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Foreword
It’s been more than two years since I published, Peacemaker, the third Flash Gold novella, and readers have been kind enough to remind me that I need to finish this series. Claimed is the fourth adventure, and there will be one more after this. I’ll make sure I don’t take another two years to write that one. Thank you to Alison Padgett, Amanda Findley, Catherine Malboeuf, and Oxalis for reading early versions of this and offering feedback. Thank you, too, to my editor Shelley Holloway for suffering through the period slang, which isn’t all that grammatically correct (hard to imagine, I know!).





Part I
As Milos “Cedar” Kartes stepped past the seventh and final booby trap on the path up to the cave, an uneasy sensation stirred in his belly. None of the traps had been triggered, but the familiar hammering and clanking that always drifted down from the subterranean workshop were missing. The sun lurked on the horizon, dipping its rays into the Yukon River, so Kali might have sent her volunteer workers home for the night, but she rarely set her own tools aside before dusk. Sometimes not before midnight.
Cedar picked up the pace while keeping his senses alert—ears listening for the crunching of brush beneath boots or moccasins, nose testing the fly-filled August air for the scent of black powder, eyes watching the spruce and alpine firs for movement. Nothing seemed out of place, but thanks to the steepness and rockiness of the climb, the foliage remained dense, untouched by the axes that had hewn down most of the trees surrounding Dawson. Any number of bandits could have been hiding in the brush.
Near the top, the slope grew less rocky and steep, and Cedar ran the final twenty paces to the cave. An unfamiliar scent hanging in the air made him falter. Citrus? He hadn’t smelled such a thing since his early bounty-hunting days in the southern United States. No, he realized. It wasn’t fruit, but a perfume that smelled of citrus. What sort of frill would wear such a thing in the Yukon? None of the native Hän workers that were helping Kali, that was a certainty. His mind flashed to her former beau, that snake Sebastian, as she called him, and Cedar resumed his trot. He carried his Winchester and thought about drawing the katana he wore across his back as well, a weapon that had beheaded numerous murdering criminals in the last five years. It would be fitting to use it on a snake.
When Cedar slipped into the cave, its entrance camouflaged from the trail by a canvas tarp adorned with branches and fern leaves, it wasn’t Sebastian’s voice that met him, but someone else’s. He didn’t recognize the young male speaker, though he spotted the figure immediately. His legs hung from a hole in the hull of the familiar wooden airship frame, his upper body and head inside. It was through that hole that Kali intended to install the engine and her lone bar of flash gold, the precious magical energy source that would power the craft. Cedar fingered the trigger of his rifle, ready to defend the airship from this intruder.
But Kali’s voice drifted out from within. “Sixteen cylinder engines with an output of over 1300 horsepower and 1650 maximum RPMs.” It sounded like she was winding down—or at least stopping to take a few catch-up breaths.
“That much power?” the man dangling through the hole asked. “From wood? Or coal? That’s amazing.”
Kali hesitated before answering. That didn’t surprise Cedar; he might know what the true source of the ship’s power would be, but few others did. In fact, he was surprised she was divulging so much to some stranger. Who was this coot anyway?
Cedar strode forward, passing lamps and candles that provided light in the windowless cave, along with a number of bells linked to the booby traps on the trail. He didn’t know whether he meant to tap the man on the shoulder or simply clear his throat, but the fellow squirmed backward and plopped out of the hole of his own accord.
No, it wasn’t Sebastian, though Cedar’s first impression was of someone who didn’t have the scrappy toughness to survive up here, especially with summer ending and winter around the corner. It might have been the pencil stub tucked behind one ear, but the man looked like someone who would be more settled in a library. He wore octagonal wire-framed spectacles and blinked his blue eyes in surprise when he noticed Cedar. He stood no more than five and a half feet tall and claimed a dearth of facial hair. He appeared scarcely old enough to grow any. The rest of his hair was cut short and neatly parted in the middle.
“Kali?” the man asked, now eyeing Cedar—or more accurately his weapons—uncertainly. “Are you expecting company? Because there’s a sas—man here to see you.”
Cedar felt his lips flatten as he wondered what other noun the fellow might have been considering besides “man.” Sasquatch? Just because he was tall, broad, and had been too busy hunting his nemesis Cudgel Conrad to bother shaving in a while...
“Is he carrying an arsenal of weapons and towering threateningly over you?” Kali asked from within the ship.
The stranger nodded. “Yes.”
“No,” Cedar said, raising his voice so she wouldn’t miss it. “I’m towering serenely.”
“Serenely?” the man balked, glancing from Cedar’s face to the hilt of the katana and back.
Kali’s head appeared in the hole, her cheeks smudged with soot and grease, her dark hair pulled back in a long braid that dangled over her shoulder. Her overalls and rolled-up sleeves were equally besmirched with grime, and some tool or another clunked against the edge of the hole as she leaned out farther.
“He has some interesting notions about his appearance,” Kali told the bookish stranger. “He thinks his weapons and his big muscles make him look like a knight from a fairy tale. He seems to forget that it was always the villains who had big scars on their faces and ran around beheading people.”
Normally, her teasing amused Cedar—indeed, she had a fond expression on her face as she regarded him—but she generally did it in private. It disgruntled him to have this stranger looking on. More, this man almost seemed like some sort of confidant. How could that be? Cedar had checked in on her every day that summer, even if he’d spent most of the hours of those days hunting for Cudgel after that. She’d never mentioned this fellow, nor had Cedar seen him before.
“Beheading people?” the stranger asked. “I... I suppose if that’s his normative state, this might be considered serene.”
“He may become less so if people don’t stop discussing him as if he wasn’t here,” Cedar said.
Kali clambered the rest of the way out of the hole and landed on the packed earth floor, her pockets clinking and jangling. “Afternoon, Cedar,” she said, using his preferred pseudonym, one he’d adopted after being framed for a crime back in San Francisco. She knew his first name, but only used it when they were alone, and rarely then. “This is Travis Andrews, up from the new newspaper in town. He wants to write a story on my ship.” She patted the hull with loving fondness.
Cedar had long since decided he shouldn’t feel jealous that her creations received greater affection than he did, affection that didn’t come with the wary hesitation she gave to human relations. Besides, as Kali had often pointed out, Cudgel received far more of his attention than she did. He hoped to put an end to that soon and finally find and kill the criminal—and the murderer of his brother.
“That’s... desirable to you?” Cedar asked. As secretive as she was about the flash gold, he was surprised she wanted anyone snooping around.
She gave him a single nod that seemed to acknowledge the hidden question, then smiled and said, “It will be if it gets people down to the docks in a couple of weeks when we’re ready for the laborious final touches. Sanding the decks, painting the hull, sewing the gargantuan envelope, and other tedious jobs that don’t require the hands of the engineer.”
