan?”
“I have some grenades.”
“Even better.” Cedar shouldered the rifle and held out his hand.
While Kali dug into her saddlebag, she kept an eye toward the ship. The gunner had to have them in his sights, but he did not fire again. A few men appeared at the railing, and one peered down with a spyglass held to his eye. Cedar promptly readied the Winchester again and fired.
The man ducked out of sight, and Kali imagined she could hear his cursing. A heartbeat later, he popped up again, this time with a rifle of his own. It cracked, and shards of rock sheared away from a towering boulder behind Cedar.
He grabbed Kali around the waist and pulled her behind the rock. Fortunately, she had what she needed in hand when he did it.
“What are those?” Cedar asked when she held up the fist-sized bronze balls.
“Grenades.”
“They don’t look like military issue.”
“No, they’re Kali issue. You press this, and it creates a spark, like with a flintlock and—”
Something clinked to the ground on the other side of the boulder. Kali leaned out, intending to check it out, but Cedar pushed her back. He was closer to whatever it was and had a better view.
“Smoke,” he said. “Up the hill.”
Though she debated on the wisdom of leaving cover, Kali figured he had more experience with being attacked, so she scrambled in the direction he pointed. The steep slope made it hard to keep her footing, and she had to stuff the grenades into her pockets. They clinked against tools, and she hoped she had made the triggers hard enough to pull that they couldn’t bump against something and go off.
“Faster,” Cedar urged, a hand on her back.
“I’d be faster if I knew where we were going,” Kali shot over her shoulder. The airship hovered in her periphery, no more than ten meters above them. Its engines thrummed, reverberating through the earth, and the fans stirred the ferns and grass on the hillside. “And if we weren’t leaving my bicycle behind,” she added under her breath.
“Just get away from—” Cedar coughed and pulled his shirt over his nose. He paused to loose another rifle shot at the airship, though it thudded harmlessly off a turret.
A sweet stench like burned honey trailed them up the hill. Not trusting it, Kali held her breath.
A copse of evergreens rose at the crest of the hill, and it seemed like as good a place as any to make a stand. The airship wouldn’t be able to maneuver through the trees, and Kali could throw a grenade at anyone who tried to steal the SAB.
A giant metal claw on a chain clanked onto the rocks to the left.
“Uh?” Kali said, for lack of anything more intelligent.
A second claw landed to her right, then a third one struck down a few feet ahead. As one, the devices swung toward her.
“Uh!” she blurted and scrambled backward.
Kali bumped into Cedar and was surprised he wasn’t moving more quickly. A glaze dulled his eyes, and confusion crinkled his brow.
“Move!” Kali tried to shove him out of the path of the claws, but he was heavy and didn’t help her at all. She didn’t seem to have her usual strength either. A strange heaviness filled her limbs, and numbness made her fingers tingle.
That honey smell. It had to be some kind of sedative.
The nearest claw scraped closer. It swung in, angling for Kali’s torso. She ducked and dove beneath it, but the lethargy in her limbs stole her agility, and she landed in an ungainly pile and skidded down the slope. Mud spattered her, and rocks dug at her through her clothing.
Something landed on her. Rope?
Kali tried to bat it away, but it was everywhere. Not just rope, she realized. A net.
Before she could reach for a folding knife in her pocket, the ropes tightened about her, scooping her up like a fish in the river.
“Kali!” Cedar shouted.
Now, he woke up. Great.
The net constricted movement, and Kali couldn’t get an arm free to dig into her pockets. It swung her into the air. In fits and jerks, a rope slowly pulled her up. Clanks sounded above her—someone winding a winch.
Kali snarled and thrashed without any strategy, aside from an overriding desire to damage something. She was angry at herself for running up the hill without a plan, and for being captured like some dumb animal. Her thrashes did nothing; the net merely tightened.
Then something rammed into her from behind.
“Tarnation! What now?” Kali demanded.
“Sorry,” Cedar said from behind her ear.
Kali twisted her neck—even that was an effort in the suffocating rope cocoon. Cedar clung to the outside like a spider. His eyes still had a glazed cast to them, but his jaw was clenched with determination.
He drew a knife and started sawing at her ropes. “I thought you might like to get down.”
“Yes, thank you.” Kali could be calm and polite when someone was working to set her free. So long as he finished before whoever was working the winch got them on board. Already, they were nearly twenty feet from the ground. The fall would not be pleasant.
“Get him off!” a man yelled from somewhere above. “Shoot him!”
“I believe someone is making plans for you,” Kali said.
Cedar’s swift cuts were opening up her prison, and she gripped the ropes above her head with both hands so she wouldn’t fall free when the support disappeared.
“Not plans I’m partial to,” Cedar said. “I’ll have you down in a second.”
Wood creaked above them, and Kali looked up, fearing they might weigh too much for whatever winch was operating up there. She wanted freedom, yes, but she didn’t fancy the idea of a long drop while still entangled in the ropes. A man wearing a black bandana around his head and holding a shiny steel six-shooter leaned out through a trapdoor.
“Look out,” Kali barked, afraid Cedar, intent on cutting her ropes, hadn’t seen the man.
But he was already in motion, not jumping free to escape the gun like a sane person would do, but shimmying up the rope. The pirate’s finger tightened on the trigger, but Cedar was already pumping an arm to throw his knife. The blade spun upward and lodged in the man’s chest.
The revolver fired anyway.
Kali buried her head beneath her arms, but no bullet pierced her flesh. Before she could lift her eyes to see if Cedar had also avoided being hit, something slammed into her. The force snapped the remaining ropes still binding her into the net, and her legs flew free. Twine seared her palms, and she almost lost her grip, but she clenched her fingers tighter around the rope. The dead pirate tumbled past her and smashed into the rocky shoreline below. Cedar had disappeared into the airship.
Gunshots sounded above, followed by a clash of steel. That meant Cedar had his sword out. He might need help, but storming a fortress wasn’t anything Kali was trained for. She’d have to try something else.
Kali swung her legs up and found a toehold in part of the netting that had not been cut. She climbed a few feet up the rope, but stopped well below the trapdoor. Twenty feet away, mounted on the bottom of the hull, the twin-ducted fans hummed along.
While gripping the rope with one hand, Kali dropped the other into a pocket and withdrew a grenade. Wind battered her, whipping her hair free of its braid and into her eyes. She squinted, trying to judge the distance for a toss to the closest fan.
“Cedar!” Kali yelled. He would be better at this.
A battle cry—it might have been his—and another long clash of steel answered her. Kali took that to mean she was on her own.
She took a deep breath, thumbed the trigger on the grenade, and watched for the spark. Yes, there it was. She counted to two and tossed the weapon.
It sailed through the air, clanked off the fan casing and dropped. It exploded uselessly a few feet above the river. A couple of men rowing a fishing boat and gawking up at the airship screamed and threw themselves into the water.
“Not good,” Kali muttered.
She had one more grenade, but only one. She gripped the cold metal, felt the grooves dig into her hand, imagined the hours she had spent patching the exterior together from scrap and carefully measuring out gunpowder and even more carefully building the trigger device…. She resolved not to waste this one.
Kali thumbed the trigger, held the grenade half a second longer than the first, and lofted it toward the fan.
This time it clanked into the horizontal cylinder containing the propeller. Kali held her breath. The grenade bumped against the inside of the casing and skidded toward the fan. She cringed at the idea of it sliding past the blades and falling out on other side.
Before the grenade came close to that fate, it exploded with an echoing boom. Orange flashed, gray smoke filled the air, and shards of metal flew.
One whistled toward her face, and Kali ducked, throwing up her free hand. Her other hand slipped, and she lost her foothold and zipped down the rope. Fire seared her palm, tearing into her skin, but she growled and forced herself to hold on. She caught the bottom of the half-destroyed net, but her feet dangled free, swinging thirty feet above the earth.
On the hull above, the only thing left of the fan was a singed stump of metal. Holes and charred wood marked the hull as well. If it were a sea-going vessel, it’d be leaking faster than the bilge pumps could bail, but up here, holes just meant poorer aerodynamics. Already, though, the airship was listing to one side, heading out over the river. With one working propeller, it’d simply float around in wide circles until someone fixed it. That meant they’d have a hard time chasing anybody.
“Cedar,” Kali called again. “It’s time to go!”
She scanned the countryside below, ostensibly looking for her bicycle and to see how far upstream they had floated, but a part of her had to admire the view, a view usually reserved for the birds. One day, she would sail in the skies with her own ship.
A boom sounded above, not rifle fire this time, but a shell gun or cannon. What in tarnation was Cedar doing up there?
Kali was debating whether to climb up and join him—whatever he was doing, he might be getting himself in trouble—when a familiar shout pulled her eye to the side.
“Man overboard!” It was Cedar, leaping over the deck railing. He clutched a bag in one hand and his sword in the other. “Let’s go, Kali!” he added before he splashed into the river below.
“Someone stole that man’s rudder,” she muttered.
Above her, a man with a bloody face leaned out of the trapdoor. From the pained snarl on his lips and the gun in his hand, Kali decided it was indeed time to go. After a quick check to make sure she was over water, she released the rope.
She dropped thirty feet and plunged into depths so icy they shocked her to the core. The calendar might say summer, but this water came straight out of mountains still smothered with snow. Her feet brushed the bottom, and she pushed off. She popped above the surface and tried to suck in a breath of air, but her lungs, stunned from the cold, scarcely worked. An icy wave washed into her eyes.
A hand gripped Kali’s arm, helping her stay up.
“That was brilliant!” Cedar exclaimed. The water dripping into his eyes couldn’t dull their gleam.
Kali shook her head and swam for the shore with frenzied strokes, hoping to warm her already-numb limbs. She only paused long enough to make sure she was swimming in the right direction. It was a testament to how cold she was that she reached the shore before Cedar. She was tempted to jog back to the SAB—and rip dry clothes and Cedar’s bedroll off the back—but she figured she had best wait and see if he was injured or needed help. She wouldn’t put it past him to race into battle and roar with excitement while having a life-threatening wound.
While she waited, she watched the airship veering inland, smoke still wafting from the charred hull. Maybe it would crash, the pirates would abandon it as unsalvageable, and she could claim it for her own. That thought warmed her cold limbs more than a little. If the hull was in decent shape, she could commandeer it and not have to construct one from scratch. Oh, she’d want to build her own engine from the ground up—no telling what piecemeal garbage these pirates were using—and she had ideas for dozens of modifications, but if she didn’t have to build that cursed hull, she’d save months of construction time. She flexed her cold fingers. Maybe a few digits endangered by that saw as well.
Her mind filled with daydreams of reconstruction, Kali almost missed Cedar slogging out of the water downstream. He had sheathed the sword, but he was still carrying that bag, a small but bulging canvas tote. It made him lopsided as he strode toward her. Some of the glitter had faded from his eyes, but he was still grinning. “Are you all right?”
Kali wrapped her arms around herself for warmth. “I could have done without the bath, but I suppose dropping onto land would have been worse.” She gave him a once over, decided he was uninjured, and headed along the bank toward her bicycle. Puffs of steam still wafted from its stack, and nobody seemed to have bothered it. The skirmish had cleared the river of boat traffic.
“True.” Cedar strode along beside her. He pointed at the airship—it was drifting on the other side of the river now, going nowhere fast. “It looks like your grenades proved useful.”
“Of course,” Kali said.
He walked in silence for a moment before glancing at her and asking, “Aren’t you going to ask what I was up to in there?”
“Judging by the sounds, you weren’t attending a quilting bee.”
“Nope. I had to fight my way out of their cargo hold. At first I had a notion of singlehandedly taking control of the ship, but there were a lot of them, and they were well-armed and reasonably accurate with their firearms.” Cedar touched a rip in the sleeve of his duster. “They cured me of my notion, but I was able to make my way up top, and I spotted some of their stolen loot on the way.” He hefted the bag. “I figure this might be that old man’s claim earnings. Getting it back might ease his crankiness a tad.”
“Huh,” Kali said.
It sounded like a good adventure, and she might ask for more details later, but she wanted dry clothes first and a blanket around her shoulders. Having the sun come out would be a nice perk, too, but if anything the fog was growing denser.
Cedar sighed. “I see you’re still a hard lady to please.”
“I’m pleased.”
“You are? How would one know?”
“I’m listening to you instead of contemplating upgrades to my next batch of grenades.”
“I see,” Cedar said. “That is a high honor.” He probed one of his soggy pockets, pulled out a knot of beads, and handed it to her.
Kali untangled the snarl to reveal the patch of decorated hide he’d been fiddling with all through supper the night before. “Good that this survived, I guess,” she said, not sure why he was showing it to her.
“No,” Cedar said, delving into a different pocket. “This survived.” He pulled out another talisman, this one unknotted. “That I found next to the sack of gold.”
“Oh, hm. What do you think the pirates are doing with an identical one? Is it something they found? Or are they behind the murders?”
“It didn’t come up when we were slinging bullets and curses back and forth at each other.”
Kali shook her head and tsked. “Men are such poor conversationalists.”
“There were a couple of women shooting at me too.”
They crested a rise and came to the crater the airship had blown into the trail. Kali slowed down. Her bicycle waited on the other side, but so did two people. One was the old man from the boat, and the other was a boy of ten or eleven years. He had raven-colored hair and bronze skin with a face still chubby with baby fat. He stared at them—no, at Cedar—with opened-mouthed astonishment.
“That’s mine!” The old man stabbed a finger at the sack.
“Figured it might be.” Cedar laid it at his feet.
The old fellow grabbed it, dragged it several feet, sent slit-eyed glares at Kali and Cedar, then whipped out a small black revolver and aimed it between them. “You two stay right there. And you too boy.” He backed away, holding the gun with one hand and lugging the sack of gold with the other.
Cedar watched blandly. Kali shook her head. The old man caught his heel on something, tripped, fell onto his backside, and cursed mightily. He stuffed the revolver back into his belt, hefted the sack with both hands, and jogged—if one could call such lopsided, wobbly staggers a jog—back to his boat.
“Grateful fellow,” Cedar observed.
“Less good than you’d think comes out of helping people in these parts,” Kali said.
The boy was still staring at Cedar, eyes wide, jaw slack. When he noticed Kali looking at him, he clamped it shut and swallowed.
She was about to try talking to him in Hän when he tilted his head back to look Cedar in the eyes and said, “That was amazing.” He pointed toward the sky half a mile across the river, where the airship was descending into the woods. “I saw you fighting. All of them at once! Up on the deck. I could see it all from here!”
“Just making the best out of a tricky situation,” Cedar said. Though he spoke as if his heroics had been inconsequential, he did give Kali a pointed look, as if to say, “See? This is how you’re supposed to respond to my heroics.”
Kali propped her hands on her hips and told the boy, “I was up there doing stuff too.”
He blinked at her, a blank expression on his face, then focused on Cedar again. “Where’d you get that sword? That’s the beatingest pig sticker I’ve seen.”
Kali gave the boy a closer look. He wore a hooded caribou jacket, and she assumed he was Hän, but his command of English was excellent, if one could call the local miners’ slang English.
“It’s from the Orient, though I got it down in the swamps of Florida.” Cedar drew the blade. “Do you want to see it? I could show you a few moves.”
Kali lifted a hand, afraid the “boys” could play at swordfighting all day if she let them, but the youth’s shoulders slumped and he did not accept the sword.
“I’m no good at fighting,” he said, “on account of my leg.”
For the first time, he took a couple of steps, and Kali noticed a pronounced limp.
“What happened?” she asked.
“Couple of summers back, I climbed up with a smoker to get some honey from a bee hive. The branch broke, and I fell a long ways and broke my hip. Medicine man fixed me up the best he could, but…” He shrugged, eyes still cast downward.
Cedar took the boy’s hand and put the hilt of his sword in it.
“What’s your name?” Kali asked, heading over to check the bicycle for damage—and to see how she might get it around the crater that had destroyed an eight-foot swath of the trail.
“Tadzi,” the boy said, his gaze riveted to the blade. He took a few experimental swings and grinned.
“Tadzi, have you ever seen anything like these?” Cedar held up the beadwork patches.
The boy lowered the sword and scrutinized them. “No, sir. Not very good work.” His face brightened. “Want to see something I made?”
“Yes,” Cedar said.
Kali knew him well enough to hear the hint of disappointment in his voice. What had he expected? That a ten-year-old kid would know something about talismans of power?
“That’s very good,” Cedar said.
Kali glanced over to see what the boy was showing him. Some sort of block of carved wood. Cedar caught her eye and crooked a finger.
“We should get going,” Kali said, though she came over to check on the youth’s handiwork. She froze when he held up a carving of an elk, a seven-point bull elk. Though the entire figurine was no larger than her hand, she could count each individual tine on the antlers. They even appeared fuzzy, like the real thing. “That’s beautiful,” she breathed.
Tadzi twitched a shoulder. “I can do scrimshaw, too, but ivory’s hard to get. That time with the honey, I was hoping to trade for better tools. It didn’t happen. I got stung a bunch, on top of breaking my hip.”
Kali could certainly understand going to any lengths in pursuit of one’s passions. “Don’t get discouraged. You do real fine work.”
She caught a strange expression on Cedar’s face.
“What?” she asked.
“Just wondering if I should be jealous of a ten-year-old boy,” he said.
“Why?” Tadzi stared up at him—he only came up to Kali’s shoulder, so he had to tilt his head way back to look Cedar in the eyes.
“Because she’s more impressed by your carving than by my skirmishing skills, even though I navigated heaps of pirates fighting harder than Kilkenny Cats, retrieved that surly fellow’s gold, cut the belt that held up the captain’s pants, and escaped the mob by leaping over the railing from forty feet in the air.”
Tadzi turned his incredulous stare onto Kali. “You are?”