“Jobs that are beneath the hands of the engineer, you mean?” Cedar asked. “I thought you already had helpers to do the work that doesn’t involve fondling machine parts.”
“I have a few helpers, yes, but I could use more helpers. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but summer’s peaked, and the temperatures are starting to drop. It won’t be long before the days are short and freezing again.”
Travis Andrews pulled out a small notepad and plucked his pencil from behind his ear.
“I’ll allow that,” Cedar said, making sure he didn’t say anything he wouldn’t want recorded, “but how is this newspaper man going to get you more workers?”
The slender fellow lifted his pencil into the air. “Actually, I only volunteered to write a story on your vessel.”
“Yes,” Kali said, “but you also told me that when the news gets out, lots of people will want to place orders for my maiden voyage, on account of there being so many new folks pouring into the area and nobody being sure how they’re going to remain fed through the winter.” She faced Cedar. “Didn’t you say the Mounties were already turning men back at the pass?”
“Yes, and there’s talk of forcing people to leave Dawson if they can’t prove they have supplies to see them through until next spring.”
“Well, I reckon,” Kali said, touching her chest, “all those folks who are aching for some coffee and bacon will have a strong interest in seeing me finish this girl up and get her into the air. Once the word is out, I’ll have to push away the eager beavers jumping to pick up sandpaper and sewing needles.”
“So... you’re the Klondike version of Tom Sawyer,” Andrews said. He didn’t sound disapproving. It was the opposite, rather. He smiled at Kali with appreciation.
Cedar was trying to decide if he should switch from looming serenely to looming threateningly. Kali probably wouldn’t have noticed. She was gazing back into the access hole and tapping a wrench thoughtfully against her chin.
“Tom didn’t offer his friends bacon or coffee,” Cedar said for no particular reason—several seconds had passed and nobody had looked his way. But he felt a silly need to let this fellow know he’d read a book or two. He didn’t mind Kali knowing that she was a touch brighter and more educated than he—all right, more than a touch—but in case this young coot was still thinking in terms of sasquatches, Cedar wanted to disavow him of the notion.
The coot simply gave him a frown, then asked Kali, “Is there anything else you want in the story?”
She turned, the wrench having left a new smudge on her jaw. “You want more details and specifications?”
“Uh, no, not exactly. People aren’t all that interested in such things, but they might be curious about you. Your background, what brought you here, how you learned to build mechanical things. The human interest element, as it were.”
Kali’s interest in sharing shriveled up at this suggestion, and her face lost its cheer as well. “I’m not looking to have my life history printed up in the penny press.”
“It wouldn’t have to be your life history,” Andrews said. “Just a few interesting tidbits.”
“I’m not interesting.” Kali pointed to the cave entrance. “See yourself back to town, will you? I’ll let you know when I’ve got the engine installed and she’s ready for a test flight.”
Andrews’s slight shoulders drooped. “I apologize if I offended you, ma’am.”
“You didn’t.” Kali pointed to the exit again.
Cedar stepped aside so the fellow could leave any time.
“But, uhm.” Andrews peered toward the darkening hillside beyond the cave. “Didn’t you say you led me past booby traps on the way up?”
“Several of them,” Kali said.
“You didn’t point them out.”
She smiled. “I know.”
“How am I supposed to...?”
“My alarm system will let me know if you trip one.” Kali waved toward the row of bells by the cave wall, each with a wire leading from it and out of the entrance. “I’ll be along eventually to let you out or down.”
“Er. Maybe I’ll just avoid the trail,” Andrews said.
“That might be wise.”
Cedar almost felt sorry for the fellow but was relieved to see him go. He’d had an accent from the American West Coast, and Cedar didn’t need anyone sending reports on Kali—more specifically him—back to the country, not when he’d played a part in a Pinkerton detective’s death scarce weeks earlier. He didn’t need anyone else finding him up here, not until he’d taken care of his man.
“Kali,” Cedar started, as soon as the fellow had disappeared, “you mentioned that—”
“Yes, I have them.” Kali wriggled her fingers for him to follow, then grabbed a lamp and headed toward the rear of the cave. “As long as you keep paying me my fifty percent, I’ll continue to produce for you. Step over that.” She pointed at a patch of ground. “And that. Oh, and around that.”
Cedar heeded her warnings and weaved around what could only be a new set of booby traps. He wondered if she’d moved her one and only block of flash gold into the cave. “It’s the fifty percent, is it? I thought you might enjoy producing for me simply because you’re drawn to my virile masculinity.”
“Nope, sorry. I have a few more parts I need to buy.” Kali ducked into a niche, did something that elicited a clink-clink-clunk, then pulled out a foot-long iron box.
“So after your work is complete, I’ll have to find something other than money to trade for your creativity and labor?”
“You will, indeed.” Kali arched her eyebrows at him. “Might be you can find something to do with that virile masculinity.”
It wasn’t flirting exactly—she was hardly the type to bat her eyelashes or give men coy come-hither looks—but her teasing always pleased him. She had intimated that she wanted a more physical relationship earlier in the summer, and they had kissed a few times, but there was always a wariness about her comments, as if she weren’t sure her body, her heart, and her mind all wanted the same thing. She had told him enough that he understood why, that she’d been hurt by almost everyone who she had cared about in her life, or had wanted to care about. For her, it had grown easier—safer—not to care.
Cedar could understand that. In truth, he didn’t want to be distracted right now, not when the end of his years-long quest was in sight, or at least within smelling range. He still hadn’t managed to find Cudgel’s base of operations. The man ghosted in and out of the city without rustling a leaf; at times, Cedar had doubted whether he was truly in the Yukon, but Kali had seen him once and described him to perfection. He was here in Dawson somewhere. With the Northwest Mounted Police guarding the pass and keeping gangsters and outlaws out, it wasn’t surprising that he was lying low, but Cedar was disappointed in himself for not finding the man after more than six weeks of searching. Maybe he had moved on. But why would he? There were fortunes to be made here. What better place was there in the world right now for an opportunistic man who craved money and power?
“You’re thinking of Cudgel, aren’t you?” Kali asked, still holding the box, her voice a mix of sadness and understanding that tugged at his heart.
“Uhm.” Cedar cleared his throat. She would know if he lied, and he didn’t care to lie to a business partner, anyway, and certainly not someone... more. “Yes, but I’d like to remind you of that lovely summer evening last week when I brought a picnic dinner up. You said you were done working for the day, and we went out to watch the sunset and engage in some post-picnic activities, during which you leaped to your feet, shouted something about using a turbine engine, and left me sitting in the grass, alone with the howling wolves. For hours.”
Kali’s face turned sheepish. “Well, that was an important insight. Do you know how much space the new design is going to save? And how much lighter the overall craft will be?”