Kali shrugged. “I get to see him do stuff like that all the time. Though—” she nodded at Cedar, “—you didn’t mention the part about the captain’s pants.”
“They fell clear to his ankles and hobbled him like a horse,” Cedar said.
“Nice. Tadzi, are you from Moosehide?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“How did you learn such good English?” When Kali had been a girl, it hadn’t been spoken at all amongst the tribe, and only a couple of men who negotiated with traders and trappers knew any at all.
“I’ve been working at it real hard,” Tadzi said. “I talk to any white people I can. Someday, I want to…” He chomped down on his lip and eyed the ground. “I shouldn’t say.”
Maybe he was someone like Kali had been, someone who always knew he would leave someday. “Can you take us there? Introduce us to the medicine man?”
Tadzi brightened. “Can we ride there on that?” He nearly threw his shoulder out of joint in his eagerness to point at the SAB. “I saw its smoke, and that’s what made me come down here. I bet riding it is a hog-killin’ time.”
“There’s not room for three,” Cedar said.
Kali gave him a frank look.
“Oh.”
“You’re tough,” she said. “You ran through that whole dog-sled course beside me.”
Cedar patted the boy on the shoulder. “Looks like I’ve another reason to be jealous of you.”



Part V
 

Moosehide lay on a flat stretch of land next to the river, with a tall, craggy ridge guarding it from behind. The fog had finally cleared, and a dozen canoes and fishing boats floated in front of the camp, several with nets stretched between them. Square moss houses squatted alongside the shoreline, and those people who weren’t fishing worked out in front of them, drying and cleaning the catch.
A few ornery nerves tangled in Kali’s belly as her little group approached the camp. Would anyone remember her? Would anyone care that she had returned? She sniffed. Not that she cared if they cared.
“Are they likely to be a problem?” Cedar pointed at a trio of men lurking in the trees to the side of the trail. He was running alongside the SAB while Kali drove and Tadzi hung on.
“No,” Tadzi said, shouting to be heard over the rumbling of the engine. “That’s my cousin and his friends. They’re supposed to be hunting, but they’re likely hiding from the chief and drinking again. When he finds out, he’ll rustle up some punishment for them.”
“I’d be more concerned about that fellow watching us with a shotgun in hand.” Kali nodded toward the trail ahead of them. It was a foregone conclusion that nobody here had seen anything like her steam-powered bicycle before. She didn’t think anyone would mistake it for some attack vehicle and shoot, but one never knew.
“He’s out in the open,” Cedar said. “Likely a guard for the camp.”
“Guards aren’t usual for the camps. At least they weren’t when I was a girl.” Kali twisted her head around to ask Tadzi, “Is there usually a guard out while people are fishing?”
“It’s on account of the murders.”
Now Cedar’s head whipped about, and he pinned the boy with a stare. “Murders? Have women been killed here too?”
“Not here,” Tadzi said, “but we heard about our people being killed in your town.”
“It’s not our town,” Cedar said. “We’re just visitors.”
Tadzi’s brow wrinkled.
“From the Hän point of view, all the white people here are just visitors,” Kali pointed out.
“Lots of visitors,” Tadzi said. “I don’t mind. I like your people. And your shiny contraptions!” He patted the seat.
As the SAB drew near, the man with the shotgun stepped onto the trail to block their way. Kali did not recognize him, though he was young enough that they should have been children at the same time. Maybe he had come from another tribe through marriage.
He wore the same sort of wool britches as the folks in Dawson, a derby hat, and a beaded caribou shirt. Though Kali had seen Hän in town wearing a mixture of traditional clothing with white man’s garb, it was strange seeing it here, in a true Hän setting. She remembered a few men in the tribe having prize coats or dusters they had traded furs for, but everyone had worn predominantly caribou or buckskin clothing when she’d been a girl. But the men, women, and children working and playing throughout Moosehide wore a mix.
“Who are these people, Tadzi?” the man asked in the Hän tongue.
“Friends,” Tadzi said. “They stopped the sky bandits.”
Kali thought she might get a curious look, since she had Hän hair and skin coloring and wore her tool-stuffed overalls instead of a dress, but the SAB itself captured more of the man’s attention. He walked about it, studying it from all angles, his shotgun drooping.
Cedar noted the lowered weapon and shook his head with a soft, “Tsk, tsk” on his lips. No, not exactly a military-trained guard.
Kali supposed she should introduce herself and let the man know she understood the language, but she couldn’t decide whether to use her Hän name or the one she had chosen for herself when her father hadn’t been able to pronounce the other.
“I’m Kali,” she said, deciding she wanted the name she had chosen, “and this is Cedar. We’d like to talk to…is Kesuk still the medicine man?”
The guard’s eyebrows disappeared beneath his hat. “Yes,” he finally said. “Wait here.”
“I’ll go with him,” Tadzi said, still speaking in English. “I’ll tell the anatkok you help people. He doesn’t care much for…” He looked up at Cedar.
“Understood,” Cedar said.
When they were alone, he came to stand beside Kali and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right?”
“Fine.”
“You seem tense. And grumpy.”
“I’m not grumpy,” Kali said. “This is my usual state. It’s probably caused by living here in a climate without enough sun. I really want to see that Florida place you mentioned.”
“There’s plenty of sun there, but alligators and crocodiles too.”
“I’m still waiting for you to show me that scar,” she said.
Cedar kneaded the back of her neck, thumb teasing out the knots in her muscles. It felt good, and she had to keep herself from making contented sighs or displaying other obvious signs of pleasure. She had a notion a respectable girl shouldn’t lean up against a man like a hound getting a scratch.
He stepped closer and lowered his voice. “I appreciate you coming along with me. I know it didn’t work out well for you the last time I talked you into coming on one of my adventures, and I can tell you’re not comfortable here.”
“It’s not that bad. It’s just…” Under his continuing massage, Kali’s chin drooped of its own accord, and millimeter by millimeter her shoulders relaxed. He really ought to spend less time in the woods, chasing criminals, and more time with her. “I never fit in. I don’t fit in in Dawson either, but everyone’s a stranger there, and people speak all different languages and look all different ways. You feel less odd.”
“That’s all there was to it? Not fitting in? Or did they treat you poorly?” Cedar’s eyes narrowed as if he wondered if he should smack someone around on her behalf.
“They treated my mother poorly, because of her powers. If she’d been male, she would have been a medicine man, but they called her a…you would say a witch. They blamed anything bad on her. She was young, too, when she had me, and I heard…. I don’t know if it’s true, but some people said they’d seen her do things out of spite. Hurt people. She never hurt me. She was kind, and I hate that I doubt her, but somehow she got a reputation that spread amongst the different tribes. My father heard of her and sought her out because of her power. He wanted—well, you heard what that Amelia woman said. I think he was hoping for some powerful heir to carry on his alchemy legacy, to further refine flash gold.”
Cedar lowered his hand, and Kali tamped down a noise of protest. Tadzi was returning with an older man, one she recognized. Kesuk.
Though she had asked for him by name, she had hoped he would be out of the camp and someone else would have come to answer Cedar’s questions. Kesuk had always been quick to malign her mother. As he approached, tension seeped back into Kali’s shoulders. He did not look in her direction. Twin gray braids of hair hung down his chest, and he carried a pair of fishing spears over his shoulder. Annoyance flattened his lips, and Kali could already tell they’d be unlikely to get much from him.
When the medicine man stopped before them, Tadzi stood a couple of steps back, though he watched with curious eyes. Kesuk faced Cedar and ignored Kali. She couldn’t tell if it was because he remembered her or because he figured women should stay silently decorative while the men talked.
“Afternoon, Shaman Kesuk,” Kali said with a smile. Either way, she would not be ignored.
He briefly curled a lip at her but remained facing Cedar. “What business do you have here, White Man?” he asked in Hän.
“Show him the bead things,” Kali told Cedar.
Cedar withdrew the pair of decorated patches and laid them out on his open palm. He seemed content to let Kali take charge of their half of the conversation.
“One of these was found near the body of a Hän woman murdered yesterday morning in Dawson,” Kali told the shaman. “The other on a ship of…” There was no word for airship or pirates in the language, and such things had never floated the skies of the Yukon when she was a girl. What had Tadzi called those people? “Sky bandits,” Kali finished. “Do you know anything about them? Is it possible one of our—one of your people made them? Do they have any power?”
“You speak too much for a woman,” Kesuk said, glaring at her without seeming to notice the patches. Kali opened her mouth, an angry retort on her lips, but Kesuk added, “That’s what happens when girls don’t grow up with proper mothers. At least you’re not a witch.” He took the patches and scrutinized them.
Kali clenched her fists, still tempted to make the retort, but it was better to simply finish and leave as soon as possible.
She caught Cedar watching her, a concerned expression on his face. She loosened her fingers and mouthed, “I’m fine.”
“These are trash,” Kesuk said. “They mean nothing, and if one of our people made them, it would be an embarrassment.”
He handed them back to Cedar, and Kali translated. Cedar’s face darkened, and he slid them back into his pocket. It was disappointing news, so Kali could understand a frown, but Cedar seemed more upset than the dead end warranted. For a long moment, he said nothing, simply standing there with jaw clenched, but he finally tipped his hat toward the medicine man and said, “Please thank him for his time.”
Before Kali could relay the message, Kesuk said, “Leave now. We must keep our people safe from the crime these white men have brought. Take that monstrous beast with you.” He stabbed a finger at the bicycle, though it idled quietly, not bothering anyone as it puffed soft clouds of smoke into the area.
Kali gritted her teeth, more indignant on the machine’s behalf than for the sleights the medicine man had delivered to her.
“Tadzi, you have chores.” Kesuk turned his back on them and strode away.
“Where are you going now?” Tadzi asked. “If you wait here, I can get you some supper from my grandma. She won’t mind sharing.”
Kali suspected she would—nobody wanted to risk a medicine man’s ire, and befriending her would probably do that—but she understood Tadzi’s reluctance to let them go. She would have reacted in the same way if someone riding a steam-powered bicycle had come into the camp when she was a girl.
“Thanks, Tadzi, but we need to solve this mystery.” Kali considered Cedar. He was waiting at the bicycle, his back rigid with determination, his head down, thoughts inward. “I have a feeling that means going dangerous places and doing dangerous things. Again.”
“I could come with you. I could help!”
“No,” Cedar said without looking up.
Tadzi’s shoulders drooped.
“You can help us another time. And—” Kali checked to make sure the medicine man was out of earshot before making her next offer, “—if you ever want to see more of my steam-powered machines, you can come to my shop in Dawson.”
“Really?” Tadzi asked. “That would be right fine.”
She patted him on the back and joined Cedar.
“What’re you thinking?” Kali asked when they were alone. Mostly alone. The guard leaned against a tree nearby, his rifle cradled in his arms as he kept an eye on them.
“You should take the bicycle and go back to town,” Cedar said. “Stay in your workshop with all of your alarms and booby traps in place. Don’t let anyone in.”
Kali propped her hands on her hips. “And where will you be going?”
“I intend to find out why those pirates had one of these on their ship.” Cedar held up one of the beadwork patches.
“Somehow I don’t think the captain is going to be amenable to answering your questions after you cut his pants off.”
“Then I’ll make him.” Cedar started to walk away.
“Wait,” Kali said. “Get on the SAB. I’m going with you.”
“There’s no need to risk yourself on this. I’ve already wasted your time by bringing you out here.”
Kali patted the seat of the SAB. “Might as well stop arguing and mount up. You don’t really think I’d let you go tour an airship without me, do you?” And if Cedar decided he needed to turn in all of those pirates—or their heads—to the Mounties, maybe she could claim what remained of the airship for herself. Oh, she’d want to refurbish it, to make it truly and completely hers, but it’d take months off her timeline if she didn’t have to build everything from scratch. A broad smile curved her lips as these thoughts wandered through her head.
Cedar’s eyes closed to slits as he watched her. “Why do I have a feeling you have something more than questioning pirates in mind?”
Smile broadening, Kali patted the seat again. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Now, are you getting on or not?”



Part VI
 

Kali huffed up the steep stump-filled incline behind Cedar. The airship had long since disappeared from the sky, but he seemed to know where he was going. Thanks to the steepness of the valley wall, they’d had to leave the SAB by the riverbank below. For the first fifty meters, Kali kept glancing over her shoulder, making sure nobody was sneaking up to bother it. Fortunately, the boat traffic had dwindled with evening’s approach.
After more climbing—and huffing—they reached the crest of the ridge. This time, when Kali looked back over her shoulder, the view gave her a start. A couple of years had passed since she had reason to climb up there, and the difference in the landscape was astonishing. Where verdant trees had once lined both rugged valley walls, hillsides of stumps now stretched. Oh, a few sturdy spruce and pines remained, those with trunks too thick to entice a miner searching for easy firewood, but the barrenness of the scene made Kali’s gut twist. Too many people were pouring out of the south, changing the face of the only home she had ever known.
She shook her head and reminded herself she wanted to leave anyway. Come winter, firewood would be scarce, and that was a good incentive to double her efforts on her airship. Or to acquire an already-built airship that only needed modifications….
“I smell a fire,” Cedar said. “We might be close.” He was not breathing hard. His longer legs must mean he took fewer steps.
Ahead of them, the land rose more gently, and evergreens still stood, stretching for the sky.
“What’s the plan?” Kali asked. “Wait until dark, sneak in, and look around the airship?”
He eyed her over his shoulder. “I was planning on dragging a guard away to question, not strolling through their craft.”
“There might be clues inside.”
Cedar raised an eyebrow.
“What?” Kali smiled innocently.
Cedar pointed through the trees to a fallen log ahead and crept toward it. He stayed low, and Kali followed, mimicking his movements. She hadn’t seen anything yet, but Cedar seemed to think they were close.
Kali crouched beside him behind the log. “What do you think we’ll find when we reach the pirates? Were they victims, too, or could they be responsible for the murders?”
“Victims?”
“There are female pirates. Maybe one of them got a throat cut and the killer left that same fake talisman.”
His eyebrows drew together, and Kali guessed he had not considered that possibility. It did seem unlikely. Those thieving bandits had tried to kidnap her, and they’d killed at least one person and probably stolen gold from countless others.
Kali shrugged. “Or maybe we’ll find they’re keeping a bear on board for mauling people.”
“If they are responsible for the murders, that’ll make things simple.” Cedar jerked a thumb over his shoulder, at the hilt of his sword.
“You seem almost as determined to find this murderer as you are to deal with Cudgel,” Kali said.
Cedar said nothing.
“Do the girls mean something to you?” Kali asked. “There’s not even a bounty out for the murderer yet.”
“I don’t like seeing women killed.”
“Just in general—a notion with which I agree, by the way—or because…? Is it personal?”
Cedar gave her a sharp look. “What do you mean?”
“I thought maybe there was something similar in these murders to that one in San Francisco. Something that’s haunting you.”
His gaze shifted away, back toward the trail and the top of the ridge. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
Kali considered him for a long moment. She wanted to pry, she admitted it, but it was for a good reason. If she got the story out of him, she could fight for him, tell this Pinkerton fellow what really happened the next time he wandered into her shop.
“There,” Cedar whispered.
With all the trees blocking the view, it took a moment for Kali to figure out what he was pointing at. Then she spotted it, the wood of the airship hull among the greens and browns of the forest. From her vantage point, she couldn’t tell if they’d crashed or if they’d managed to land it somehow.
Clangs started up, someone hammering metal.
“Can they fix that fan out here?” Cedar whispered.
“Not unless they happen to have a spare case and assembly. I guess that’s a possibility. They’d know there aren’t any shops that supply airship parts up here.”
“Are there anywhere? Airships aren’t that common, even down south.”
“I’m ordering my parts from a place in San Francisco, and I’ve heard New York has an entire warehouse dedicated to aeronautic supplies.” Kali sighed longingly, imagining what such a place might look like.
“Is that where you want to go for your honeymoon?” Cedar asked.
Kali twitched an eyebrow. “I haven’t planned that trip yet. Lately, I haven’t even been able to get a man to come back for a second date, despite what I thought was an enjoyable evening at the dance hall, even if some stepping on toes was involved.” She thought he’d enjoyed himself too. He’d laughed and even tried to be witty, in his dry terse way. And she’d made it clear she was available for additional evenings together when he could break away from bounty hunting. The way he’d massaged her shoulders earlier made her think he still had romantic inklings, but why the scarcity if that was the case?
“Sometimes men get busy,” Cedar said.
“I’ve noticed most people are only busy for things they consider an onerous task.”
“Kali, it’s not like that. It’s…” He looked away, not toward the camp or anything dangerous in the area that could have claimed his focus. Just away.
Kali swallowed. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I’m not looking to get married any time soon. I want to see the world and not be beholden to anyone or have a litter of hungry young’uns dangling from my…uhm, self.” Even with the correction, she blushed. She hadn’t known any proper ladies growing up, but she had a feeling discussing teats with men was probably considered uncouth in most circles.
A hint of a smirk touched Cedar’s lips, but he didn’t say anything.
Kali cleared her throat and pointed to the airship. “Should we get close or wait until dark to scout about?”
Cedar lifted his eyes toward the sky. “That’s hours from now. This is a pesky time of year for stealthily sneaking about.”
“Come in December. You can sneak in the dark twenty-four hours a day then.”
“Yes, I caught the tail end of winter. It’s also hard to be stealthy when your teeth are chattering and your bal—bear cubs are hiding in their dens.”
“I didn’t realize bear cubs—” Kali snorted at his substitution; that was worse than her fumble, “—played a role in one’s scouting abilities.
“A robust man is a man confident in his skills.”
Kali grinned. It was a silly conversation, but it reminded her how much she appreciated having him around. A lump formed in her throat, and she swallowed, trying to force it down. They had more important things to focus on now.
Cedar pointed at a man walking into the woods and unbuttoning his fly. “I’m going to grab that one for questioning,” he whispered.
Kali barely managed a quick, “Be careful,” before he slid out and took a circuitous route toward the pirate.
On her knees, Kali braced her Winchester on the log, found the pirate, and put him in her sights in case he gave Cedar trouble. She tried to keep an eye on the ship and the camp as well, counting people when they walked into view. The trees made it hard to get an estimate, but she guessed there were at least twenty crew members. It would be hard to acquire the ship for herself with that many pirates loitering about.
Though Cedar might prefer night for skulking about, he did fine sneaking up on the fellow—indeed, even knowing roughly where he was, Kali had trouble keeping track of him. As their target was buttoning his pants, Cedar stepped out from behind a tree and placed a knife blade against the man’s throat. The pirate’s hand darted for a holster on his belt only to find it empty. Cedar had already removed the pistol. He showed it to the pirate, then stuffed it into his own belt.
Cedar said something to his prisoner, and they started walking, angling away from the ship and Kali as well. She waited, expecting him to circle about and join her, but he didn’t. She was about to stand up and find him when a second pirate walked into the woods, a rifle propped against his shoulder. He faced her, his gaze skimming the forest. Kali sank lower so only her eyes poked above the log.
It was too soon for anyone to miss the man who had gone to pee, so she guessed this was a guard the captain had sent out. The pirates had to know that people would come after them in droves if word got out that their ship had gone down. Kali doubted that old man on the river was the first miner they had robbed.
A falcon on the hunt screeched overhead. The dampness of the moss beneath Kali’s knees was starting to seep through her overalls. She wondered where Cedar had taken the other fellow. And why hadn’t he come to get her, so she could listen in and ask questions too?
The guard finally turned his gaze in another direction, and Kali scooted backward, retracing their route to the ridge.
A shadow stirred on the periphery of Kali’s vision. She jerked the rifle in that direction, her finger ready on the trigger.
Nobody was there.
A strip of moss dangling from a branch stirred slightly. Her eyes narrowed. She licked her finger and stuck it in the air. If there was a breeze, it was too faint to do much. Maybe someone had bumped that moss. Cedar? No, he would have had to cross through her field of vision to get to that side of her.
Kali continued to back down the trail. She watched that piece of the woods for several slow steps, but nothing else moved. In a nearby tree, a pair of squirrels chattered as they chased each other about. If there had been something dangerous, they would have been hiding.
When Kali reached the ridge, the sound of voices drifted to her ear. She picked her way through foliage and around stumps to find Cedar standing over his captured pirate, the pistol pointed at the man’s head. Cedar looked at her when she approached, but his face was hard to read. Kali assumed a peeved expression to let him know she expected to be involved with important things. He gave her a quick nod, but quickly focused again on his prisoner.
“Why’d you have this in your loot room?” Cedar asked, displaying one of the bead-and-hide patches.
“Never seen it before.” The pirate spat on the ground. “Told you I don’t know nothing.”
Cedar grabbed him by the front of the shirt and jammed the pistol against the man’s throat. “If you don’t know nothing, then there’s no point in me keeping you alive,” he growled, voice savage, eyes like ice from the bluest depths of a glacier. The prisoner’s surly demeanor vanished.
The fierce, cold mien chilled Kali, and she wondered if Cedar had known he would have to get tough and that was why he hadn’t invited her to the interrogation. Maybe he didn’t want her to see him questioning someone. Too bad. This was a pirate, someone who had tried to capture her and would have received a share of the reward for turning her over to gangsters. And, if the pirates had killed that old man’s partner, they were murderers as well as kidnappers.
“I don’t have anything to do with it, I swear,” the man whispered, his eyes crossing to stare at the pistol barrel.
Kali straightened, staring intently at the man. This might be the lead they’d hoped for.
“With what?” Cedar demanded, prodding the pistol against the man’s Adam’s apple.
The pirate gagged and sputtered. “The girls,” he managed. “That was all Sparwood. Nobody here’s into that. We don’t murder, least not if we can help it, and nobody’s raping and torturing girls and then cutting them up. He was a sick bastard. That’s why the captain sent him walking.”
The admission of rape and torture made Kali grip the nearest tree for support. She focused on the harsh, thick ridges of its bark beneath her palm and tried not to picture that girl—Vixen—being tormented before finally being killed. And she tried not to think about the fact that that grisly killing had happened less than a mile from the cave where she was always out working, all alone….
“This Sparwood acts alone?” Cedar was asking, and Kali realized she’d missed part of the conversation.
“No one would want to spend time with that monster.” The pirate did an admirable job of shuddering for someone with a pistol jammed into his throat. “He’s mean as a rabid badger, but worse’n an animal. Takes real pleasure in hurting folks, especially…” His eyeballs swiveled to lock onto Kali.
Though his significant stare made her squirm inside, Kali lifted her chin and crossed her arms over her chest. She wasn’t about to let some scruffy pirate believe she was worried.
“Where is he now if he’s not with your ship?” Cedar asked.
“Captain put him off just north of Dawson. Figure he’s in the city by now.”
“What’s he look like?”
The pirate licked his lips and eyed the trees. Did he think this Sparwood might be about and come take revenge if he was betrayed? The pirate lowered his voice. “Big man, bigger’n you, with a chest like a whiskey barrel. Bushy black hair and beard. Beady dark eyes. I seen him get shot once and not even feel it.”
Cedar looked at Kali, his eyebrows lifted as if to ask if she had any questions of her own.
“Why does he leave the beadwork?” Kali asked.
The pirate checked Cedar’s face, wondering if he had to respond to some girl’s questions maybe. Cedar’s glower deepened, and the pirate shrank into himself. While Kali found Cedar handsome, she had to admit he could assume a fearsome mien when he wanted to. The scar, in particular, gave him a grim, deadly serious visage when he wasn’t smiling.
“So the Injuns get blamed,” the pirate whispered with another glance at Kali.
“I see,” Cedar said. He hid his thoughts well, but Kali knew he was irked to have fallen for the ruse.
“Why does he cut them up?” Kali asked, trying to imagine what manner of tool a man might use to leave those parallel gashes in a person’s flesh.
“So people will think animals or angry spirits did it,” the pirate said. “And it’s working for him, too, last I heard. Ain’t no lawmen pointing a finger at him.”
“Yet,” Kali said. “What’d you say his full name is?”
“I don’t know it.”
Cedar leaned closer to the pirate, and his words were so soft Kali almost missed them. “You sure that’s the truth?”
The pirate nodded vigorously.
“It doesn’t matter,” Kali said. “There are plenty of wanted posters that don’t have full names on them. The Mounties can just stick up another one.”
“No,” Cedar said. “We’ll take care of this animal before they have time to print one up. And before he has time to kill again.”
His grip had tightened on the pirate’s shirt, and the man swatted at the hands cutting off his air supply. Cedar didn’t even seem to see him. His eyes were hard but focused inward, and he barely seemed to notice the pirate in his grip. After what Kali had heard, she couldn’t blame him.
“You killing that one too?” she asked, in case he would feel guilty over accidentally strangling a pirate.
Cedar’s eyes came back into focus, and he loosened his grip. “Probably should. No telling how many honest working folk these men have robbed, but I didn’t see any heads with bounties on them when I was skirmishing on the ship. We’ll just let the Mounties know where to find these men. Maybe they can arrest the pirates before they fix their ship.”
Though the prisoner was busy gasping for air, he still managed to pale at this statement. Kali chewed on her lip. If the Mounties took care of the pirates, she wasn’t going to have much of a claim on the ship.
“Get some rope out of my pack, will you?” Cedar asked. “We don’t want this one scurrying back to warn the others.”
Kali retrieved the rope, but she was mulling over alternatives to relying on the Mounties. If she and Cedar took care of the pirates, they’d be able to legally claim the ship for themselves. That wasn’t foremost on his mind though. She’d have to talk him around to her way of thinking. “What if they get their ship fixed before the Mounties come?”
“That’d be a shame, but catching that murderer is my priority.” Cedar held out his hand for the rope.


“Maybe we could take care of both somehow.”
“How would we get in there to incapacitate everyone without being noticed? There are close to twenty men over there.” Cedar waved toward the ship. “At night, when everyone’s sleeping, we might be able to get the jump on them, but that’s hours off, and I want to get back to Dawson before this Sparwood strikes again.”
“We got one out.” Kali pointed to the man as Cedar bent to tie him. “Maybe it wouldn’t be so impossible to subdue the others.”
“Unless you know someway to knock them all out at once, I don’t see how it could be done without a passel of unneeded danger for ourselves.”
Kali could think of chemicals that could make that happen, but she didn’t have anything like that. They could start a fire and drive them out of the area, but burning the airship wasn’t what she had in mind. Ideally, she’d take it without doing any more damage to it than was already there. “No,” she admitted.
“Best to go back to Dawson,” Cedar said, “catch this murderer, and let the Mounties deal with the pirates.”
“They could be gone by the time the Mounties get here,” Kali said again, though she sensed she needed to come up with a stronger argument to sway him. “Think of all the people they might kill, going after folks along the river.”
Cedar had finished tying the pirate to a tree and had torn the man’s shirt to create a gag to keep him silent. He propped his hands on his waist and eyed Kali. “What’re you angling for exactly?”
“Me?” Kali shrugged. “Nothing.”
“Really.”
Kali shifted from foot to foot and avoided his knowing gaze for a long moment before saying, “All right, I was thinking that if the pirates were all captured or arrested or otherwise incapacitated, we could relieve them of the airship. That would destroy their ability to thieve from the air.” Yes, make it noble, Kali, she told herself. Make it about helping the miners. She stifled a snort of derision for herself.
“You want to steal their ship?” Cedar asked.
“If they stole it first, then it’d hardly be called stealing, right? We’d just be liberating it for a nobler purpose.”
“Such as?”
“Taking us around the world. Or hunting slimy villains from the sky. It’d be easy to keep up with Cudgel if we had our own transportation, something that can go right over mountains and inaccessible terrain. And I wouldn’t have to booby trap all of my working and sleeping areas to tarnation and back because I’m so paranoid that someone’ll sneak up on me and try to tote me off to Soapy Smith or the Scar of Skagway. Sure, the ship would need a lot of modifications, and it’d likely be fall before we could take off, but we could get out of Dawson this year. It’d be—” she clenched a fist, almost tasting the triumph, “—heavenly.”
Cedar, eyebrows raised, seemed bemused by her enthusiasm, but at least he didn’t laugh. He took her arm and moved her out of range of the tied prisoner’s hearing. “I suppose it would be safer for you to be in the air where enemies seeking your father’s secrets couldn’t sneak up on you.”
Kali barely heard him. In her mind, she was already picturing the ship and what might be done to it. It was a larger vessel than she’d thought to make, but she would have plenty of room for a crew, and maybe they could even pay for the expenses of maintaining an airship by taking on passengers. She’d end up being a captain with people under her. Huh. She’d have to think more on that later, but now she imagined crawling around inside, inspecting and measuring every inch, sketching up schematics, planning her modifications. She’d clamber up in there right now, if it weren’t surrounded by pirates.
“All right,” Cedar said. “I’ll help you, but let’s get the murderer first.”
His words catapulted Kali back to the moment. “First? But if he’s in Dawson, and we’re right here, surely we could…”
“It’s only a few miles back to town,” Cedar said dryly, “and that won’t take long on your bicycle.”
“True, but we don’t have any idea where in Dawson to look for this man. He could be hiding out anywhere. It’s a big city these days. And if those men get the ship fixed before we get back, we might lose the opportunity.”
“Kali, I know the airship is important to you, but if another woman gets murdered tonight, will you be able to live with yourself, knowing you chose personal gain over helping out? Those are your people getting killed, whether you want anything to do with them or not.”
“What can I do? You’re the tracker. I don’t know how to hunt men down in the city.” Kali stepped back and stuffed her hands into her pockets. He wasn’t wrong, but she didn’t care for having someone lecture her. And, damn it, she didn’t want to do the right thing, not if it meant delaying her dream. She could be a do-gooder after she had her ship in the air. “Look, why don’t you go and hunt this Sparwood fellow, and I’ll stay out here and work out a plan to get the—”
“No.” Cedar gripped her arm so tightly it was almost painful. “They’re a danger, and that Pinkerton detective is a danger to you, if he finds you too. And I don’t want to imagine what would happen if Cudgel knew about you, and found you, and—” He dropped his chin, staring at his hand where he gripped her. He loosened his fingers, but did not let go.
Kali’s anger and irritation faded. “Is that why you’ve been so scarce lately? Cudgel’s about, and you don’t want someone letting him know we’re…something?”
“I can’t let that happen,” Cedar whispered. “Not again.”
“Again?”
Cedar dropped his hand and walked a few steps away, turning his back to her. Was he talking about his brother? Or maybe the murdered girl from San Francisco? Had she been someone he cared about? But she’d been married, the article said. It had also said he’d been having an affair with her. She grimaced, not wanting to think of Cedar doing something like that. Somehow cutting off heads seemed less despicable. More unsettling perhaps, but given that they were the heads of murdering criminals….
Kali shook away the thoughts. He wasn’t saying anything else, and they shouldn’t stand up here, this close to that pirate camp forever. One last idea came to her, one more way she might be able to sway him.
“That man barely gave us a description and didn’t give us any hint of where to look,” Kali said. “Maybe there are pirates in the ship who know more about this Sparwood. If we figure out a way to subdue them and question each of them, maybe we can get more of a lead.”
Cedar had not turned back to face her, and he remained silent for a long moment. The sun had set, finally bringing evening, and mosquitoes buzzed about, nipping at Kali’s skin.
“Do you believe that?” he finally asked. “Or are you saying what you think I want to hear in an attempt to change my mind?”
Hands still in her pockets, Kali scowled and studied a gnarled root at her feet. “Yes, I want the ship, but there could be something useful to be learned there too. We don’t know enough to pick someone out of a city of thousands.”
“There aren’t that many of your people living in Dawson. We can look them up individually. Maybe you can even name some.”
“Me?” Kali bristled at having them called her people. As everyone on both sides was quick to point out, she was a half-breed, some mongrel who didn’t belong to anyone. “I haven’t been living in Dawson any longer than you, and I pay less attention to people than you do.”
“Why don’t you care more about this?” Cedar asked, facing her again.
“I don’t not care. I just don’t see why you care so much. The city is full of Mounties. Why do you have to be the great savior for this problem?”
Cedar seemed taller than ever as he stared down at her, his expression as dark and craggy as the bark of the tree that was his namesake. He turned on his heel and stalked away, heading back downhill toward the river.
Kali kicked at the root. What was wrong with him?
She gazed toward the trees that hid the airship from view, tempted to stay up there and scheme something on her own. Twenty people, he’d said. At least. She might be able to come up with something to get rid of the pirates, but she might get herself killed too. And even if she did triumph, what then? Fixing that fan alone would take time, and even if it was a quick fix, could she get such a big airship off the ground and fly it alone?
Grumbling and kicking more roots, and a few rocks for good measure, Kali stomped back down the stump-filled slope toward the river. She reached the SAB without spotting Cedar. Where had he gone?
“Here,” came his voice from somewhere nearby.
With dusk’s approach, shadows filled the valley, and it took Kali a moment to pick him out of the gloom. He was leaning against a tall boulder overlooking the river.
Kali joined him. It was a wide boulder, and she started to lean against it beside him, but he stretched an arm out, caught her, and pulled her into a hug. It was a stiff hug, and she could feel tension in his muscles.
“I’m sorry,” Cedar said, resting his chin against the top of her head.
Kali leaned against him. “Why? I mean, you’re not wrong. You’re just a pain in the caboose.”
He grunted softly and wrapped both arms around her. “For not explaining…things.”
“Oh. Well, yes, you’re truly being a pain about that.”
She waited, hoping an explanation was coming, though she admitted she appreciated the warmth of his embrace even if he was being a pain in the caboose.
“The girl in the paper,” Cedar finally said. “She wouldn’t be dead if it weren’t for me.”
“Oh?”
“Cudgel found out that she…meant something to me and killed her, not only to frame me, but to hurt me.” His voice dropped into a husky whisper. “And he succeeded. He’s taken not just my brother from me, but a girl—a woman—that I…”
“Loved?” Kali asked hesitantly. It was unrealistic to think she was the first woman he’d ever cared about, but a selfish part of her wanted the answer to be, ‘no.’
Cedar sighed, his breath stirring her hair. “Maybe. Yes, probably. It was going that way.”
“Oh. The paper said she was married,” Kali said, careful to keep her tone neutral, not wanting to come across as accusing or judgmental, though something inside her broke a little. She wasn’t sure if it was because she had thought Cedar a better man, someone who was too honorable to get involved with a married woman, or maybe because it hurt to think of him loving someone else. Kali had thought…well, she’d thought she was special, that he appreciated her creativity and tinkering skills, and that was why he liked her. But, if he could fall in love so easily, what did his affection really mean?
“Yes,” Cedar finally said. “It was an arranged marriage, and he was older and barely paid attention to her. He just wanted an heir for his business empire, and…” He sighed again. “I don’t suppose having a bunch of justifications for something makes an ignoble choice a noble one. If, when I first met her, I’d just said she was married and walked away, she’d be alive today.”
“How…” Kali started. “How’d Cudgel arrange it?”