“’Twasn’t the insight I minded, so much as its timing coming when we were... having our tenders. It might lead a less self-assured man to believe you didn’t find his ardor particularly engaging.”
“I’m fortunate then that you’re so assured.” She stood on her tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek.
Cedar decided it would be wise to accept this offering with good cheer. As she had pointed out, he certainly had a subject that was wont to distract him.
“I think you’ll forgive me for my distractible nature when you see your new goods.” Kali opened the lid of her box, revealing several brass spheres nestled amongst crinkled canvas padding.
Four of them Cedar recognized, her twist-to-arm smoke nuts, compact devices that spewed smoke while they counted down to hurling a flurry of shrapnel designed to burrow through clothing and flesh. There were four other spheres, two with sections that reminded him of a peeled orange, and two smooth ones with tiny holes and a circle or perhaps a raindrop etched in the top. Kali pointed to the “oranges.” They were larger than the other orbs, each bigger than his fist but still small enough to throw easily.
“These are the compact nets you asked for. You press that indentation and hurl the ball. There’s a one-second delay, then the sections split away and a silk net flies out. The corners are weighted, and the thrust is such that it’s ejected in the direction of the target. I did a couple of trials, and they seemed to work well, but you can let me know if they need any modifications.”
“I reckon they’ll work mighty fine.” Cedar didn’t know how anyone could make what he’d been thinking when he had described his idea for a throwable net, but this sounded perfect.
“Double check, anyway. You being so tall, the wind is probably stronger up there.”
Cedar snorted but went along with the joke. “Yes, it’s why I don’t wear a hat. Can’t keep the cussed thing on.” He touched the smooth spheres, laughing inwardly when he realized his touch was almost as much a caress as her stroking of the ship’s hull had been. “What do these other ones do?”
“I don’t know how useful they’ll be, but they were fun to make. You’ve heard of Eureka moments, right? Well, I slipped in some grease the other day and ended up on my backside. That gave me an idea.”
“Interesting. When I fall on my backside, all that pops into my head are curses.”
“Someone else said the same thing, but my mind works uniquely.”
“I’ve noticed.”
“Say someone is chasing you, and you need a moment to get away. You can press this here...” Kali tapped an etching on the side of the sphere, “and these little nozzles—” she waved at the holes, “—will spew out a slick oil, enough to cover some stairs or a small landing. It’ll make the footing in that particular area as treacherous as walking across the river in January.”
Cedar nodded, imagining the possibilities. “Thank you. These will be right helpful. And if your backside personally tested the oily one, I’m extra grateful.”
“Nah, I used some drunk fellows in town as unwitting volunteers for that.”
Cedar started to smile, but it disappeared when Kali added, “That’s when I first met Travis Andrews. He was being picked on for being new or well-dressed or something—I didn’t ask—and they were pawing him up with their muck forks. I figured they’d make fine volunteers.”
“I imagine he was appreciative.” Cedar tried not to let any displeasure or disapproval into his tone. Kali could talk to other men; it didn’t mean anything.
“He seemed a might chagrined at being rescued by a girl, but he was intrigued by the device.” Kali smiled. She wouldn’t take a compliment on her hair or her eyes or her figure—which was quite fine beneath the coveralls and men’s pants, as he knew from a rare night she had deigned to wear a dress—but when people showed an interest in her work, that was another story.
That it was another man showing interest didn’t enthuse him, though he could see her brightness appealing to someone who wandered around with a pencil behind his ear. Cedar didn’t think this whelp was enough of a man yet to appeal to many women, but then again, Kali was only eighteen herself. Maybe she would be drawn to someone her age? At twenty-four, he wasn’t exactly ancient, but he had killed his first man at sixteen and didn’t imagine anyone had thought of him as young in a long time.
Once again, Cedar made an effort to keep his tone neutral when he spoke. “How long have you known him? It’s not possible he’s sidling up to you for more than a story, is it?”
“About a week now. I keep running into him when I go into town for supplies. The little newspaper office is on the same street as the mercantile store, and he sits outside a lot with his notepad, watching the people pass, he says.” Kali shrugged. “I’m not letting out any secrets or getting too close. I’ve learned my lesson about trusting folks.”
“Yes, I believe you’re still deciding whether you trust me.”
“On account of you greeting me with a passel of lies.” She waggled a finger at his nose, a waggling he deserved. He hadn’t had courting on his mind when he had shown up at her first tinkery in Moose Hollow. “And you’ve been secretive about your past too,” she added. “If you hadn’t saved my life six or seven times, I probably wouldn’t have given you a second chance.”
“No need to get crotchical with me, Kali. I fully admit I’m not the easiest fellow to love.” Love? That wasn’t the word he’d meant to use. Trust or even tolerate, those would have been appropriate. Why had love slipped out? She’d never used that word with him, nor had he with her. He’d figured they would have time for that once they both finished their quests. It was the appearance of this Travis Andrews that had him feeling less sure of himself, less certain that she would happily wait for him to finish with Cudgel. They had made no promises to each other, nor promised never to send inviting smiles to others. But maybe they should. Just to keep things clear. And because he wanted to be... all that she wanted.
“Uhm, Kali?”
“Yes?”
Cedar waffled. Maybe he should have rehearsed this. “I’ve been thinking that we get on tolerable well.” Oh, yes, those were courting words there. He huffed at himself and started again. “What I mean is—”
Ding!
Her head spun toward the front of the cave. “That’s Alarm Number Two.”
“Might be your newspaper boy, wandering around lost, tripping over ferns,” Cedar said, but Kali was already running for the entrance and for the Winchester 1873 leaning against the stone wall.
He sighed and strode after her. So much for suggestions of dedicated courtship.
Kali also paused to pull a satchel over her shoulder, one bulging with tools and round bumps. Cedar wagered the smoke nuts she had made for him weren’t the only ones from her latest batch.
They pushed aside the canvas door and stepped outside. Darkness had descended during the time he had been inside the cave, and the lights of Dawson sprawled below, visible between some of the trees—the deciduous varieties were already starting to lose their leaves.
Kali didn’t ask for help, but Cedar slipped past her and led the way down the trail. She could take care of herself, but a man ought to make himself useful for a woman. Despite his size, he’d learned to trot through the forest without a sound, and he should be able to slip behind anyone approaching so Kali would be safe when she confronted the uninvited guest. It probably was the newspaper boy, but one never knew. Cedar’s heart sped up at the possibility that it might be one of Cudgel’s men. Kali had been the outlaw’s prisoner for a short time, and he knew she meant something to Cedar. Cedar had been staying as close as he could, given that he had to spend time hunting Cudgel himself, for he feared his nemesis might try to strike at him by kidnapping—or killing—Kali. As yet, though, she had been left alone.
Foliage rustled on the trail ahead. Though his thoughts had wandered, Cedar had never taken his attention from his surroundings. Prepared for someone’s approach, he stepped into the undergrowth, the darkness hampering him little.