“There’d already been a series of murders, all women, in town, so the police and the people were on edge. I was busy tracking Cudgel and was barely aware of the killings. I was getting close to him, and I’d taken out two of his onerous henchmen just that morning. Cheryl’s husband was out of town, so I went over to, uhm, visit, and…she was dead on the floor of their parlor, blood everywhere. It was…ugly. I later learned she’d been butchered in the same manner as the other murdered women. The husband returned home early. He walked in when I was standing over her, still in shock. Cudgel had arranged it all, sent a message to let him know his wife was cheating on him. He was charging home to catch us in the act, I reckon, and he was fixing to kill me. Well, I could have taken him, but I didn’t want to. I’d already done enough wrong by him. I escaped with my life, though Cudgel had some henchmen lying in wait, figuring to help the husband out.” He touched the scar on his face. “That’s when I got this. I was too shaken to fight proper. I’m lucky I survived at all. After that, the husband contacted the Pinkertons, and word is he’s financing everything.” Cedar let his head fall backward, and it thunked against the boulder. It sounded painful. Maybe he wanted it to be. “I wish I’d never gone to San Francisco and never been that stupid. But I can’t rewrite history, so now I just want to do right when I can. If I can protect these girls…” His shoulders drooped. “It’s never going to be all right, but maybe it can be…less wrong.”
Cedar fell silent. Kali didn’t know what to say. He sounded like he needed…comfort. She knew how to be tough and sarcastic, but nurturing or comforting? Her tongue tangled at the idea of even trying to say something along those lines. Women were supposed to be good at comforting people, but maybe she’d been born with some sort of deficiency.
“I suppose,” Kali said, “that you wouldn’t appreciate it if I told you the perfect thing to get your mind off of your problems would be planning to take over an airship.”
At least he chuckled, and his muscles loosened a little. “Come back to town with me tonight, and help me with this murderer. We’ll talk to the Mounties right away—maybe they can get back out here and take care of these pirates before dawn. I’ll remind them of favors they owe me when they’re deciding what to do with the airship. I doubt they’ll have a use for it, so getting it for you shouldn’t be that tough, especially if it’s damaged.”
Kali worried that the pirates would have the ship fixed and be back in the air before the Mounties came, but she nodded and stepped back from Cedar. “Agreed.” As he said, it would be selfish of her to choose her own interests over those of women who were being tortured and killed. She didn’t want to choose her interests above Cedar’s either, not in this case. He needed this redemption. “I don’t know all the Hän girls in town, but I heard there’s a show at the Aurora Saloon. Dancing girls, all tribal.” He wasn’t going to like it when she admitted who had mentioned that show.
“Oh, I’d forgotten about that,” Cedar said. “One of the Mounties mentioned it. Some fellow got a bunch of unmarried girls from tribes from all around the Yukon, and they travel about, going from town to town performing to entertain the menfolk.” He tilted his head. “I’m surprised you’d heard of it.”
“Your Pinkerton detective told me about it. Said he’s working at the Aurora Saloon and that I could find him there in the evenings if I changed my mind about talking to him.”
“I see.” Cedar clenched his jaw. “We’ll do our best to avoid him.”
“Hm.” As Kali shoveled coal into the SAB to fire its engine up anew, she asked, “Did they ever find out who was responsible for the other murders in San Francisco?”
“Not that I know of. As soon as they indicted me, they stopped looking for the real killer. I had to flee town to avoid the firing squad, so I don’t know if the murders stopped after that or not.”
If the murders hadn’t stopped after Cedar left, that ought to show the law down there—and maybe this Agent Lockhart—that Cedar wasn’t responsible for them. If Kali could talk to the detective alone, maybe she could convince him to double-check his facts.



Part VII
 

A breeze scuttled down Main Street, swatting at a newspaper page too mired in the mud to escape, though it rattled and whipped in a valiant effort to do so. Kali leaned against a support post on the covered boardwalk outside of the RCMP station. A single whale-oil lantern burned on a desk inside, and the voices of Cedar and a Mountie he had roused from sleep floated through the open door. Cedar was relaying the pirates’ location, a description of Sparwood, and trying to get a list of tribal women living in the city, something the Mounties apparently didn’t track. With so many new people flooding into Dawson each week, it must be impossible to keep an eye on everybody.
Though midnight approached, raucous voices and music filled the street. Candelabras and lanterns burned behind the windows of many hotels, bit houses, and the popular Main Street Dancing Hall. Nearby, a man lay on his back, snoring, in the spot where he’d been thrown out for not being able to pay.
Kali leaned away from the post and peered up the shadowy street. Electricity had not yet come to Dawson—indeed, electric lights were something she had only read about—and there were no gas lamps at the intersections; but the northern sky was not entirely dark, and she could make out people stumbling out of bit houses. She could also make out the Aurora Saloon sign, only a few buildings up the street.
Kali glanced back through the RCMP window, decided Cedar would be another fifteen minutes at least, and left the post to stroll up the boardwalk. Given everything that was going on, wandering the streets alone at night was probably not a good idea, but she couldn’t very well go see Agent Lockhart with the man he wanted to shoot at her side. It was worth taking a risk if there was a chance she could convince him of the truth and get him off Cedar’s back. Besides, nobody was likely to attack her, or try to kidnap her, in the middle of a crowded saloon. If someone did, she had two smoke nuts stuffed into her pocket, and an ugly little pistol Cedar called a “man stopper” jammed into the front of her overalls. He’d insisted she carry it around town. She wasn’t much for shooting people, but she could do it in self-defense.
“Sure, tell yourself things like that,” Kali muttered to herself. “Maybe it’ll make them true.”
Kali paused to adjust the cuff of her overalls, making sure they hid the bulge in her sock—she still had the vial of flash gold tucked in there—then stepped over the snoring man to push open the Aurora’s front door. She crinkled her nose at the stench of sweat and tobacco smoke, and she had to blink a few times to get her eyes used to the smoky haze that filled the air. One would never know how late it was, going by the amount of activity in the large main room.
Lively fiddle music bounced off of the dark timber walls. Stuffed elk, caribou, and moose heads were mounted everywhere, and more than one set of antlers was being used for a coat rack. Men filled tables, most with chairs turned to watch a wooden stage where bronze-skinned women danced in costumes that were about as close to traditional garb as root beer was to beer. The girls’ bellies showed as they wriggled about, flinging bare feet into the air. Men clapped and roared their appreciation with each glimpse of flesh.
A sign propped up near the stage promised this was an “Authentic Injun Dance.” Kali snorted. The only time she’d seen people twist and gyrate that much had been when they were flailing about on ice, trying to ward off an inevitable fall.
A drunken man staggering toward the doorway spat at a copper spittoon. The black tobacco spittle missed Kali by inches and spattered onto the wall a good three feet above the receptacle. It joined copious other stains darkening the pine boards.
Kali decided standing so close to the door wasn’t wise and eased aside for the sot to pass. Here and there, gamblers worked tables, and she spotted Agent Lockhart without trouble. Three men sat with him in a back corner, each taking turns rolling dice. Lockhart’s box of gambling goodies lay open on the table. Kali wondered what kind of idiots would trust a man who had his own kit not to have loaded dice.
She weaved through the crowd, dodging wayward elbows from men too busy to notice her and gropes from the ones who did notice her. Some girls might be flattered at the attention, but she was wearing her coveralls and knew there wasn’t anything alluring about her. It was just that men outnumbered women twenty to one, if not more, up here, so a lady need ever go to bed lonely if she preferred company.
Though Lockhart wore his bowler hat pulled low on his brow while he swapped wagers with the men at the table, Kali felt his eyes upon her as she approached. He had probably been watching her since she walked through the door.
Kali stopped between two of the men at his table. “Mind if I play a round?”
She had no idea how to play dice games or even if “a round” was the right term, but she figured she’d go along with his gambler façade. If he was up in Dawson after more than Cedar, he might not appreciate her breaking his cover in front of these men.
“Women can’t gamble,” one fellow groused. “Go join the girls on stage, or keep somebody’s blankets warm at the hotel next door.”
“Are you sure you want to be that insulting,” Kali asked, fishing in a pocket, “considering I’m standing right behind you with—” she grabbed the first tool that she felt and pulled it out, “—pliers in my hand?”
It wasn’t the most menacing tool in her collection, but she held it up with what she hoped was an ominous expression on her face.
“Pliers?” the man asked. “What’re you going to do with those? Now a Colt would be threatening, but—”
Kali whipped her hand to the side and fastened the pliers about his ear. With the practiced ease of one who has turned thousands of bolts, she issued a quick, efficient twist. He cried out, fell out of his chair, and landed on his hands and knees. When he threw an arm up, trying to grab her, Kali simply twisted harder. This drew another louder cry, one filled with curses for her and all of her ancestors.
She released him, stepped back, out of his reach, and raised the pliers as a warning to anyone else who might be thinking of giving her trouble. In particular, she eyed the other men at the table.
One smirked, turned the vacated chair outward, and said, “This seat’s open, miss.”
Laughter from nearby tables drowned out the fiddle. Kali kept an eye on the man on the floor, figuring he might have retaliation in mind, but more than his ear was red, and he slunk off with his tail clenched between his legs.
Still holding the pliers aloft, Kali pinned Lockhart with a stare, wondering if he would give her a hard time too, but he merely extended a hand toward the empty seat. Though the hat and the room’s dimness shadowed his eyes, they did not quite hide the glint of amusement there.
Kali slid into the warm seat. “How about some poker?” she asked. She knew the rules to most versions of that.
“I was actually fixing to take a break,” Lockhart said.
The gambler to Kali’s right, a man who had yet to say anything, stirred at this. He rapped his knuckles on the table. “You need to sit right there a spell and give me a chance to win back my losses.”
Though people were still talking and music was still playing, Kali had no trouble hearing the soft click of a hammer being cocked beneath the table. It was Lockhart’s Colt, she assumed; both of the other man’s hands were in sight.
Lockhart leveled a cold stare at the dissenter. “We’re done here, friend.”
The gambler’s eyes narrowed to slits, but he must have heard the gun being readied, too, for he grumbled something and pushed away from the table. Back rigid, he stalked out of the saloon.
The remaining man, the one who had offered Kali a seat, shrugged amiably and left as well.
When Kali and Lockhart were alone, she waved at the kit full of dice, cards, and chips, and said, “If this ruse was for Cedar’s sake, or mine, you can stop now. I know who you are, and he knows that you’re here.”
Lockhart’s face grew closed. “You told Cedar—” he said the pseudonym with a curl of the lip, “—about me, did you?”
“You played your hand too soon.” Kali thought that sounded like a gambling-appropriate thing to say. “Showing me the newspaper and pointing him out.”
“Yes, I feared that might be the case. I was hoping you’d be concerned when you learned what a monster he is. You seemed smart, so I was hoping you’d know better than to go right to that murderer.”
“He’s not a—” Kali started to say murderer, but she supposed that technically he was, even if he only aimed for killers with bounties on their heads, “—criminal,” she said instead. “I know what happened, and you’re after the wrong man.”
Lockhart sneered. “Of course he’d tell you that. Do you even know his real name?”
“Yes. He told me before you ever came to town. I’ll point out that you never gave me your real name, Agent Lockhart.”
His eyebrows twitched beneath his hat. “I see.”
“I wouldn’t spend time with an evil man, sir. Cedar—Milos—was framed by Cudgel Conrad. I imagine you’ve heard of him?”
“I’m aware of the felon.”
“Cedar’s been after him for years, because Cudgel killed his brother. The man would do anything to get rid of Cedar, but he’s not good enough to kill Cedar outright.” When Kali said the last, a muscle twitched in Lockhart’s jaw. Was he irked he wasn’t good enough to kill Cedar outright either? “Cudgel must have figured that the next best thing was to get the law after Cedar, so he’d be harried every step of the way and have less time to spend on collecting Cudgel’s bounty. And that’s just what you’re doing, harrying him and making trouble for him, exactly the way that criminal wants.”
Lockhart’s face remained cold and impassive throughout Kali’s speech, and she feared she wasn’t swaying him at all. She ought to be sweet-talking him, not stating blunt truths, but she was no gifted flannel mouth. She preferred to deliver things straight up, whether people liked hearing them or not. She doubted it would sound sincere if she tried to do anything else.
“This is the story he told you?” Lockhart asked.
Kali bristled, wanting to say it was the truth, not a story, but she had only Cedar’s words to go on. She believed him—he’d been too honest, and too pained about his choices, to be making things up. And, even though she always told him that she wasn’t quick to trust people, him included, she did trust him at this point. They’d been through enough together that she believed she could rely upon him.
“That’s what he told me,” Kali said. “Look, there was a series of murders down in San Francisco, right? And Cedar got blamed because he was found standing over a woman killed in the same manner as the others, right? He didn’t murder her or the others though. Surely you must have wondered when he left town and the murders continued. You must have known you had the wrong man.”
“The murders didn’t continue.”
Kali blinked. “What?”
“When he was gone, they stopped.”
Damn, she had been sure she’d been on to something. What had happened then? Had the murderer figured things were too hot and he dared not strike again? Or had it simply been coincidence that Cedar had left at the same time as this cutthroat stopped attacking women in San Francisco?
“I’m not after the wrong man, Miss McAlister,” Lockhart said softly, gently, as if he was sorry he had to hurt her feelings by telling her a truth she didn’t want to hear.
Kali sat up straight, a growl in the back of her throat. It wasn’t the truth. “Listen, mister, I’ve seen him do a lot of good up here. He’s brought in heaps of murdering criminals. You two should be allies, not enemies.”
Lockhart snorted.
Kali leaned forward, gripping the edge of the table. “You weren’t around when he first told me about his past, so he had no reason to lie to me. He volunteered the information.”
“Miss McAlister, I’ve learned that most men tell tall tales, especially to women they want to bed. That fibs are commonplace doesn’t make them true or any less insidious.” Lockhart drew his shiny steel Colt and raised it above the table.
Kali tensed. He had no law-abiding reason to kill her, but the gun’s appearance made her nervous. He’d see if she reached for the man-stopper in her front overalls pocket, but, out of sight beneath the table, her hand drifted to the pocket where she kept the pair of smoke nuts.
Lockhart laid the revolver down in front of her and leaned forward, eyes intent. “They call this gun the Peacemaker, and it’s here with me to kill Milos Kartes and bring peace to the spirits of those he murdered. Half a dozen innocent women in San Francisco, dead by his hand. His guilt was determined by a jury of his peers. Evidence, not tall tales, condemned him. If I come across Cudgel Conrad, I’ll kill him, too, because he’s wanted a hundred times over for his crimes, but his isn’t the case I was assigned. I’m here to get Kartes.” He gazed straight into her eyes. “And if you get in my way, Miss, I’ll have the Mounties lock you up until I catch up with my man.”
Kali wanted to declare that Lockhart was from the United States, and had less sway with the RCMP than Cedar did, but his hard, unwavering stare stole her defiance. She had to fight to not squirm and look away. Seconds ticked by as she tried to come up with a strong, intelligent reply, but she couldn’t think of anything.
A scream came from a hallway behind the stage.
Kali lunged to her feet, tipping her chair over. Lockhart leaped up even faster. With his Colt in hand, he vaulted over the table and sprinted for the hallway.
The fiddle halted, and the dancers stopped. Kali started to follow Lockhart, but caught herself. If the murderer was back there, he supposedly liked to torment his victims before killing them. He couldn’t do that in a public place. If he was kidnapping a girl, he might run out the back.
Kali pushed past groups of gawking men and headed for the front door. If she could get around the building quickly enough, maybe she could stop, or at least delay, someone coming out the back.
She ducked past a burly man in the doorway, gasped a breath of fresh air, and sprinted down the boardwalk toward the alley. Muffled grunts and whimpers of feminine distress came from behind the building. Kali dug into a pocket and pulled out one of her smoke nuts. She jumped off the boardwalk and into the ally. Mud squished audibly beneath her feet, and she winced, hoping the kidnapper had not heard. Striving for quiet, she advanced more slowly than she wanted.
A shadow passed over her, and Kali glanced up. The buildings on either side of her hid all but a slice of the night sky, and she saw nothing but stars in the gap.
“Your imagination,” she muttered under her breath.
Kali picked her way through the sucking mud as quickly as she could. She reached the back of the saloon and peeked around the corner.
A towering man with a torso as broad as a grizzly’s was stalking toward her. That had to be Sparwood. A woman thrashed in his arms, but he kept her crushed against his chest, her feet dangling a foot above the ground. Her flailing was useless.
Kali tightened her hand around the smoke nut, but hesitated before arming it. The shrapnel her weapon flung would hit the woman, too, probably harming her more than the man, since he was holding her before him like a shield.
They were only five steps from her hiding spot. There was no time to think of a better plan. The man would take at least some of the shrapnel, and Kali could attack him under the cover of the smoke.
She armed the smoke nut and drew back her hand to throw. Someone grabbed her wrist.
Kali spun, her free hand reaching for the man-stopper, but she thought it might be Cedar or Lockhart and wasn’t as quick to draw as she might have been. She didn’t recognize the dark figure before her, though, and a calloused hand caught her other wrist before she could grab the gun. Someone else appeared and ripped the smoke nut from her grasp, then hurled it onto the roof. It went off, shards of metal pinging against stove pipes and chimneys, but the building kept it from doing any good down in the alley.
Kali tried to twist free of her captor’s grip, but he was strong and he wasn’t alone. Three other men had come into view. Behind them a rope ladder dangled from the sky. Not the sky. The pirate airship. Even with the limited view and the night darkness, she recognized its black silhouette blotting out the stars above.
Mud squished behind her. “What we got here?” a deep voice rumbled over the continuing struggles of his female captive. “Two for the price of one?” He laughed, a dark, cruel laugh that sent a chill down Kali’s spine. “She’s familiar too. You the one what was skulking around in the woods?”
The chill deepened. Had he been watching all the time? While she and Cedar questioned the other pirate?
“Hurry up,” someone said, already jumping for the ladder. “There’s a Pinkerton detective on his way out, and Ralph can only keep him busy so long.”