A hint of daylight remained in the southwestern sky, enough for Cedar to make out a single figure striding up the winding path. There wasn’t enough light to make color distinguishable, but the hat on the man’s head—more of a pith helmet—had a familiar shape to it, so the dark outline of a rifle didn’t disturb Cedar overmuch. He decided not to call out, though. One couldn’t be too careful.
He let the man pass and stepped out on the trail behind him.
“That’s far enough,” came Kali’s voice from farther up the hill. On the brushy path, she couldn’t have seen Cedar taking a position behind the newcomer, but her timing was impeccable. “I’ve got a firearm on you, and it’ll remain there until you state your business.”
The man stopped. Cedar kept an eye on his rifle, but he didn’t raise it. Careful not to commit his weight until he tested each step, Cedar drew nearer, until he could have touched the newcomer with his own rifle.
“I’m Sergeant Tremblay of the North West Mounted Police,” the man said.
Cedar recognized the deep voice and French accent. He had turned in enough heads of criminals to the NWMP headquarters that he recognized most of the men stationed there, but they usually waited until he came by if they needed him; none of them had ever approached Kali’s cave. Maybe the sergeant wasn’t here for him.
“That’s your name, and I appreciate knowing it, but you’ll recall that it was your business that I asked on.” Kali wasn’t one to pussyfoot about an authority figure—or any figure for that matter. Cedar grinned.
“Yes, ma’am,” the sergeant said, not revealing if her dryness irked him. “I’m looking for Kali McAlister and Cedar about... It’s work related. I’d like to discuss it in private. The coyotes talk.”
The introduction was enough that Cedar was ready to speak with the man, but he waited to see if Kali would invite him up to her cave or tell him he could say his piece from the middle of the trail. She mulled it over for a moment before answering.
“Cedar?” she called. “This fellow sound right?”
“Yes, I recognize him.”
Tremblay jumped, though he kept himself from spinning about, rifle raised. Cedar would have had to disarm him if he had, and that might have led to hard feelings, so he was pleased not to have to do so. Given that the United States law wanted him arrested—or dead—he would prefer to keep the Mounties as allies.
“Follow me, then,” Kali said. “It’s not a good idea to wander about unescorted up here.” After a few steps, she poked a stick into the brush. The snap of a bear trap clanging shut rang out.
“Understood, ma’am.”
Cedar grinned again. There might be more than one reason that Cudgel hadn’t tried to harass Kali up here yet.
They walked up the hill and into the cave, blinking at the return to light. Tremblay paused inside the entrance to gape at the ship taking shape, along with the first engine, a work in progress, that lay on canvas beside it. Kali would have to move the airship out to attach the yet-to-be-sewn balloon—and complete the assembly, but it was already an impressive craft.
“I’d heard about that,” Tremblay said. “She’ll be a pretty ship, eh?”
“Pretty?” Kali asked. “She’ll be fast and functional. That’s what counts.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Tremblay turned and found Cedar standing behind him.
“What’s this about, Sergeant?”
Even with the hat, the Mountie lacked his height. He was tidier, though, with his pressed uniform and riding boots, neither with more than a few smudges of mud, and those having most likely been acquired on the walk up the hill. Cedar always wondered at the practicality of the boots, given that there were something like ten horses in all of Dawson. The Chilkoot Pass wasn’t terribly friendly to hoofed creatures, nor was there much to recommend it for humans, either. Cedar could understand why a lot of people might be eager to have an airship servicing the town, though he’d have to ask Kali more about that idea later. It had been his understanding that she wanted to escape the North and see the world, not start a freight service.
“Trouble out on Bonanza Creek.” Tremblay shifted to put his back to the wall, so he could face both of them. The cave might claim all manner of projects, but there was a dearth of furniture. Two wobbly stumps stood alone as seating options. “We’ve gone sniffing about, but people aren’t interested in talking to the law.” His lips thinned. “Or they’re too afraid to talk to the law.”
“Afraid of what?” Cedar asked. “Claim jumpers?”
Kali leaned against the wall, seemingly saying she would leave the conversation to the men. There was a faint crinkle to her brow, as if she wondered why she’d been sought out for what sounded like work for Cedar.
Tremblay made a wavering motion with his hand. “That, always, but folks have always been fine running up to us to report them, often when there’s not a thing to report except some noises in the woods. The more gold a man finds, the more twitchy he gets about noises, and sometimes they aren’t even there, eh?”
Cedar offered a get-to-the-point grunt. He had only spoken with Tremblay a couple of times in the past but was starting to remember his chatty nature.
“You’ve probably heard that the creek’s starting to pan out,” the sergeant went on. “At least one fellow has pulled quite a few ounces out of his claim. There’s talk saying the whole area is going to be full of rich veins. But people are selling their claims left and right.”
“Oh?”
“At low prices too. And they’re getting resold here in town. One went for fifty thousand dollars.”
“For an unproved claim?” Kali asked. “That’s unheard of, isn’t it? Though prices are ridiculous here. I heard a plot of land on Front Street went for over five thousand last week.”
“It was a proved claim,” Tremblay said. “Which makes it worth more, but also makes you wonder why the owners would sell it.”
“Maybe they heard how rough winters are here,” Cedar said.
Tremblay shrugged. “With their earnings, they would have been able to afford even exorbitant prices for supplies. If this had only happened one time, I might think nothing of it. Certainly someone could feel they’d found enough to make their year worth it and head back south before winter came, but this is the seventh claim to sell at an exorbitant price. I happened to run into one of the former sellers, and he was in rags with his ribs showing. He didn’t look like a man who’d just made a fortune. I did some digging and found that all of these claims had been sold to the Honest and Earnest Holding Company. They didn’t report what they paid, nor are they required to by law, but they’re certainly getting top dollar when they resell them. I couldn’t find out who was behind the company locally, either, as the owner on record is a Stanislaw Miazga in Skagway.”
“Skagway,” Cedar said, “is known for being overrun with the criminal element.”
“It’s not part of our country,” Tremblay said, as if that explained everything. Maybe it did. No doubt the Americans were too busy sending Pinkertons after wrongfully accused men to clean up their frontier towns.
“Regardless, the company has someone handling business here, but we can’t find out who. As I said, the civilians are refusing to talk to us. This is why I came to you.”
“Because my handsome face naturally invites people to share their secrets?” Cedar asked without humor. He didn’t want anything to do with a job that would take them miles outside of town again, not until he found Cudgel.
“Confess their secrets, maybe,” Kali said.
Tremblay spread a hand. “You’ve proven resourceful.” He nodded toward Kali. “Both of you. Without knowledge of the exact crime and who’s behind it, if there is indeed a crime at all, we can’t offer any bounties, but my captain is willing to at least compensate you for going out there.”