As the men backed toward the ladder, Kali rallied for one more escape attempt. She tried to jam a knee into her captor’s groin, but he saw the move coming and blocked her. Someone grabbed her from behind and slipped a bag over her head. Kali twisted her neck and tried to bite the man through the burlap. She caught something—a hand?—between her teeth, but a fist slammed into her temple. Pain ricocheted through her head. The bag made it stuffy and hard to breathe, and she gasped for air.
“Feisty wench, ain’t she?” Sparwood asked, predatory hunger in his voice.
“Just like you like ’em.” The other men laughed.
Idiot, Kali, she cursed herself. They never should have believed that pirate’s story.
She sucked in a deep breath to scream for Cedar, but she’d barely gotten the “C” out when a hand clamped down on her mouth. Someone hoisted her legs into the air and wound rope about her wrists and ankles. In heartbeats she was tied tight. She bit down on the hand gagging her, and a man cursed. Before she could try to scream again, another fist collided with her head. Her dazed body refused to comply with her brain’s orders to keep fighting, and the men hauled her up the ladder.
The shrapnel being flung from her smoke nut had ceased, and only its smoke lingered in the air as they climbed. Kali cursed Lockhart for being slow, but more, she cursed herself for not sticking with Cedar. Talking to Lockhart had been a waste of time, and now she was captured, in the hands of a rapist and murderer, surrounded by a whole crew that apparently supported him.



Part VIII
 

Kali’s captors dragged her into the bowels of the airship. Though the bag over her head stole her sight, the stifling heat told her where they were. The boiler room.
The man carrying Kali dropped her like a sack of corn meal, and her shoulder hit hard, sending a fresh stab of pain through her. While men shuffled about, and chains clacked nearby, Kali fantasized about commandeering the ship, sailing to the North Pole, and making these louts walk the plank. She’d leave them on a sheet of ice where they could become a nice snack for a passing polar bear.
Someone grabbed her by the head and pulled off the sack, removing numerous strands of hair at the same time. It was hard to glower effectively from one’s back on the floor, but Kali gave it her best.
The men ignored her icy stare. A burly pirate clapped a leg iron around one of her ankles. Its chain ran five feet to an eyelet in front of a bin of coal and two furnaces. The pirate cut the rope that tied her ankles together. Kali lifted her bound wrists, hoping he would do the same for them. He did not.
“We don’t allow anyone free passage on our vessel,” a graying reed of a man said. Scars peppered his face, and he wore an eye patch like the pirates in storybooks. He lacked only a parrot to perch on his shoulder, though such birds were probably hard to come by in northern climes. He took a shovel from a scruffy man cloaked from head to foot in soot. “Everybody here works, ain’t that right, Chum?”
“Oh, aye, Cap’n,” the sooty man said.
Kali remained quiet. Working in the boiler room sounded far better than being mauled by that Sparwood, but she wasn’t about to say so. The other woman the pirates had kidnapped was nowhere to be seen, and Kali scowled at the realization of where she must be. Would she be next?
“Take all of her things,” the captain said.
Invasive hands pawed at Kali, and she gritted her teeth. With her wrists tied and her leg chained, she could do little to fight the intrusion, though she stood with one leg slightly in front of the other, blocking the view of the ankle that held her vial of flash gold. She hoped the man wouldn’t think to check her socks. Maybe she should have taken the vial back to her workshop and locked it in its safe, behind a series of booby traps. Too late now.
Unfortunately, the man searching her proved adept at finding things. He removed her remaining smoke nut, her gun, and every single tool in her pockets.
“Tarnation, girl,” the pirate said, “you rob a tool shop?”
“Your murderers caught me when I was in the middle of a project,” Kali said.
“I ain’t murdered anyone.”
“You let it happen on your ship.” Though she was responding to the man searching her, Kali looked the captain in the eyes when she spoke. She thought of the airship hovering above the alley behind the Aurora, and of that ladder dangling down. “You even help out, don’t you?” That explained why Cedar hadn’t found a trail at the murdered woman’s home. “You drop that bastard down and pick him up when he’s done, don’t you? You help him perpetrate the idea that there’s something otherworldly involved in these murders, since there’s nothing but those fake bead patches to be found.”
Kali was surprised the pirates had chosen such a public target this time, a woman getting ready for a show in a saloon full of people. Maybe it’d been a last hit before the ship cleared out of town. Or maybe they’d counted on Sparwood getting in to steal the girl without anyone up front hearing about it. Kali’s stomach clenched at the idea of him leaving a bead patch in the changing room and people blaming “spirits” for the girl’s disappearance.
The captain lifted his chin in response to Kali’s accusations. “Sparwood’s my best worker and fights better than ten men combined, and he doesn’t ask for a cut of the loot. He just wants the leeway to pursue his…hobby.”
“That’s loathsome,” Kali said, “and so are you if you help.”
“What’s this?” The man searching her had found all of her tools and weapons, and moved down to her ankles. Kali winced when he patted at the lump there. Having these slimy pirates running around with such power was the last thing she wanted.
The man pulled out her vial and held it aloft. The flakes inside the clear container appeared no different from regular gold, but they glowed softly, sending occasional streaks of yellow lightning coursing through the glass tube.
“That,” a new voice said from a hatchway leading to an upper deck, “is what I was hoping she’d have, and it’s why I’ve offered you more money than the Scar of Skagway for her capture.”
The owner of the voice climbed down a ladder, boots ringing on the metal rungs. He clasped his hands behind his back and strolled toward the furnaces to join the captain and others in regarding Kali.
A pale-skinned man, he wore an all white, expensive suit, tailored to fit his body. His boots were like nothing Kali had ever seen. Snake skin? Or maybe alligator or crocodile? She’d read about such creatures. The man bore no weapons, but all the pirates, the captain included, offered subdued greetings and touched their knuckles to their hats or foreheads in polite salutes.
“Mister Conrad,” the captain said, and Kali’s head jerked up. Cudgel Conrad? Cedar’s nemesis? “We weren’t expecting you until morning,” the captain went on, “so I was fixing to get some work out of her. But if you want—”
“No, no,” Conrad said politely, as if he were passing on an after-dinner dessert offered by a waiter in some classy restaurant. “Work her all you wish. There’ll be plenty of time for questioning later.” He had greenish-blue eyes, the only spot of color on him, and they hardened then, reminding Kali of marbles as they bore into her. “First, there remains a spot of business to which I must attend. It’s time to make sure that dear detective gets his man.”
Kali curled her lip. “You’d best be more worried about that man getting you.”
Conrad yawned.
“Mister Conrad, sir,” the captain said. “One of my men was wondering about her use for…entertainments.”
A woman’s scream echoed from a higher deck. Kali tried to keep a defiant sneer on her face, but the timing of that scream, and the amused snort of one of the pirates, left little doubt in her mind as to what the captain meant.
“What are your orders as to her person?” the captain finished.
“Ensure she’s able to answer questions in the morning,” Conrad said.
“That’s it?”
“Indeed. In fact, encourage your man to make the experience memorable. Women rarely resist my interrogation techniques, but it can make things easier if they’ve been broken already.”
Kali glowered. She wished she could do more. This fellow deserved a good kick in the bear cubs. No, he deserved a lot more than that for tormenting Cedar and killing countless others.
Conrad took a step toward the hatch, but paused, raising a finger. “Actually, I do have one requirement. Don’t let your man damage her face. Should the Pinkerton detective fail, I may need to dangle her as bait to lure in a particularly troublesome fish.” His marble cold eyes found Kali’s again. “Despite this fish’s efforts to minimize contact with her of late, I do believe they’re close.”
“Yes, sir.” The captain knuckled his forehead again.
When Conrad left, the captain stood taller, losing his diffident manner. He pointed to the fellow smeared with coal dust. “Give Chum your shovel, and show her the ropes. Denny, stow her gear. Malcom—” he pointed to a bearded man with a shotgun, “—you’re on guard. Stay alert, and keep her working. I don’t want our boat lingering over downtown Dawson. Look cheery men. We’ve a nice pay day coming up.”
The captain left, taking the men he hadn’t named with him. The one who had conducted her search looked around, probably trying to figure out what he was supposed to do with the armful of weapons and tools. He shuffled to the far end of the boiler room, dropping a screwdriver on the way, and dumped everything except her gun onto a metal table bolted to the wall. Toolboxes were secured there, and an empty crate on the floor read propeller blades. Machine shop, Kali guessed, eyeing it speculatively as the pirate headed out. If she could free her ankle and get over there, maybe she could build something useful for escaping. And then what? She eyed the bulkheads, looking for a door that might lead to the engine room, but the pipes from the boilers disappeared through solid walls behind the equipment, and she didn’t see any exits except for the ceiling hatch Conrad had used.
The sooty man thrust his shovel into Kali’s hands, distracting her from her thoughts. He drew a knife and cut her wrist bindings. “That goes in there.” He pointed at the coal bin and the furnace door.
“Excellent instructions,” Kali said. “I’ll be sure to recommend you for a promotion.”
It was hard to read a face coated in coal dust, but he curled a lip and growled at her, and she got the gist. He ticked a finger against a gauge on the adjacent boiler where a needle hovered at the low end of the operational zone. “Make sure that stays between here and here. If it’s here, add more coal faster. If it gets up here, you can slow down for a spell. There’s a safety shutoff, so don’t get any bright ideas about getting things too hot.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Kali said.
Which was true. She ought to be concerned solely with escaping, maybe finding that girl and getting her out too, but the fact that she was within the bowels of the very airship she wanted to claim for herself kindled ideas in her mind. Maybe she could yet take it over somehow and keep it for herself. Unless she ran out of other options, she wouldn’t risk blowing half of the hull off in a boiler explosion.
“Now, I reckon I can get some sleep, though the night seems young for that.” Soot-face threw a smirk at the guard, then considered Kali through slitted eyes.
She tensed. With her hands free and a shovel in her grip, she thought she could defend herself, leg iron or not, but the guard standing by the hatch was watching, his shotgun at the ready.
“Don’t see why Sparwood gets all the girls,” Sooty grumbled.
“’Cause he can pound you into pieces,” the guard said. “You better leave her be and find your hammock.”
“Guess you’re right.”
Given his defeatist words, Kali wasn’t expecting Sooty’s hand to lunge in. He squeezed her breast, mashing down with the subtlety of a jackhammer. Kali swung the shovel, cracking him in the side of his head.
He staggered back while the guard laughed and said, “You deserved that.”
Kali dropped into a crouch, expecting retaliation. Sooty clutched at his head, but he was grinning.
“Worth it,” he said and sauntered to the ladder. “Sparwood’ll find his goods bruised up.” He snickered as he climbed and disappeared through the hatch.
“Idiot,” Kali said.
A woman’s scream sounded, then was cut off when the hatch clanged shut. Kali’s indignation faded. Kali could be experiencing a far worse fate at the moment. And she might still have to worry about that, if she didn’t escape.
The guard jerked his shotgun toward her. “Get to work.”
Kali opened the furnace door and squinted as heat rolled out. Next to the gloom of the boiler room, the flames threw off an inferno of light. While she scooped coal from the bin and into the firebox, she debated her options. She could fling a shovelful of burning embers at the guard, but he was too far away for her to launch a follow-up attack. She hadn’t seen the captain pass him the keys for her leg iron either. Something on the workbench might help her escape, but it too was well out of reach.
Kali eyed the heavy black chain attached to her ankle and didn’t see any weaknesses. It would take a blacksmith to break one of the thick links. At the other end, the chain attached to an eyelet secured with a hinge to an iron plate mounted flush in the deck. She couldn’t have been the first prisoner to be chained in the boiler room.
She kept scooping coal into the furnace while she contemplated that hinge. In its present state, she doubted she could wedge the tip of the shovel into the crease to pry the eyelet free, but she’d loosened many a rusted old bolt by applying heat to break the bond.
The next time she dumped fresh coal into the furnace, she slipped a few burning red embers out. The guard was watching her, but the door hid the shovel, and the furnace itself blocked the eyelet from his view. Kali laid the glowing coals on the metal plate around the hinge. Making certain not to take too much time and rouse suspicions, she repeated the process until a pile of hot coals lay all about the eyelet.
Kali continued to load the furnace for a couple more minutes, giving the iron time to heat. Even if she was able to loosen the hinge and pull the chain free, she still had to deal with the guard.
“It’s getting pretty full.” She paused to mop sweat from her brow. “How much more should I put in?”
“When it’s full, close the door and start loading the other one.”
“Whatever you say, boss.” Kali considered her words, then added, “I don’t suppose there’s anything I can do to talk you into letting me go?” If she was too good of a worker and didn’t try to wheedle her way out of her fate, that might make him suspicious. “I’ve got money stashed at home. How much do you make as a pirate?”
“More than you’ve got.”
“I doubt that,” Kali said. “My partner is a proficient bounty hunter, and he shares his earnings.”
“Men who give money to women are stupid. Get back to work.”
Kali rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. She certainly wasn’t going to explain what she did to earn her half. No need for him to think she might have a crafty side.
“It’s powerful hot in here.” Kali wiped her brow again and leaned on the shovel. “Any chance I can get some water?”
“You’ve barely been working five minutes. You’re fine.”
Kali made a show of letting her shoulders slump and tried to look weary as she went back to shoveling. After a few more rounds, she said, “I just need a little break.”
She slipped between the furnaces, nudged the coals off the eyelet with her shovel, and eased the tip into the hinge crease. She wiggled the blade in deeper, relieved when there was enough give to do so. Then she leaned her weight onto it. The hinge pin eased upward, but it made a telling creak.
“What’re you doing over there, woman?” Footsteps thudded on the deck.
Kali shoved downward with all of her strength. The hinge popped free. Kali scattered the hot embers, smacked the shovel against the furnace, making a loud clang, then dropped to the floor on her back, hiding the popped hinge with her body. She closed her eyes and didn’t move.
The guard stomped around the corner. Kali watched through her eyelashes as he surveyed the mess. “Stupid woman, what’d you do?”
Passed out from heat exhaustion, or so she hoped he’d think.
The guard came close enough to kick her boot with his foot, then, when she did not respond, he leaned in closer. He reached down, probably intending to take the shovel from her reach. Before he could grab the shaft, Kali whipped it up and slammed the pan into his face.
The pirate reeled back, but the blow was not enough to drop him. He lunged for the shovel. Kali hit him again and scrambled to her feet. The guard, blood running in twin rivulets from his nose, started to lift his gun. She jammed her heel into his shin, and he yowled and went down. Kali snatched the heavy iron chain from the floor and swung it at his head. It connected with a solid thud. The man’s shotgun drooped in his hands. Kali tore it free and backed away, aiming it at his chest.
“On your belly,” she barked.
The man groaned and slumped to the floor, eyes crossing. She found the rope the pirates had tied her with earlier and hurried to bind his hands and legs while he was still woozy. If she could find the key to her leg iron, she’d stick that on him as well and see how well he liked being tied up.
“You have any more buckshot?” Kali asked after checking the shotgun. She could fire it once, but that was it.
“Not down here,” the pirate growled, his eyes focusing again. “Why don’t you wander up and look for some above decks? I’m sure someone can help you out.”
“With a bullet to the chest, I’m sure,” Kali said.
Figuring she didn’t have much time, she rushed over to the work table. She decided the iron band on her ankle wasn’t a priority and left it on while she searched through her tools for, yes, there was the vial of flash gold. She was surprised the captain hadn’t taken it with him, but maybe Conrad was the only one who knew what it was, or maybe he’d warned them not to take it. Now if Kali could come up with something useful to do with it before someone came and checked on her….
Another feminine cry of pain echoed through the ship, muffled by the closed hatch, but not muffled enough. Kali clenched her jaw. She had more than one reason to hurry.
Kali checked the machine shop drawers and toolboxes. She doubted she would stumble across something as obviously handy as ammunition for the shotgun, but maybe she could find raw materials to make—she did not know what yet. But she had the flash gold, so she could power something. She just had to figure out what.
A tin of kerosene sitting in a bottom drawer made Kali pause. A slow smile curved her lips. That certainly increased the possibilities. Another drawer offered a bunch of funnels and strainers of various sizes. They must fill the ship’s running lamps down there.
Kali tapped the shotgun thoughtfully. “If I could find some kind of pressurized tank…the flash gold could be turned into an ignition system. It’s an energy source, after all.” While she muttered to herself, she rifled through the rest of the drawers. “Piping, hm. I could make a pump to pressurize a tank with air…like with my spud launcher.” She snorted, imagining herself racing through the corridors, pelting pirates with potatoes. This new weapon would have to be a little more inimical. She grabbed a screwdriver and started disassembling the shotgun’s firing mechanism.
Minutes ticked past as she hunkered over the table, sweat dribbling into her eyes and dropping from her chin. It had to be over a hundred degrees in the boiler room. Still, she’d rather be there than in Sparwood’s cabin.
Muffled grunts came from between the boilers, and Kali jumped. She’d forgotten about her prisoner. With her new project in hand, she rushed over to check on him. He was still bound, though he looked like he’d been trying to saw his ropes off using the corner of the coal bin.
He gaped at Kali when she came into sight. Actually he gaped at the shotgun in her hands. It still had the same body, but the two salvaged tanks attached under the barrel were definite upgrades. One held kerosene and the other pressurized air. A slender tube fed the flammable liquid into and through the barrel. The flash gold flake was tucked out of sight, inside the muzzle, but she’d imprinted it with a command to ignite the kerosene when the trigger was pulled.
“Whuf iff it?” the pirate demanded, his words almost indistinguishable through the gag Kali had stuffed into his mouth.
Kali doubted her weapon would work on the first attempt—given the way the day’s luck had gone, she might even blow herself up—but she pulled the trigger, figuring she had to try it eventually anyway. And wouldn’t it be great if it worked with this stunted vegetable looking on?
The weapon issued a soft gurgle as liquid traveled from the tank and through the gun. Though she had taken some care to hide the flash gold from view, streaks of yellow lightning escaped, coursing along the weapon, creating a riveting display. Kali rolled her eyes. The stuff always seemed to want to steal the show.
Then the fuel ignited.
Kali had been expecting a flame—that was the whole point of the design, after all—but the three-foot-long, six-inch-wide inferno that whooshed out of the barrel surprised her with its size and power. She nearly dropped the gun. Even with the flame shooting out of the end, heat crackled in the air, beating against her hands and face, and she eyed the wooden stock with concern. It ought to be all right, for the short term. She hoped.
“What is it, you ask?” Kali said, trying to cover her surprise with nonchalant words. “I haven’t thought of a name yet. Got any ideas?”
“Shit,” the pirate said, sort of. The gag made elocution difficult.
“That won’t impress anyone at the patent office.”
The air buzzed around the weapon, and lightning continued to dance, streaking along the outside of the shotgun shaft to mingle with the flame. The stink of burning kerosene arose, and Kali wondered if she should have made a switch that could modulate the amount of fuel sent to the flame. Ah, well. Next time. If nothing else, this ought to scare some pirates. She let go of the trigger, and the flame died out.
Thus armed, Kali jogged for the ladder leading to the upper decks of the ship.
“Whar…goin’?” the pirate tried to call through the gag.
“To put a wrench in Cudgel’s wheel.”
Kali clanked her way up the ladder, the gun bumping and tangling in the rungs, the leg iron adding weight to her ankle.
“Perhaps not the best weapon for stealth,” she muttered.
Nonetheless, she made it to the top and managed to juggle her gear long enough to ease the hatch open and peer out. She didn’t see any feet in the narrow door-filled corridor above, but the hatch blocked half of her view. She listened. Muffled voices came from somewhere nearby, someone’s cabin most likely, but no footsteps thudded toward her, so she hoped that meant the corridor was empty. From her point of view, she couldn’t see the steps or ladder that ought to lead to the open deck up top. All of the doors in view were shut, including one at the far end.
If Kali could find the navigation area without anyone spotting her, maybe she could surprise whoever manned those controls and take over the ship before anyone knew what was happening. Except that she feared a ship like this, designed like a naval vessel, would have its navigation bridge above decks where lots of people could see it. Well, it was the middle of the night. Maybe the crew would be sleeping or down in the city, enjoying their ill-gotten earnings on gambling and women.
Kali lifted the hatch the rest of the way and climbed out.
“You!” a pirate barked from narrow stairs that had been hidden from view by the hatch. He charged her, a cutlass raised overhead.
Kali cursed in her mother’s tongue and whipped the modified shotgun up, pulling the trigger.
This time, with the weapon already primed, the flames leapt to life immediately. The pirate ran right into them. They poured against his chest, incinerating clothing and searing flesh. He screamed, an ear-piercing cry of pure agony.
Kali pulled her weapon to the side and released the trigger, half because she couldn’t hold those flames on a man, and half because she was afraid she’d catch the wooden corridor on fire. The pirate’s scream only grew louder. Knowing she needed to quiet him, she slammed the butt of the shotgun into his head. It was cruel to beat a man already so wounded, and she hated that she had to do it, but she couldn’t have him carrying on, alerting the entire ship. The pirate crumpled to the deck, clutching his chest, and sobbing. The air stank of burning flesh, and Kali’s stomach roiled. Frustrated with her lack of options, she pushed him so that he fell through the open hatch and into the boiler room below. There was a lock on the hatch, and she threw it into place. It blocked out the man’s sobs, but she would never forget the sight of his flesh and muscle being burned off before her eyes.
“What have I made?” she whispered, tears stinging her eyes. She should have found a way to make more buckshot for the gun. It’d be a more merciful way to kill someone. Even a pirate didn’t deserve—
A door in the corridor flew open, and a barefoot man stumbled out, gun belt clenched between his teeth while he fumbled to fasten his trousers.
No time for self-doubt. Kali stood, foot on the closed hatch, and aimed the weapon at him. Cruel or not, it was the only one she had.
The pirate stared at her—no, at the strange gun in her hands—and didn’t immediately run toward her. She thumbed the flames on again, judging him far enough away that he’d feel the heat without being burned. Fire leapt from the end of the barrel with surprising flair. Narrow streams twisted and twined in the air, shifting intensity and direction, like dancers on a stage. Watching it gave Kali a chill, as there was no mundane explanation for that. The flake of flash gold had to be affecting it, as if it had a mind of its own and was taking artistic license. Showing off.
After a long, stunned second, the pirate stumbled back, his belt falling from his mouth.
“Go back inside your cabin,” Kali said, “and don’t come out until the sun’s up.”
She had no idea what she looked like after the rough night, but he stared at her, mouth agape, as if he’d seen the Grim Reaper. Then he lunged back inside and slammed the door shut.
“That’s a better solution than maiming people,” Kali said, then shut her mouth, because there was a tremor in her voice. Her hands were shaking too.
Somewhere above her, people shouted. The whole ship had to have been roused by that man’s scream. Kali was surprised pirates weren’t already charging down the stairs to get her. Sneaking to navigation was out of the question now, and she feared she wouldn’t have much time to come up with a plan before she found herself in a firefight.
Another door opened, this one behind her. Kali spun, weapon at the ready. This time, she recognized the huge man who ducked to poke his head into the corridor. Sparwood. His beard and hair stuck out in all directions, and a knife in his hand dripped blood. His button-down shirt was open, showing black mats of chest hair as tangled as the snarled locks on his head.
Like a bear, Kali thought. An animal. Not a human being.
She held her finger on the trigger, but didn’t pull it yet, not when he might easily duck back inside for cover. He smirked, eyes gleaming as he watched her. There was no fear in them. The cotton-for-brains lummox didn’t even look at her weapon.
He stepped into the corridor and raised his free hand, beckoning her with his fingers. He held the knife loosely in the other, like he didn’t think he’d need it. If her weapon failed her, he wouldn’t. But, no, she couldn’t think like that. It had worked before; it would work again.
As if in response to her thoughts, the converted shotgun hummed in her hands. In the back of her mind, she acknowledged that that was strange—she hadn’t pulled the trigger to turn the weapon on yet—but she had to stay focused on Sparwood.
Kali walked closer, slowly, steadily. A soft sob came from within the beast’s quarters, but she didn’t let herself feel any relief at hearing the girl alive. She might well be beyond help at this point. Kali forced herself not to think, not to feel anything.
Then the bear leaped for her, his massive bulk filling the entire corridor. Kali pulled the trigger, even as she realized there’d be no evading him. He’d crash into her anyway.
Flames burst forth, a massive inferno that lit the corridor like a sun. She didn’t aim for his chest, but for his prick. Even if he survived the burns—and she hoped he didn’t—she’d make sure he didn’t rape anyone else again.
The fire flowed into him, engulfing him, wrapping about him and bathing him fully. He didn’t scream, but he roared, all pain and rage.
Though Kali had thought to stand her ground, to brace herself for his weight tumbling into her, she found herself backpedaling as his huge form filled her vision. She wasn’t fast enough, and he slammed into her legs, sending her tumbling backward. She hit the deck hard, the shotgun flying from her grip. The flames winked out, and Sparwood was on top of her.
His roar filled her ears. He thrashed about, and she thought he was grabbing her, that his knife would come in and eviscerate her any second, but he had dropped the blade. He was clutching at himself, at horrible burns that had seared through flesh and muscle, all the way to the bone. He found his feet and jumped off of Kali to pound up the stairs, yelling strangled cries for water.
A shot fired on the deck above, and Kali cursed. She doubted she could hope that was one of the pirates, accidentally shooting at their own comrade. She’d probably have men pouring down the stairs in a second.
Trying to ignore the sick stench of charred flesh, Kali grabbed her weapon and charged into Sparwood’s vacated cabin. Her first thought was to find the girl and get out of there, but footsteps thundered on the deck above. Kali shut the door quickly. The tiny cabin seemed a pathetic place to make a stand, but she couldn’t take the time to open the rest of the doors in the corridor to see if any hid better spots, and she wasn’t about to go back down into the boiler room, where she’d left the angry, wounded pirates.
The cabin was dim, lit only by a single candle in a storm glass lamp, and it took Kali a moment to pick out the figure huddled in the corner. She was naked, clothes torn off and dumped in a pile. Blood darkened the floor around her, and Kali held her breath, afraid to approach. What if…. What if she was too late?
She couldn’t help but feel she owed this girl a debt, if only for being a distraction for Sparwood. Otherwise, it might have been Kali in there. She never could have fought off Sparwood one on one, and she wouldn’t have had time to make her weapon.
A sob escaped the woman, and Kali released her breath. Still alive.
“He’s gone,” she said, wishing she had something more comforting to say, but there wasn’t time for anything but the practical. “Can you stand? We’re going to have to run if we’re going to have a chance of escaping.” Though Kali hadn’t quite figured out how to make that happen yet.
The girl didn’t respond. Kali flexed her fingers, wondering if she should creep forward and touch her on the shoulder or leave her alone. Being touched might send her over the edge. Kali looked around the cabin for inspiration, but the place only made her stomach churn.
Different colored patches of hair were nailed to the walls. Clumps cut free from the man’s victims? Mounted above them, a strange glove with long brass claws gleamed in the candlelight—the tool he’d used to make people think an animal had killed the women.
“Deranged beast,” Kali muttered.
Shouts came from above decks. Sparwood rousing his comrades to fight? Kali was surprised men hadn’t rushed down the stairs already. Her dream of commandeering the ship seemed destined to fail unless something up there was distracting the pirates. Maybe that was why they hadn’t charged down yet. Hope started to sprout, hope that Cedar might be up there, but she squashed it. Because she’d run off without telling him her destination, he wouldn’t know where she was, and, even if he did know, the airship was likely flying high enough that nobody could board it. No, she’d be better off finding some rope, sneaking up to a railing on the main deck, or maybe into that cargo area with the trapdoor—wherever that was. Of course, she didn’t know if her new ally was in a condition to hold onto a rope and climb down what might be dozens of feet or more.
Kali cursed again, wishing she had a better idea.
Though she didn’t lift her head, the girl stirred at Kali’s cursing. Strange. It had been in Hän, not English. Was it possible she understood? Kali didn’t think any of the dancers were from her mother’s tribe, but the northern languages did have a lot of similarities.
“Do you understand me?” she asked in Hän. “I’m…Kali. Tsul Gäh,” she corrected, using the name her mother had given her.
Finally the girl looked up. And stared. “Tsul Gäh?”
Kali almost stumbled. Though blood smeared the side of the girl’s face, and her lip and cheek were swollen, Kali recognized her, not just as a Hän, but as someone from the tribe she had grown up in. Kéitlyudee, the name came to her, a girl that had been a couple of years older than she. They hadn’t been friends, exactly, but Kéitlyudee hadn’t been cruel either. She surely didn’t deserve this fate. She—
The cabin door slammed open.
Kali jumped, whirling in the air to land with her flame weapon pointing at the man in the corridor. Cedar.
“What’re you…” Kali started, but stopped and grinned. She couldn’t imagine how he’d gotten up there—she wasn’t even sure where the ship was in relation to the city and the saloon any more—but she was relieved to see him.
“I’m here to rescue you,” Cedar said, raising an eyebrow at her modified shotgun. “Though it seems that, as usual, you don’t need my help.”
Kali didn’t know about that—she had locked herself in a tiny room with no escape after all—but Cedar’s attention shifted before she could think of a good response. His eyes grew grim, his face somber, as he looked around the cabin. He noticed the girl, who was still huddled in the corner. She had buried her head in her arms and wasn’t moving.
Cedar winced. “Is she…?”
“She’s alive,” Kali said.
Shouts and heavy footfalls sounded from the direction of the stairs. Cedar lunged into the cabin and spun to lean back out into the corridor, a six-shooter in his hand. Kali skittered back. In his other hand, Cedar gripped his sword, and rivulets of blood ran down the long blade to drip on the wooden floorboards.
“Problem?” Kali asked.
Cedar fired the revolver twice. A salvo of return gunshots thundered through the corridor. He ducked back into the cabin a split second before a bullet hammered into the doorjamb, sending shards of wood flying.
He slammed the door shut. “I thought shooting that giant burned man and decapitating a couple of others would make them pause. Not long enough it seems.”
“You killed Sparwood?” Kali asked.
“Is that who that was? I wondered. Yes, shot him square between the eyes.”
“Good,” Kali said grimly.
Cedar took a closer look at the modified shotgun in her hands. “Are you the one who…”
Kali swallowed and forced herself to nod and acknowledge her actions. Admittedly, she didn’t feel that bad about causing Sparwood such pain. The other pirate…. She hoped he had committed heinous crimes of his own, so there might be some justification for torching him. Her insides still twisted at the memory of that flesh, seared and melted like candle wax.
“Good work,” Cedar said.
Kali winced, not wanting praise for mutilating people, but Cedar had turned toward the corridor and didn’t see her face. He yanked the door open, leaned out for a heartbeat, fired twice, and ducked back inside. A scream and a string of curses bombarded the corridor. Return fire came, but too late. Cedar was already back inside, though he left the door open this time. He fished bullets out of his ammo pouch and reloaded the six-shooter.
“They’re on the stairs,” he whispered. “I think I can hold them at bay, but only if there’s not another way down here and they can’t come at us from both sides.”
At that moment, clangs came from the hatch in the corridor floor. Eyes wide, Cedar started to lean out, but Kali caught him before he could risk his head.
“After I escaped from the boiler room, I left a couple of men down there,” Kali said, “but the hatch is locked. I don’t think they’ll be breaking out any time soon.”
“Ah. Excellent.” Cedar grinned and grabbed her for a one-armed hug made awkward by the weapons in his hands. He planted a kiss on her temple, surprising her, mostly because that was the last thing on her mind, but he had an adventurous gleam in his eye again, like he was having a good time. Crazy man.
“There’s a pirate in his cabin a couple of doors down though. I convinced him to go back inside—” Kali twitched her flame weapon, “—but he might decide to check on things at some point. I suppose there could be others cowering too.”
“Understood.”
In the corner of the cabin, Kéitlyudee stirred, peeking over her shoulder to look at them. Cedar lifted his hand, as if to tip his hat, but seemed to remember he had a sword in it. He lowered his arm and simply said, “Ma’am.”
The girl shrank back into herself. Kali couldn’t imagine that she’d want anything to do with a man for a long time. “That’s Kéitlyudee. She’s Hän. I want to drop her off at Moosehide after we take over the ship.” Kali glanced at the girl, but she had her head buried again. “I reckon her kin will take best care of her.”
“Take over the ship?” Cedar asked. “When did that become the plan?”
“Recently. I was thinking I’d just grab her, and we’d escape, but then the reinforcements burst in.”
Cedar’s eyebrows rose. “Should the word reinforcements be plural when there’s just the one of me?”
“There’s you, the six-shooter, and the sword,” Kali said. “If you and your team of weapons there managed to cut off the captain’s pants, then taking over the ship should be a simple matter.”
“I see. What do you need me to do?”
Something in the corridor drew Cedar’s attention, and he went down on one knee and leaned out to shoot twice. The return fire came instantaneously, but it pounded into the jamb where his head had been the first time. He’d thrown them off by firing from a lower position, and he withdrew before they could hit him.
Gasps of pain followed the gunshots along with the sound of someone tumbling down the stairs.
“Is there any chance I can get to navigation without being shot?” Kali said.
“It’s out in the open, in a little room with windows on all sides.” Cedar leaned out and fired again.
“Oh, so even if I could get inside up there, I’d be target practice for pirates on account of all the windows.”
“Essentially.”
Kali drummed her fingers on the barrel of her weapon. If not navigation, maybe she could take control from the engine room. If she could manually control those fans, the pirates would be at her whim. Of course, she wouldn’t be able to see where they were going, but—
“Can you do anything from that machine closet at the end of the hall?” Cedar asked.
“The what?”
He waved toward the corridor, at the end opposite from the stairs. “I took a wrong turn during my previous visit and ended up in there. Had to fight my way out. There were a bunch of pipes and controls.”
“What’d they say?” Kali asked.
“There was a passel of people shooting at me. Perusing the wall literature wasn’t foremost in my mind.” Cedar leaned back out, pistol at the ready, to check on the situation.
Kali chewed on her lip. Pipes leading from the bowels of the ship to somewhere up above. Could they be hydrogen and pressurized air lines that fed the balloon? If so, she might be able to force the ship to land.
“He’s just one man,” came a voice from the top of the stairs. “If you don’t get your blighted asses down there to shoot him, I’ll have you walk the plank on top of Mountie Headquarters.”
“He’s got a gun,” a dissenter cried.
“You’ve all got guns. He’ll run out of ammo eventually.”
“I have plenty of ammunition,” Cedar called back. “I came prepared. Show your heads down here only if you want them blown off.”
He ducked back inside before the answering shots were fired.
“Are we still above the city?” Kali asked.
“Yes, above the Trapline Hotel when I came up. I ran into Lockhart and almost didn’t make it. I was busy looking for you, and he caught me by surprise.” Cedar gave her a significant stare, and Kali lifted a hand in apology.
“Sorry about that. I shouldn’t have gone off without telling you, but I was hoping I could explain things to Lockhart and that he’d realize you weren’t responsible for those murders.”
“Yes, and how’d that go?” Cedar asked sarcastically.
“Poorly. He waved his gun at me and told me only your death would bring peace to those who were murdered.”
Guns fired, though they sounded far away. Down below them somewhere. Cedar cocked his head but dismissed the noise. It filled Kali with hope. Maybe Mounties were even now trying to figure out a way to eliminate the pirates. If she could bring the craft down, there might be an armed force waiting to take on the criminals that had been plaguing the claims along the Yukon River. Of course, landing in the city would be a problem, especially if she was steering from a closet. The citizens might not be happy with her if she crashed the ship into one of the popular saloons.