Kali slumped. She didn’t appear any more enthused about this mission than Cedar. But saying no to the Mounties wasn’t a good idea. The day might come soon when Cedar needed a favor or two. They had already been looking the other way at some of the privacy-invading snooping he had been doing, not to mention the handful of men he had left with black eyes after questioning them.
“I’ll look into it,” Cedar said.
“And will you as well, ma’am?” Tremblay asked.
Kali’s eyes narrowed. “Why me? I have work I need to finish before winter comes.”
“I believe the people out there, especially if they’re scared, may be more likely to speak with a woman. There are a handful of wives working the claims. You may be able to establish a rapport with them.”
Cedar scratched his jaw. “If I weren’t so self-assured, I’d be certain he just said I was too rough and ominous-looking to establish a rapport with a woman.”
“Intimidating was the word I was thinking of,” Tremblay said.
Kali pointed at the sergeant. “I’m starting to like him.”
“Does this mean you’ll accept the mission?”
Kali considered her craft and sighed again. “I suppose I can get Tadzi and Kéitlyudee to oversee the work for a couple of days.”
“Good.” Tremblay tipped his hat. “The Mounties appreciate your assistance.”
“They better,” Kali muttered.
Cedar walked beside Kali as they headed out to show the sergeant back to the trail.
“Will you be packing a blanket of your own this time?” he murmured, referring to the last time they had headed up one of these rivers after criminals. “Or will you be devoting all of your bag space to tools again?”
“I don’t know. Tools are important. How willing are you to invite me back into your fancy all-in-one blanket-bed? Has it been... repaired?”
“Stitched and patched more often than frontline Civil War soldiers, yes.” Cedar wondered if this trip might provide the chance he wanted to discuss courting matters. “We would have to impose a no-shrapnel-weapons-in-bed rule though.”
“Hm, no explosions either?”
“Ah.” So many responses came to mind and so few of them appropriate to utter in a woman’s company. “That topic could be discussed further.” Cedar winced, wishing he’d come up with a more clever response. He should have risked inappropriateness.
“I see. This could prove interesting then.” They had left the cave, and it was too dark to see the expression on Kali’s face, but there was a teasing note to her words. “Or eventful. I imagine you’ve already considered that your Cudgel might be behind this claim-buying scheme?”
A tingle of energy zipped through his body, lighting anticipation in his heart. He hadn’t considered that, but as soon as she said it, he knew he should have. This could be exactly the sort of scheme that would appeal to someone like him, someone who would rather trick people than work for himself.
“Pack as many tools and weapons as you like,” Cedar said. “If we chance across him, I might be willing to drop my no-shrapnel-weapons-in-bed rule.”
Kali found his hand in the darkness. “Oh, I don’t know. Now you’ve got me thinking about explosions.”
Cedar’s breath caught. This trip might offer far more than he had hoped.



Part II
Clouds scudded across the sky, creating moving shadows amongst the evergreens edging the gravel and dirt of the creek. Cedar kept his eyes on their surroundings as they rolled up to the first claims along Bonanza Creek on Kali’s SAB—self-automated bicycle. It rumbled and clanked over the gravel, navigating the terrain without trouble. She had made a few improvements to it since their last outing and promised it would take more than airship pirates to derail them again.
Complex systems of wooden chutes and troughs lined the hills where the trees had been cut back. Farther from the water, tents, shacks, and one-room log cabins had been built, but all of the people in sight were by the creek, working hard to pan and shovel water and gravel. In the distance, plumes of smoke promised claims with more sophisticated steam-powered mining equipment.
“Perhaps we should halt your bicycle, hide it in the trees, and approach people via less... sophisticated means,” Cedar said.
The group of men working the first claim had already turned curious heads toward the chugs and clanks of the SAB.
“Less sophisticated?” Kali asked over her shoulder. “Or were you going to say less odd?”
“I’d never use a disparaging word for one of your creations. Especially since I’m still hoping you’ll let me drive it someday.”
“You’re wise beyond your years.”
Despite her smile and apparent agreement with him, Kali neither parked the contraption nor veered it toward the trees where it might be less noticeable. She bumped across the rocky terrain, straight toward the group of men. Cedar wore his Winchester and katana strapped to his rucksack, but he had made sure he could draw either weapon if he needed to, and he touched the stock of his rifle for reassurance. He had run into a lot of superstitious people in his travels, especially in remote, rural areas, and steam-powered vehicles weren’t a common sight even in the big cities.
One of the men, an older fellow with a weathered face and a gray mustache threatening to devour his lips, stalked toward them, a Winchester of his own in hand. Perhaps seeing him as the more threatening figure, the man focused on Cedar. If he had seen the way Kali could drive this thing—and the way she had crashed not one but two airships in the last few months—he would have given most of his attention to her.
“Hello!” Kali waved cheerfully.
Cedar hadn’t known her to be the cheerful, outgoing type, so he could only assume she had some plan, one that involved more than not getting shot. Though that was an admirable goal as well.
“I’m taking orders,” Kali went on when the man’s gaze shifted toward her. “Anyone here interested in coffee, bacon, sugar, or other goods to see you through the winter?”
Cedar snorted, but the man lowered his rifle, and the rest of the fellows, who had been glowering suspiciously and doubtlessly taking these newcomers as potential claim jumpers, started jabbering atwixt each other and making enthusiastic gestures.
“What do you mean?” the leader asked as the SAB drew closer.
Kali held up a finger, halted the vehicle, and hopped off. A few wisps of smoke continued to drift from the stack, but the bicycle’s chug-clanks stopped, and the group’s attention came to rest solely on her. Cedar eased off behind her, keeping his weapon pointed toward the ground.
“I’m Kali McAlister. You might have heard of me. No? There’ll be a piece out in the newspaper soon. I’ve been building an airship outside of town, and it’ll be ready to fly in less than a month. My first run will be south to Seattle to pick up supplies. I’m fixing to bring all manner of goods back to sell at a reasonable price, especially compared to what eggs and sugar are going for in town right now.”
This drew a couple of nods and muttered comments.
“Sinful what them bandits are charging in Dawson.”
“Did she say coffee?”
“And bacon. Been months since we had a side of pork belly.”
The leader waved for his men to hush. “You looking for money up front?” He asked it casually, but there was a dangerous glint in his eyes. With con artists working every faro table in Dawson, a man had to be smarter than a whip not to get hornswoggled just walking through town to drop off his mail.
“No,” Kali said, “just taking orders. You’ve got no reason to trust me not to fly off with your money and never return. But I figured I’d go around and get a good feel for what people want, especially if you want any specialty items, so I can make sure and sell everything I bring back.”
The prospectors nodded. Sergeant Tremblay had done well in sending her along. Kali had the men going right along with her story. Maybe because it wasn’t that much of a story. Cedar still had to ask about her new plan to haul freight. He had been imagining something a touch more... stimulating when he had pictured them flying about the world in her airship.