“Wait until you see what’s in the closet before making plans,” Kali told herself.
“What?” Cedar asked. He was checking the corridor again.
“Nothing. Just thinking. How’d you get from the hotel onto the ship?” Kali didn’t see any special climbing gear on Cedar.
“After I evaded Lockhart, I circled back to the saloon, grilled some of the patrons, learned about the kidnapping and that you’d been there. I saw the ship and had a hunch you’d be up here too. I made a grappling hook, ran across the rooftops until I could get close enough, threw it over the railing, and climbed up.”
“Sounds like a lot of work. I appreciate you coming.”
“I figured you could use me for…. What’s the plan again?” Cedar pressed his ear to the door. “They’re being quiet. That can’t be good.”
“I’d like to check that closet you mentioned, see if I can give the pirates some trouble to deal with. Can you distract them long enough for me to run to the end of the corridor and shut myself in?”
Cedar frowned at her. “That door won’t stop bullets. I don’t want you running for it if they’re still shooting in this direction.” He thunked the tip of his sword onto the floorboards thoughtfully. “Though if you had some of your smoke nuts or some such, I reckon I could charge on up there and keep them from looking down here for a while.”
Kali deposited her lone smoke nut in his hand, then handed him her flame weapon. “I expect you can make a lot of smoke with that. Just don’t burn anything important. I still aim to claim this ship for my own.”
Cedar frowned. “As much as I’d be tickled to put your latest invention to use, I don’t want to leave you without a weapon.”
There wasn’t time to go into why she didn’t particularly want to use the deadly flame-maker again herself, so she simply said, “I’m sure we can find something here.” Kali gave him a quick demonstration on how to use the weapon. Between it, the sword, and the blood spattering his clothing, he would look like some hell-spawned demon bursting into that group of pirates. If they were smart, they’d jump overboard while they could.
A concerned furrow crinkled Cedar’s brow, but Kali gave him a firm it’s-settled wave, then pulled open a sea chest and threw out clothing that stank of sweat and blood. She shoved candles and matches out of the way and, at the bottom, found a pair of six-shooters and ammunition. She stuffed one revolver into her overalls and held the other out. “Kéitlyudee, can you shoot?”
The girl lifted her head and stared at the weapon without answering.
“Look,” Kali said, switching to Hän, “if we don’t get out of here, you’re going to suffer more torment at the hands of these pirates. We all will. I need your help.”
Kéitlyudee closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and stood up. She turned her back to Cedar and wrapped her arms around herself. “I understand,” she whispered, also in Hän, though she surely had to understand English if she’d been on the road with that dancing troupe.
Kali gave her the gun.
“I need…” With a shaking hand, Kéitlyudee waved to encompass her naked state.
Kali looked away from the welts and blood. Seeing what Sparwood had done made her want to fry him again. “Lots of clothes to pick from.” She kicked the heap of shirts on the floor.
Kéitlyudee’s back stiffened. “I will shoot his gun, but I will not wear anything that monster touched.”
“They’re planning something,” Cedar said after another corridor check. “I can hear muttering at the top of the stairs.
“You’ll have to go naked then,” Kali told Kéitlyudee, this time in English.
“Why would that be a requirement for distracting them?” Cedar looked over his shoulder. “Oh, you mean her.”
“You’re welcome to strip, too,” Kali said. “I’m still waiting to see if you have hammertoes.”
“I do not. My toes are handsome. Like the rest of me.”
Cedar set his weapons aside while he removed his shirt. He handed it to Kéitlyudee and reclaimed his gear. She regarded the shirt briefly before pulling it over her head. It dangled to her knees like a dress.
“Looks like we’re ready,” Kali said.
A metal tin clinked down the stairs and rolled to a stop near their door. Blue smoke hissed into the corridor. Cedar looked like he might lean out and kick the thing back the way it had come, but a gunshot rang out, and a bullet smashed into the door frame, inches from his head.
Cedar drew back, flinging an arm over his nose and mouth, and grumbled, “Smoke grenade.”
“That’s not a smoke grenade.” Kali pointed to the smoke nut in Cedar’s hand. “That’s a smoke grenade.”
“Yes, right. I’ll put it to good use.” Cedar nodded to himself. “You two ladies, go take care of bringing the ship down. I’ll give you the time you need.”
“Be careful,” Kali said. “If we land—” she decided to be optimistic and not use the word crash, “—Lockhart could be there waiting. And Cudgel too.”
Cedar had been readying the smoke nut to throw, but he froze in the middle of arming it. Slowly, very slowly, he lifted his eyes to meet Kali’s through the haze wafting into the cabin. “Cudgel is here?”
“I assume it was him. They called him Mister Conrad, and even the captain was deferential. He wanted me and was interested in the flash gold, but he said he was going off to set things up, so the Pinkerton detective would be sure to find you.”
Cedar was statue-still. If not for the subtle rise and fall of his chest, Kali might not have known he was alive.
“He wore a white suit,” she went on, “and had green-blue eyes. Seemed more like the slick, gentlemanly type than a ‘Cudgel,’ but I reckon you can’t go by looks.”
It was smoke billowing into the room and a round of coughing from Kéitlyudee that finally bestirred Cedar. “No, you can’t. That’s him.” He offered Kali a quick smile, though it did not reach his eyes. “I better survive these pirates, so I can get him. I’m not going to fail when I’m this close.”
“Be careful,” Kali urged again. She was thinking that she ought to give him a kiss for luck or elicit a promise that he’d return to her, or one of those other things women always did when men they cared about went into battle, but she was too slow, and Cedar opened the door and slipped into the smoky corridor. The haze swallowed him.
“What’s that?” a pirate blurted from above.
“He threw our grenade back—no, wait, it’s—” The speaker broke off with a cry of pain.
“Time for us to go,” Kali whispered to Kéitlyudee.
She trusted Cedar to give her the time she needed; now she had to make use of it. She tied a kerchief around her nose and mouth, then slipped out of the cabin, heading toward the door at the end of the corridor.
Though the pirate smoke grenade was spewing its last gray puffs, the acrid air stung her eyes, so Kali hustled. Behind her, gunshots fired. This time, they weren’t near the stairway, and she knew Cedar was on deck with the pirates.
When Kali opened the door, she almost tripped over a man sitting on the floor inside a closet full of pipes and levers. He stared up at her with bleary eyes and a bottle clenched in one meaty paw. Almost as surprised by his presence as he clearly was by hers, Kali scrabbled for her revolver.
For a man in a drunken stupor, the pirate reacted quickly. He hurled his bottle at Kali before she could tug the gun out of her overalls. She ducked, and it skimmed past her head and crashed against a wall of vertical pipes. Cheap alcohol and shards of glass flew. The man lunged to his feet, reaching for a gun of his own, but Kali kicked him in the knee to buy herself a second. She jumped back into the corridor, finally yanking her six-shooter free.
Kali aimed it at his chest. “Drop your gun.”
Her kick had thrown the man off balance, and he slipped in the spilled alcohol. In the confining closet, he couldn’t fall far, but his head smacked the wall and he dropped his gun. It hit the ground and went off. Kali flung herself to the floor. From the clang, clang, thunk that followed, she guessed the bullet never left the closet. A hiss of gas rose over the clamor coming from the deck above.
Kali winced. “On second thought, my suggestion to drop the gun might have been flawed.”
After hopping to her feet, she aimed her revolver at the pirate again, but he hadn’t moved since his head struck the wall. She grabbed the fallen gun and patted him down for other weapons, but didn’t find anything else. She eyed his corpulent form with a grimace. As tiny as the closet was, she’d have to move him out in order to step inside herself.
Kali grabbed his arm. Farther back in the corridor, Kéitlyudee was watching with her own revolver pointed loosely in the man’s direction. Kali thought about asking for help, but the girl barely seemed to have the wherewithal left to hold the gun. Kali dragged the two hundred pounds of dead weight through the doorway on her own, her legs and back trembling from the effort. Grunting and straining, she finally managed to tug the pirate out of the closet. Smoke lingered in the corridor, and she had to fight not to break into a coughing fit.
A door creaked open behind her. Damn, she had forgotten about that pirate.
He had found shoes, and he wore his weapons belt around his waist now instead of between his teeth. He had already extracted a six-shooter from it, and he pointed it at Kali even as she pointed hers at him.
“Who told you that you could come out?” she growled, putting all the steel she could muster into her voice, knowing that, without the flame gun, she did not have as fearsome a weapon with which to cow him.
“Put down your guns, girls,” the pirate said.
Kéitlyudee dropped her weapon and pressed her back against the wall, though she was farther down the corridor and not the focus of the pirate’s attention.
Kali flicked her gaze toward the stairwell and lifted a hand, as if Cedar had appeared and she was beckoning him for help. For a split second, the pirate’s eyes shifted. Kali fired.
Anticipating a return shot, she dropped down, almost landing on the unconscious man. The return fire came amidst curses, the bullet zipping over her head so close it stirred her hair. It clanged against metal behind Kali.
Her bullet had clipped the pirate’s ear, and blood streamed down the side of his head. It had to hurt, but he was lowering his gun to fire again. Still on her back, Kali shot first, this time leaving a smoking hole in his boot. The man howled and dropped his gun. Kali kicked it down the corridor and trained her weapon on the pirate again.
“I said, who told you to come out?” Yes, she was flat on her back, but she would shoot him again, in a more vital spot, if he didn’t back off.
Hopping on one foot, the man gave her a wild glare. Had he not expected a woman would actually shoot him? After a long, considering moment, he stumbled back into his cabin.
Kali yanked his door shut and scrambled to her feet.
“Stand here and watch this one,” she told Kéitlyudee, then stepped over the unconscious pirate and returned to the mechanical room. “Shoot him if he gets up.”
“You’re not afraid of them at all, are you?” Kéitlyudee asked.
Kali’s heart, still pounding after having that gun pointed at her face, belied that notion, but all she said was, “I’m sure I would be if I’d had your night.”
She focused on the levers, on/off wheels, gauges, and pipes running from floor to ceiling in the cubby and scowled. Not only were there two holes in one of the pipes, but she couldn’t identify which gas was flowing out from them. The label plaques were in…“Persian?” she guessed. Her father had had books written in European languages, but he had never taught her how to read any of them, and everything inside the machine room was gibberish to her. “Why couldn’t these oafs steal an American or British airship?”
She leaned close to one of the leaks and sniffed, though she promptly rolled her eyes at herself when she didn’t smell anything. Both oxygen and hydrogen were colorless and odorless, so what had she expected?
“The holes are good, aren’t they?” Kéitlyudee had edged closer. “We wanted to sabotage things, didn’t we?”
“We want to bring down the ship. If the air supply is leaking, that’s not going to happen. We need to make sure they run low on hydrogen up there, but I’m not sure which one is which. How’s your Persian?”
The girl gave Kali a blank look.
“That’s about what I expected.” Kali picked up the alcohol bottle. Only the neck had broken, and the body appeared to be intact. “Will you get me the matches in Sparwood’s chest?”
Kéitlyudee paled, probably not wanting to return to that foul room, but she whispered, “Very well,” and headed down the corridor.
Kali drained the remaining liquid from the bottle. Gunfire sounded somewhere overhead. She wondered if anyone in navigation had noticed the pressure drop on the gas board yet.
“Here.” Kéitlyudee handed her a couple of long wooden matches with bulbous phosphorous heads.
Kali lifted her hand, but paused. “Better not do it in here.” Her dead father would cringe with embarrassment if she blew herself up by lighting a match in a closet full of hydrogen. “Wait for me by the stairs. I’ll have you light one over there.”
“All right…”
Kali decided not to explain the dangers of her little experiment. They would only worry the girl. She turned the alcohol bottle sideways and pressed the jagged opening as close to one of the holes as she could. Gas whistled past, cooling her fingers, and she hoped enough of it got into the bottle for her experiment.
When she judged the bottle to be as full as it would get, Kali plopped her hand over it as tightly as she could, given the jagged glass lip. “Light the match.”
She jogged up the corridor and placed the bottle on a step near the exit, hoping enough cool air was swirling down from above that they didn’t need to worry about hydrogen in the corridor. Kéitlyudee lit the match. Kali took it and, wishing for goggles, slid the flame over the bottle opening at the same time as she removed her hand.
The flame was sucked into the bottle with a pop.
“That’s it,” Kali said and ran back to the closet, tearing tin snips out of her pocket as she went. As soon as she reached the leaking pipe, she went to work broadening the holes so the gas would flow out more quickly.
“Uh?” Kéitlyudee said from the corridor. “What did we just prove?”
“This is the hydrogen line,” Kali said. “That pop we heard was the sound of the gas combusting really fast and the pressure equalizing inside and outside of the container.”
“Oh,” Kéitlyudee said, not sounding any more enlightened than before.
Kali worked on the pipe until she’d nearly torn it in half. “There,” she murmured. “That ought to bring this boat down.”
A shot fired in the corridor.
“Are they coming?” Kali stuffed her tin snips into a pocket and stepped out.
The smell of black smoke tinged the air, and Kéitlyudee stood, looking at her gun. “No. I mean, I thought someone ran past the top of the stairs, and I fired. They weren’t coming down though. I guess.”
Kali rubbed her face. The girl was as likely to shoot an ally in the back as an enemy. “Let’s go up and see if this hole is causing a problem for the navigator yet.”
Before they reached the stairs, the scent of smoke came to Kali’s nose. At first, she thought it might be lingering from her experiment or the gunshot, but it was wafting down from the deck above. She hoped Cedar wasn’t running around, lighting things on fire up there. She still had hopes for claiming the ship.
Kali eased up the steps, her revolver at the ready, and poked her head out. Darkness blanketed the stern of the ship, but toward the bow firelight pushed back the night and highlighted bodies—at least a dozen—littering the deck. The flames danced around an enclosed cabin where Kali could just make out the wheel of the ship and a bank of levers through windows reflecting the fire. Navigation. If any pirates were still inside, she couldn’t tell.
Her eye followed those flames upward, and she swallowed. If the fire grew a few more feet, it would be bathing the bottom of the balloon. If it burned through the outer shell and ignited the hydrogen, the fiddling she’d done with the pipe wouldn’t matter an iota.
“Cedar,” Kali groaned. “What have you been doing up—”
An impact jolted the ship, hurling Kali backward, amidst cracking wood and groaning metal. She tried to catch herself on the stairs, but her heel slipped off, and she tumbled to the bottom, landing in a painful heap. Shudders ran through the vessel. They must have hit something. Were they in town? Or on a mountaintop somewhere?
The ship groaned and scraped, pulling away from whatever it had struck.
“Are you all right?” Kéitlyudee asked.
Kali waved the question away and scrambled to her feet. “I’m fine, but I need to find Cedar. I want you to get off as soon as possible. If we can find his rope and grappling hook, maybe—”
Footsteps pounded toward the entrance above them. The navigators finally coming down to check on what had caused the hydrogen to vent?
Kali dropped to one knee and braced her wrist for a steady shot at whoever burst into sight at the top of the stairs.
“Kali!” Cedar shouted a second before he appeared. “I need you to—oh, there you are.”
Kali lowered the gun and ran up to meet him. Another impact rocked the ship, and a great cracking and smashing of wood shattered the night. This time the ship jerked to a halt, sending Kali flying forward instead of back. Cedar caught her and pulled her against his chest. His legs were spread, braced against the steps and the wall.
“We have to get off,” he said.
“Yes, but if we leave, we can’t take over the ship. The pirates will get it, and this fighting will have been for nothing.” Well, not nothing—they’d rescued Kéitlyudee—but Kali wanted the ship, damn it.
“We just crashed into a smokestack, and we’re on the roof of the mill, Kali,” Cedar said slowly, like someone trying to get something through the muddled thoughts of a drunk.
“Oh.” Kali supposed that answered her question about whether they were in town or the wilderness.
“There aren’t any pirates left either,” Cedar went on. “The only thing to worry about is that fire spreading to the entire town.” He pointed at the flames.
Dried blood streaked his arm. In fact, his whole chest was spattered with it, though he did not appear injured. Kali wondered if the pirates were gone because they abandoned the ship or if he had decimated them all. She decided not to ask.
Shouts drifted up from the town below, cries of, “Fire!” and, “Get the hoses!”
“Tarnation,” Kali said, as the new threat permeated her brain. She’d wanted to bring the ship down, not light the city on fire. She pushed away from Cedar. “Maybe we can get the ship off the mill and dump it in the river where the fire can’t spread.”
Cedar gave her a suspicious squint before letting her go. He probably thought she was still hoping to salvage the ship, and maybe she was, but she couldn’t let it turn Dawson into an inferno, not when she’d been responsible for sabotaging the hydrogen.
Kéitlyudee was lingering on the stairs behind her. Kali grabbed her arm and guided her onto the deck.
“Is there a way for her to get off?” Kali asked.
“My rope should still be tied behind that capstan over there.” Cedar pointed toward a railing on the aft side of the ship.
“Can you climb down?” Kali asked, eyeing the woman’s bruises.
Kéitlyudee nodded vigorously. She’d probably do anything to get off the ship and away from her night of hell.
“Go, then.” Kali waved toward the railing, then told Cedar, “I’m going to navigation. Cover me.”
Without waiting for approval—or dissent—Kali jogged across the flame-lit deck toward the cabin. Heat beat against her face, and wood snapped so loudly it hurt her ears. A shower of sparks flew upward, dancing toward the bottom of the balloon.
“Kali…” Cedar had caught up to her, and he grabbed her arm. “It’s too dangerous to go in there. You need to—” He broke off with a hiss.
Kali glanced over her shoulder and followed Cedar’s gaze. At the far end of the ship, a dark figure was slipping over the railing.