“Specialty items?” One fellow nudged a mate. “Maybe you can get your catalogue woman this year after all, Brandt.”
“Aw, shush up about that.”
“It’s your dream, ain’t it? You bring it up near every night...”
Cedar watched Kali’s face, wondering if the notion would offend her. They were already on their way to establishing a rapport, as the sergeant had called it, with these fellows, but she could get frosty on a man right quick if he hit one of her sore spots.
When Kali responded, her tone was dry, but she kept her words to, “I was thinking of tobacco and sewing kits. I don’t think women are that common in Seattle, anyway.”
“Right,” one of the men said, “everyone knows catalogue women come from overseas.”
“Like I’d bring poor women here to be pawed over by these clodhoppers,” Kali muttered.
“Maybe we can do some importing from other cities once we’ve done our trial run,” Cedar said, because the leader looked like he was about to ask Kali to repeat herself. “Are you folks going to be here long? Through the winter?”
The leader lifted his chin, his mustache shivering from his indignant snort. “We’ll be here until all the gold on this claim is in our pockets.”
The others nodded, though a couple of those nods were less certain and accompanied by glances toward the tree line. Interesting. Cedar would love to take his rifle, trot up to those trees, and look around for prints. Men got a touch twitchy at strangers wandering about on their claims, though.
“That’s good,” Kali said, putting aside her distaste for woman-shopping clodhoppers. “We’d heard some of the folks up here were afraid to stay the winter and were selling their claims. I wasn’t sure if this trip would be worthwhile.”
“Nobody here is afraid,” the leader growled.
Again his buddies nodded, but again a couple glanced toward the trees.
“Glad to hear it,” Kali said. “Why don’t you tell me what supplies you might want to buy in a couple of months?”
She pulled out a tiny journal and flipped past dozens of sketches, trying to find an empty page. She found a spot near the back with the bottom third blank. If the prospectors noticed her paper supply might be on the scant side for taking numerous orders, nobody mentioned it as they shuffled closer. They were probably too busy thinking of bacon. And catalogue women.
Cedar leaned his rifle against the SAB, clasped his hands behind his back, and strolled a few paces. He pretended to observe the creek and the busy miners in the distance, but he sidled closer to one of the men who had sent those nervous glances toward the trees.
“Something out there?” Cedar asked quietly, nodding in that direction.
“No,” the man was quick to say. “Why do you ask?”
“Thought there might be Indians or claim jumpers about. I’m the only security my partner has back there, so I like to know what’s what in an area before we stroll into it.” Cedar thought that sounded plausible. He would have preferred to lean on the man and simply ask for the information he wanted, but there were plenty of hours until sunset. They could try the crafty approach first.
“Why?” the nervous man asked. “You two carrying a bunch of money or something?”
Hm, that wasn’t the notion Cedar had meant to put into the man’s head. He wasn’t overly worried about this group’s ability to claim jump him, but he and Kali didn’t need rumors traveling upriver ahead of them. “Money? No. We wouldn’t aim to start an import business if we had a vein of our own to plunder. But some might find her craft valuable and decide they want it for themselves.”
The dubious lip quirk the man sent toward the SAB insulted Cedar—on Kali’s behalf—but it was the reaction he had hoped for. Nothing here that sane men would value. No need to molest him and Kali.
“There’s nothing out there to worry about if you don’t have a claim,” the man said.
“Why would having a claim matter?” Cedar kept himself from leaning forward, though the information he wanted seemed on the tip of the man’s tongue.
“It wouldn’t.”
Cedar had kept his hands clasped behind his back, but they twitched apart, as if to leap out, independently of his mind’s thoughts, to throttle the man. “Then why did you mention claims?”
“Didn’t mean to.” He stepped around Cedar. “I need to put in my order. I haven’t had a dram of tequila since I left California.”
Cedar huffed his next exhalation. He thought of approaching someone else on the edge of the group, but the leader was stroking his mustache and watching him. Cedar walked over to wait by the SAB. Better to see if they had luck with the next group.
“Thanks, I got it all.” Kali waved her notebook. “You’ll hear from me before the spit point.”
“Before the what?” a young man asked, someone’s little brother probably. He didn’t look old enough to have put together the funds to travel up here on his own.
“The point at which it’s cold enough to freeze your spit before it hits the ground,” Kali said. “Some people call it the piss point, but I don’t recommend taking your Saint Peter out of the tent to test that when it’s that cold.”
A couple of the men’s eyes grew round, reminders that none of them had likely ever lived through a Yukon winter. Cedar had only seen the tail end of the last one himself and wouldn’t mind being on that airship in a warmer clime when those temperatures came. One could endure the cold, but not seeing the sun for weeks wore on a man after a time.
“Saint Peter?” Cedar asked when he and Kali were back on the SAB, heading toward the next claim.
“Is that not a common name?” she asked. “That’s what Sebastian called it.
“A bit pretentious, don’t you think?”
“What do you call yours?”
Cedar had never felt compelled to name his prick, but responded with, “Someone called it the Lady Pleaser once.” He regretted the stupid comment immediately, though a part of him hoped Kali would be intrigued.
Instead, she said, “And that’s not pretentious?”
“Of course not. Nicknames are only pretentious when you choose them for yourself. Getting a lofty one from someone else is a badge of honor.”
“Was that someone else a prostitute you were paying for her time?” Kali asked.
“Uhm.”
“I only ask because that badge might not be quite as shiny as one coming from a sergeant major of the Mounties or someone more distinguished.”
“I’d be more concerned than honored if a sergeant major ever had occasion to name my piece.”
“True point.” Kali pointed to the opposite side of the creek. “Want to talk to them?”
The group was similar to the last, though they were merely digging and panning and hadn’t set up chutes yet.
“Let’s see if we can find a family,” Cedar said. “Maybe a woman for you to chum up with.”
Kali snorted. “I’ve always got on better with men, when I’ve got on with folks at all.”
“Sergeant Tremblay seemed to think the women would take to one of their own kind.”
“I’m suspicious of Sergeant Tremblay,” Kali said.
Cedar shifted on his seat. “You are? Why?”
“Because he was determined that I go with you. We’ve worked together a couple of times, sure, but you’ve always dealt with the Mounties. I doubt most of them know I exist.”
“Oh, they know you exist.”
“They do? Because of the gadgets I’ve made for you?” She sounded hopeful, and Cedar wanted to say yes, but he supposed the truth would be more useful.
“Because you crashed the airship that nearly burned down the city. Nobody blames you for that, mind—it’s the pirates who the insurers curse—but your reputation is linked more with that than with your tinkering now.”
Kali slumped. “Oh.”
Maybe he should have lied.
A couple of claims farther along, a man and woman were loading gear onto a pair of pack mules. Cedar sat taller on his seat, peering over Kali’s head. These two might be heading into town for rations, or... they might have sold their claim and were clearing out. He didn’t see a tent.
“Stop there,” he said.
Kali nodded. “I see them.”
She surprised him by driving straight across the waterway. The Bonanza Creek wasn’t deep that time of year, but he did have to lift his legs to keep them from being drenched. If not for the smokestack behind him, he might have pitched backward off the vehicle. As it was, he gripped Kali’s waist a little more fiercely than he had up to this part of the journey.
She looked back, eyebrows raised. “Lady Pleaser, huh? You’re giving me bruises.”
“If I were driving,” Cedar said, recovering his equilibrium as the tires rolled out of the creek on the far side, “I assure you that your riding experience would be smooth and bruise free.”
“Uh huh. We’ll see.”
He kept himself from saying, I certainly hope so, aloud. They were approaching the couple, a grimy pair with sweat-stained clothing and hair that hadn’t been washed in some time. Despite their hard-bitten appearance, they stood close to each other, as if for mutual support, and exchanged the looks that said more than words to those who had known each other long enough to decipher them. Honest, hard-working folks who hadn’t found any luck up here yet, Cedar guessed.
As the bicycle drew nearer, he noticed a smudge of something besides dirt beneath their nails and wondered if his assessment might be in error. Was that gold dust? A couple of bumps bulged in the man’s pockets too. Rocks? Or a couple of prize nuggets they had pulled from the mud?
One of the mules started braying at the SAB, and Kali had the sense to stop it farther away this time. Once again, Cedar let her hop off first. This time, she already had her notebook in hand.
“Afternoon, folks,” she said. “I’m going to be traveling by air to Seattle soon, and I’m taking orders, planning to bring back some supplies, and I was wondering if you wanted to...” She peered around the claim, as if noticing the packed-up gear for the first time. “You’re not leaving, are you?”
“Mining’s not for us,” the man said.
An odd statement if those were gold nuggets in his pockets...
“That’s too bad,” Kali said. “Say, is your claim for sale then? My partner and I might be interested in scratching at the rocks a spell.”
“It’s already been sold,” the man said, stiffer than a corpse left on the tundra in January.
“Do you know of any other claims for sale out here?” Kali asked.
“No,” the woman said, “and we would appreciate it if you’d move on. We’ve got a lot of work to do. We have to be off the land by sundown.”
“New owners coming out tonight?” Cedar asked.
But the couple had pointedly turned their backs and resumed packing the mules.
Kali gave Cedar a shrug and pointed to the SAB. Movement in the trees drew his eye. It might have been an animal, but it was early in the day for them to be moseying down to drink from the creek.
“Wait here,” he said and took off up the slope, pebbles shifting and flying free beneath his feet. Anyone up there would see him coming, so he didn’t worry about moving soundlessly this time. He crossed the distance as quickly as possible, lest someone find him an appealing target for rifle practice.
He ducked into the evergreens and raced for the area where he had seen movement. Not surprisingly, nobody was there, but when he knelt to check for tracks, he spotted small prints in the mud. Human prints. From their size, they must belong to a woman or, more likely, a boy.
Cedar jogged off in the direction they headed, parallel to the creek, and kept an eye on them and an eye on his surroundings. Less than a minute had passed since he had seen the movement and breached the tree line, so he might be close enough to—
There.
He hopped a stump and charged toward an elbow sticking out from behind a tree. A startled squawk came from his prey before the small figure sprinted away from his hiding spot. Less than five feet tall, the boy couldn’t have been more than ten or eleven, but Cedar didn’t get a good look. The youth tore away with impressive speed, almost losing the cap on his head.
With his long legs, it didn’t take Cedar more than a few steps to catch up. He grabbed the child by the collar and hoisted him from his feet with one hand. This drew more squawks and an impressive amount of kicking and flailing. One of the stray boots connected with Cedar’s knee with enough force to draw a wince. He resisted the urge to thump the kid against a tree a few times, as he usually reserved such tactics for murderers and rapists, or at least people old enough to shave.
“I see you’ve caught a truly dangerous criminal this time,” came Kali’s voice from the edge of the trees.
“You wouldn’t say dangerous so sarcastically if you’d received one of his kicks,” Cedar said.
“His?” Kali pointed at the boy’s face, which Cedar, holding his prey from behind, hadn’t seen yet. “I don’t think so.”
“Eh?”
Cedar rotated his captured spy, taking care to evade the flailing arms and legs. In the process, the youth’s cap fell off, revealing curls that tumbled about a dirty, impish face. A girl, yes, though beneath all that grime, it was hard to tell.
“Easy, girl,” Cedar said. “We just want to know why you were spying on us.”
“She was probably just out here playing,” Kali said.
“Playing at spying on us? Her tracks were paralleling the river, coming from the same direction we came from.”
“I just wanted to see the... thing.” The girl pointed through the trees.
The SAB wasn’t in sight, but Cedar couldn’t imagine she meant anything else. It had arrested the interest of another youth on their last trip out of town, Tadzi. He had turned out to be a useful guide.
The girl’s feisty arm flails stilled, and she stared up at Cedar with wide, innocent brown eyes. “Can you put me down, mister? Please?”
“Er.” Cedar had a feeling the girl had used that look to get out of trouble before, but he couldn’t justify dangling her above the ferns all day. Besides, Kali was giving him a shouldn’t-you-be-picking-on-someone-within-a-foot-of-your-own-size look.
He set the kid down, expecting her to sprint off, but she only backed out of reach, then gazed toward the creek, toward the bicycle.
“Maybe she would like a ride,” Kali said. “If it’s all right with her parents.” She waved in the direction where they had left the couple with the mules.
Cedar doubted many sane parents would let their daughter go traipsing off on some unfamiliar steam contraption—especially if they’d been watching when it had almost pitched him into the creek—but it turned out to be a moot point.
“Those aren’t my parents,” the girl said. “I’m out here with my sister and brothers. We’re working a claim up that-a-way.”
“What’s your name?” Kali asked.
“You wander about in the woods alone often?” Cedar asked, not certain he believed the girl’s story. He had met a lot of kids who would lie like hardened criminals to get out of trouble.
The girl scowled at the hint of disapproval in his tone. “I’m Mary, and I was checking my traps. I get us squirrel and rabbit and sometimes beaver for the stewpot. I’m not big enough to help much with the digging.”
“Cedar,” Kali said, giving him a move-back-a-little hand wave, “it’s easier to establish a rapport with people if you’re not towering over them, being disapproving and intimidating.”
He took a single step back, crossed his arms over his chest, and shut his mouth.
“That’s more intimidating, not less,” Kali whispered.