“Look out!” Cedar lunged, throwing an arm around Kali’s waist and bearing her down with him.
A gunshot fired, and a bullet skipped off the deck inches from Cedar’s head.
“Who—” Kali started.
“Lockhart.” Cedar jumped to his feet again, hauling Kali with him, and he raced around to the front of the navigation cabin.
It took them out of the detective’s line of fire, but, given the flames crackling and roaring a foot away, Kali did not know that they were any safer there.
“Do what you have to do in there.” Cedar leaned around a corner and fired a shot. “I’ll keep him busy.”
Kali hesitated, remembering his words from the restaurant. He didn’t want to kill Lockhart, so he’d be shooting only to maim. Lockhart, on the other hand, wanted Cedar more than anything else in the world just then.
“I’ll be fine here on my own.” Kali tried to shove Cedar toward the railing. “He won’t shoot me. You should get out of here before—”
Cedar darted away from her and fired twice into the night. With the navigation cabin blocking her view, Kali couldn’t see Lockhart, but she imagined him ducking behind some cover. Cedar waved Kali toward the open door, even as he ran and slid behind a capstan near the railing. Fire danced on ropes over his head.
Kali swallowed. She had best do this quickly, for both of their sakes.
The windows allowed her to see inside the cabin. Though flames roared on the outside, they did not seem to have damaged the interior irrevocably yet. Kali tugged her kerchief over her mouth and nose again and edged closer to the door. Certain the metal lever would be hotter than Hades, she pulled her sleeve over her hand.
Heat railed at her, and the wind shifted, driving smoke into her eyes. The men exchanged another round of fire, and Kali forced herself to hurry. She grabbed the lever, twisting it and yanking it open. The sleeve did nothing for protection, and heat scorched her palm, as if she had grabbed an iron from the forge. The hatch swung open. She shook her hand and made a point not to look at the welts that had to be rising there.
Staying low, Kali darted into the cabin. With windows on all sides, she knew she’d be a target in there. Though she didn’t think Lockhart would aim at her, she couldn’t be sure. He might decide hurting her would distract Cedar, providing the opportunity the agent needed to take his prey down. Or he might think she was trying to damage the city instead of saving it.
Kali dashed sweat out of her eyes as she considered the large wooden wheel and the control panel sprawling across the front of the cabin. Waves of heat battered her from all sides, and she knew she couldn’t stay long. Even with the kerchief over her mouth, hot fumes scorched her nostrils, seeming to burn all the way to her lungs. She’d never been inside a volcano, but she imagined it would feel like this.
Though she didn’t expect it to have any result, Kali grabbed the wheel and spun it as far to one side as it would go. The ship’s engines were still working—vibrations thrummed beneath her feet—but they could do nothing, not with the vessel grounded atop the mill. Indeed, Kali could see the large smokestack pressed against the bow. For all she knew, the fans that propelled the ship were busted, smashed into pieces when the craft crashed onto the mill roof. Only achieving lift would help them.
More screams of, “Fire, fire!” came from the city below, and Kali had a feeling the flames were already spreading.
She searched the bank of levers, hunting for something that might help. As far as she knew, the balloon wasn’t yet compromised, so there had to be hydrogen remaining up there. What if she now vented some of the air? That would partially deflate the balloon, but it’d also change the hydrogen-to-air ratio. If the ship wasn’t too heavy, maybe there’d be enough of the lighter gas left to lift the hull a few feet. That ought to be all they needed to limp through town and reach the river.
Unlike with the controls in the machine room below, these had tape pasted below them with English translations scrawled across the surface. There was hydrogen with its lever already thrust to maximum. Someone had tried to get them back into the air, but there were no reserves to call upon. Kali could have smacked herself on the forehead for her shortsighted sabotage. Bringing the ship down had been her goal, of course, but that had been before she’d known about the fire. She’d envisioned a soft landing in the middle of the Main Street mud. If they caught the city on fire…it’d be her fault.
The smoke invading her throat spurred a series of coughs, and Kali dropped low for a moment, gathering herself. Black dots danced at the edges of her vision. The heat was making her dizzy.
A bullet shattered one of the rear windows. It cut straight through and slammed into a charred support beam in the corner. Broken glass pelted Kali. Already on her knees, she buried her head and raised her arms to protect her neck. Shards tinkled to the deck all around, the soft noises oddly audible above the snapping wood and roaring fire. More than one piece of glass found bare skin, and Kali winced. Warm blood trickled down her jawline.
“So much for Lockhart not shooting at me,” she muttered, her voice hoarse.
Talking only brought on another round of coughing. More noxious fumes invaded her lungs.
Kali squinted up at the control panel, renewing her search. There was a lever for adding air, but where—ah, there it was. Two wheels for emergency venting purposes, both fortunately labeled. Kali fought against the heat and her own dizziness to rise enough to grab the closest wheel. She had to simultaneously push and twist to vent the air.
Out on the deck, the fire had spread, charring everything in its path as flames leapt into the night. Under the reddish glow, Kali glimpsed Lockhart inching closer to the bow of the ship. He darted from one piece of cover to the next, drawing near her station.
From somewhere in front of the navigation cabin, Cedar fired. Lockhart ducked behind one of the weapons turrets. Kali shook her head. Didn’t he know that Cedar didn’t have to miss? And would Cedar continue to miss if Lockhart became a threat to her? Being framed for murdering innocent citizens was bad enough; killing a Pinkerton detective would bring the wrath of the entire agency down upon him.
After Kali left the vent controls, she crouched behind the wooden navigation wheel and turned it all the way to starboard. Nothing happened. She held it there, hoping the balloon would eventually rise, lifting the ship free of its perch. Of course, if the ship was too heavy and the balloon simply deflated, it might droop down onto the deck, and smother them all in a fiery cocoon of death.
“Probably shouldn’t think things like that,” she muttered to herself.
A loud crack erupted behind her. Kali drew her arm in front of her face as a portion of the roof caved in. Burning wood fell everywhere, and ash clogged the air. A gaping hole in the ceiling revealed flames leaping from the cabin’s roof, their fingers licking the bottom of the balloon. If the hydrogen blew…with her this close to it….
Kali gulped and rose to her feet, tempted to sprint outside and forget the ship and the city. She didn’t want to die over this. Maybe if she could find some rope, she could tie the wheel in place, so the ship would turn away from the smokestack on its own if the hull lifted.
Wood scraped and groaned beneath Kali. The hull scraping against the mill’s roof.
“Yes,” she whispered. “We’re moving.”
With the hot wheel gripped in both hands, she fastened her gaze to the front window. Ash stung her eyes, and tears streamed down her face, but it didn’t matter. They were rising. Slowly but surely, with much scraping and bumping, they climbed away from the mill roof.
Kali adjusted the wheel, trying to veer in the direction of the river. The ship responded sluggishly, but it inched forward.
More than one bullet had assaulted the windows, and she had to peer through a spider web of cracked glass. Despite the fire raging on the ship, the blanket of night still cloaked Dawson. She struggled to get her bearings, and it was more memory of the city’s layout that guided her, rather than what she saw, though dozens of lanterns swirled about below, people running to and fro, coming to help, or perhaps simply gawk.
Nausea churned in Kali’s stomach, and lightheadedness continued to assail her. She gripped the wheel tightly, fearing she might otherwise wither under the heat and collapse to the deck. She’d stopped sweating and was simply baking now, like salmon bundled in leaves and cooked beneath the embers of a fire.
Movement stirred at the corner of her vision. Lockhart. He’d drawn even with the cabin, and gripped his Colt, his jaw set with determination, but he didn’t aim it at her. He met her eyes briefly before standing on tiptoes to peer out past the bow. Did he know what she was trying to accomplish? Kali hoped so. She was too hot to dodge bullets. All she wanted was—
A snap split the air, hammering Kali’s ears with its power. The ceiling collapsed.
Burning wood plummeted, and something heavy—a beam?—smashed into her and flattened her to the deck.
Strangely, Kali didn’t feel any pain, but a great weight pinned her. It felt like a mountain had landed on her back, and it wasn’t moving. She tried to push and pull herself free, but one of her arms was also pinned. With the other she reached, trying to find something to grab, some way to obtain leverage to pull herself free, but her fingernails only scrabbled uselessly against the hot deck boards. She couldn’t feel her legs.
Kali tried to suck in a deep breath so she could call out for help, but too much weight pressed against her lungs. She couldn’t breathe. Tears of frustration and fear sprang to her eyes. She was going to die here, all because she’d been greedy and tried to find a shortcut to getting an airship. She’d never escape the Yukon, never see the world, never know a winter that wasn’t icy and dark.
“Kali!”
Hope stirred. It was Cedar. But his voice sounded far away, and flames leapt all about Kali. Could he reach her in time?
She tried to lift her head, to use the last of her air to cry out, but she couldn’t budge her cheek from the deck.
Boots came into view, not one set but two. Cedar and…Lockhart?
Kali couldn’t tell. Everything was so bright, so hot. Pain stabbed her head and her eyes.
Scrapes sounded, and she sensed the men pulling wood off of her. The great weight shifted on her back, lessening, and she finally gulped in a breath of hot, smoky air. She’d lost her kerchief. Dumb thing to notice.
Hands gripped her beneath the armpits, and more rubble fell away from her as someone pulled her free. Cedar. She could barely make him out through her bleary eyes, but he swept her up in both arms, carrying her against his chest.
“Take her somewhere safe.” That was Lockhart. He stood amongst the burning debris, both hands on the wheel.
Confusion swarmed over Kali. Had they made peace? Or perhaps declared a truce until the city was safe?
Before she could ask, Cedar rushed out the door. In long running strides, he carried her to the railing where his rope was tied, the end dangling into the darkness below.
On her back in his arms, Kali had a view of the balloon, of the way the flames flickered all about it, burning into the material, compromising its integrity. She stiffened.
“The balloon!” she tried to shout. Her voice came out raspy and weak. “Get out of there!” she yelled as loudly as she could.
Cedar leaped over the railing without slowing. Wind whistled past her face, and she thought they’d fall all the way to the ground, but he twisted in the air and caught the rope. He shimmied down it and landed lightly on—a dock? Had they made it to the river? Kali twisted her neck, trying to see.
Before she got her bearings, a massive boom shook the earth, and the sky exploded in flames. The power of the shock wave knocked Cedar down, and Kali fell to the dock on top of him. He rolled over her to protect her, but she still saw the airship, a great fiery ball, plunging into the Yukon River.
It was the last thing Kali saw before her world disappeared in blackness.



Epilogue
 

Kali woke in a bed in a log room with daylight streaming in the window. It was a real glass window, and a black doctor’s bag sat on a nearby stool. Doc Morgan’s place, she guessed. Conversations drifted through the open window, and voices of teamsters managing horses came from farther away, so she gathered the city hadn’t burned down.
Taking a deep breath evoked pain on the backside of her ribs, and she decided shallow breaths had more appeal. She turned her head to find Cedar slumped in a chair near her bed. His eyes were closed, his head was thrown back, and his mouth hung open. Kali smiled, tickled by the idea of the deadly bounty hunter in repose. She was reluctant to wake him, but she wanted to know what had happened in the end.
“I hope—” Kali’s voice came out hoarse and scratchy, and speaking hurt. She lowered it to a whisper to finish. “I hope Cudgel doesn’t stroll by when you’re such an easy target.”
A single eye opened. “My back is to the wall, and I can see the door and the window from here.”
“Is it hard to see with your eyes closed?”
“Not if you’re good.”
As hard as talking was, Kali couldn’t resist the urge to tease him. “Someone been filling your head with notions that you’re good?”
“Not often enough.” Cedar’s other eye opened, and the pair swiveled to regard her.
“Not my fault you haven’t been around much.” Kali eyed the hand-hewn rafters in the ceiling. “I suppose that’ll continue now that you’re certain Cudgel’s here.”
“Well, I was staying away so he wouldn’t learn that I had feelings for you, but it sounds like he already figured out that we’re…something—” Cedar lifted his eyebrows, and Kali nodded, “—so I expect that’s a good reason for us to stick together. Then he’d have to go through me to hurt you.”
“I can take care of myself,” Kali said, more out of habit than any objection to spending time with him.
“Oh, I know that, but, strange as it seems, I like to be around you.” Cedar leaned toward her, and Kali turned her face, expecting a kiss, but he hesitated, a question in his eyes.
He must wonder if she forgave him, if she still accepted him now that she knew about his not entirely honorable past. Kali twitched a shoulder. It wasn’t like she was perfect either. Tarnation, she’d slept with that weasel, Sebastian. For all she knew, he had a wife or three down south somewhere.
Kali lifted her hand and brushed her fingers along his jaw. “I see you’re stubbly again. Didn’t we talk about you adopting shaving on a more regular basis?”
His eyes crinkled, and he kissed her. It was a might more chaste and gentle than she would have preferred, but she supposed a woman with broken ribs ought not to have too much excitement in her day.
When Cedar drew back, Kali settled against the pillow again and said, “That was nice, but don’t think I’ll let you loiter around me if kissing is all you’ve got in mind. As I recall, you promised to put blade to board and help me build my airship.”
Cedar smiled. “You’re still a hard woman to impress, I see.”
“Indeed, I am, sir. What happened to Lockhart?” Kali wondered if the detective would continue to be a problem, though she couldn’t imagine someone surviving that explosion.
Cedar’s smile faded. “He’s dead.” He drew a Colt from a holster in a belt hanging over the chair, and she gathered that he had gone to check for himself. He turned the weapon over in his hand, studying it, or perhaps not seeing it at all. “I ran into the cabin when I saw the ceiling fall. I wasn’t paying attention to anything but—” His voice grew tight, as if he was working around a lump in his throat, and he had to clear it before he could continue. “I would have been an easy target. I guess he figured that at that moment saving you and the city was more important than shooting me.” His voice grew soft. “I don’t know if I’d have been able to get you out of that cabin if not for his help.”
Kali closed her eyes. It was strange and uncomfortable to be beholden to a dead man. How did one repay a debt like that? “He seemed like a decent fellow,” she said. “Just too stubborn to listen to the truth, but I reckon that’s a lot of men.”
“Most.”
If Cedar was relieved that the detective wouldn’t be following him any more, he did not show it. But then, the Pinkertons would probably send someone else when they learned of Lockhart’s death. Perhaps he had only traded a known enemy for a new, unknown one.
“It’s wrong, isn’t it?” Kali asked. “Decent people trying to kill each other, not even knowing they are more alike than not, not realizing they got no rightful reason to be enemies.”
Cedar offered a neutral grunt. Maybe he still felt a measure of guilt for the role he’d played in that woman’s death. He returned the revolver to its holster.
Kali watched it. “He told me he wanted to bring peace with that.”
“I know.”
“They say the Pinkertons are supposed to be the righteous hand of the law, but it’s foolish to think you can make peace if the only tool you have is a gun.”
“Is that comment supposed to apply to me too?” Cedar asked. “Because I also have a sword.”
Kali snorted. “The tool I’m really looking forward to seeing you handle is a saw.”
“Ah, yes, about that—”
Footsteps sounded on the wooden sidewalk outside the window, and a knock came at the door. Cedar did not tense or reach for a weapon.
“Come in,” he called.
The door opened, and Kéitlyudee strolled in with young Tadzi limping after. Kéitlyudee had cleaned up and wore a beaded caribou dress and sandals. The bruises on her face had started to fade, which made Kali toss a surprised glance at Cedar.
“How long have I been out?”
“Couple days,” he said. “You’ve been in and out. You were beat soundly up there, broken ribs and burns. Doc gave you a draught to make you sleep and heal up.”
Kali couldn’t fault that, she supposed, but it made her uneasy to think of days passing without her knowing it.
Tadzi bounced to a stop in front of Cedar. “My cousins are working the crane with those two smiths, and they’ll have the engine out soon. The deck’s all busted and burned, but lots of the hull is still serviceable.”
Kali stared at him. “What’s this?”
“I told Chief Isaac what you did for me,” Kéitlyudee said, “and how what you did will give peace to the spirits of all the girls that were killed by that monster. Now you’re…” She shrugged.
“You’re a hero!” Tadzi blurted. “Cedar said you’re building an airship too.” His eyes nearly bulged out of his head.
“The Hän were thinking of a feast in your honor,” Cedar told Kali with a sly look, “but I said if they really wanted to honor you, they could send some people to help you salvage that ship and build the hull to your new one.”
“How many people?” Kali whispered, visions of a legion of workers dancing in her head. Maybe she could finish before winter came after all.
“About a dozen. And some of the townsfolk are helping get the airship out of the water. The mayor said you were welcome to what’s left, and he’s appreciative that you kept the city from burning. So if you’ve ever wanted a favor, now might be the time to ask.”
“I…” Kali stifled a grimace. Though the pirates were to blame for much of the mess, it had been her desire to take over the ship that had put Dawson in jeopardy in the first place. It didn’t seem right to be anyone’s hero over that. She had just fixed the problem she’d caused and nearly gotten herself killed in the process.
“My grandma said I could come help you with it,” Tadzi said. “If you’ll have me. I could carve the masthead!”
“I’d like to help too,” Kéitlyudee said. “What I owe you can never be repaid.”
“I…”
“You’re not speechless, are you?” Cedar smirked. “I’ve never seen that on you.”
“I…don’t know what to say,” Kali said.
“Thank you is a popular choice,” Cedar said, then told Kéitlyudee, “She’s hard to impress and has difficulty showing gratitude.”
“Do not.” Kali tried to punch him in the shoulder, but her ribs hurt too much and she aborted the motion.
“See?” Cedar asked the others.
Kali glared around the room. “Shouldn’t you all be working?”
“Aye, Captain.” Still smirking, Cedar saluted and ushered the others out of the room.
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