The girl smiled for the first time. Cedar kept his mouth shut. He would let Kali try whatever she had in mind without interference, though he was inclined to ask this Mary to show them to her supposed trapline to verify her story.
“I’m Kali, and we’re up here seeing if folks want to order goods from Seattle for the winter.” Kali sat on a stump, so her head was lower than the girl’s. “Are you and your family going to be up here for long?”
“I guess so,” Mary said.
“You haven’t had any visitors, have you? People trying to get your kin to sell their claim and head back to Dawson?”
“If I answer your questions, do I get that ride on your... uhm... what d’you call it?”
“A self-automated bicycle, and, yes, you can have a ride. If Cedar there doesn’t mind running along behind again.” Kali wriggled her eyebrows at him.
Mary studied Cedar for a moment, then whispered to Kali, “He looks like he minds a lot of things.”
“Nah, he was just born with a grumpy face.”
Cedar thought about telling her he had a get-to-the-point face rather than a grumpy one, but he simply turned his attention to their surroundings, watching the trees and listening for sounds of other people while Kali continued talking. Mary demanded a description of the SAB’s attributes, including an answer to “How fast does it go?” before letting Kali direct the conversation back to talk of visitors.
“There were some people,” the girl admitted. “And there were... things that happened. Some said ghosts of dead prospectors were haunting the creek.”
“Oh?” Kali said. “What happened to make them think that?”
“People’s chutes broke in the middle of the night, and equipment started disappearing. At first, neighbors were blaming neighbors, but then these eerie silver lights started appearing in the hills at night. Some people disappeared, too, went crazy, they said, and run off. Nobody saw them again. When someone checked in town to see if they’d come back, nobody there had seen them, either.”
“Interesting,” Kali said thoughtfully.
Interesting? It sounded like a tall tale to Cedar. Though he supposed someone who wanted to convince people to sell their claims cheaply might come up with some outlandish methods for scaring them.
“After that, the strangers came through,” Mary said, “asking if anyone was interested in selling their land.”
“Can you tell us what they looked like? Anyone dressed all in white?” Kali glanced at Cedar.
He almost snorted. She oughtn’t to ask leading questions like that, especially to a kid. Besides, Cudgel wasn’t the sort to do the trivial work of an operation himself.
“Oh sure,” Mary said, “I remember the fellow. He had those funny shoes.”
Cedar’s skepticism dropped like a mallet. “Funny shoes?”
The girl nodded. “Like they weren’t made out of leather, but some kind of shiny, no scaly, hide. Almost like a snake or something.”
This time when Kali met his eyes, Cedar returned the look and nodded once. For a moment, he could scarcely breathe. This girl had seen Cudgel’s alligator-hide boots. What would he have been doing out here?
“When was this?” Cedar asked.
“Couple of weeks ago,” Mary said, “and I reckon he’s gone now, but those two men are still about, trying to scare people off. Maybe I could take you to them.”
“You’re not scared of them?” Kali asked.
The girl propped a foot on a log and jammed a fist against her hip. “No, ’course not.” When Cedar and Kali exchanged looks again, the girl lowered her fist. “Well, maybe a little bit. But I really want to ride your bicycle, and I figure if the men saw you big people coming up on them, they’d be more worried about you than me.”
“How far away is their camp?” Cedar asked.
“Not far. Upriver a mile, maybe. I don’t think they know anyone knows where they’re staying, but I saw them walking around when I was out checking on my traps and followed them. They didn’t see me. I’m quick and quiet.”
Cedar decided not to mention that he’d had little trouble spotting her. Kali was already getting to her feet and waving for the girl to follow her back to the creek. “Let’s take a ride, and maybe you can point us toward this hideout.”
Cedar told himself that nothing would likely come of this side trip—even if the girl had chanced across a hideout being used by some of Cudgel’s men, it wasn’t likely the men were still there—but he couldn’t help but think of the what-ifs. What if the men were there? What if they could be convinced to lead him to Cudgel? What if Cudgel himself was out here on Bonanza Creek? Could that explain why he hadn’t been able to find him in town?
“Easy, fella,” he muttered to himself. “Don’t get distracted or excited. One thing at a time.”
Mary trotted up to tug at Kali’s sleeve. “That man is talking to himself,” she whispered.
“Yes, he talks to his weapons too. It’s part of his charm.”



Part III
The SAB rolled to a stop at the base of a slope so steep that only the stunted trees growing out of cracks in the rocks made Cedar hesitate to call it a cliff. Water trickled down the mossy incline and formed a clear pool beneath it. The bicycle had been following a faint trail through the woods, but it ended at the watering hole.
“That’s as far as we can go without defying gravity,” Kali announced.
Mary was hanging on behind her, while Cedar had been relegated to jogging after the vehicle and inhaling its sooty exhaust. He was about to check for tracks on either side of the pool, but the girl pointed up the rocky hillside.
“That’s where they’re staying.”
“In bedrolls dangling from those trees?” Kali asked.
“No, see that crack up there? They disappeared into it. It must be a cave because both of them went up there and didn’t come out again.”
Cedar decided to check for tracks anyway. He wanted evidence to validate this story before he clambered up a cliff.
Mary slid off the SAB and peered into the woods around them, then up at the crack. “Is it all right if I go now? I’m not sure if... I mean, I’m not afraid of them, but I wouldn’t want them to hurt my brothers or sister if they found out I’d helped you. That’s all.”
This was the first instance of tentativeness from the girl, and Cedar eyed her again, still suspicious that this might all be some tall tale. Maybe she wanted to run off so he and Kali couldn’t catch up with her after slipping off the steep slope and falling onto their butts. He reminded himself that she had known about Cudgel’s distinctive boots. That wasn’t something someone could have guessed to embellish on. It hinted to truth about the rest of her story as well.
Kali raised her eyebrows at him before responding to the girl.
“There are some recent boot prints here.” Cedar pointed to the leaf litter around the pool. “We’ll check it out.”
“You can go.” Kali patted Mary on the back. “Thanks for the help.”
The girl darted down the path, her hand to her head to keep the cap from flying off.
“Let’s be careful,” Kali said when they were alone.
“That’s always my aim.” Cedar knelt to examine the prints more closely, trying to determine if people had climbed the rocks or if there might be another route they had taken after reaching the pool. “Any particular reason you’re concerned?”
“Her hands were digging into my hips like crab pincers,” Kali said. “She was scared on my bicycle, and did you see her face when we approached it? She looked like she thought it would bite her.”
“Not everyone is as suitably impressed by your contraptions as I am. I thought that’s why you kept me around.”
“It is. But if she wasn’t impressed by it, why would she have wanted a ride?”
“I did wonder about her story myself,” Cedar said. “But her knowledge of the boots...”
Kali nodded. “It does seem she’s seen Cudgel out here.”
“So far, the ground backs up her claims too.” Cedar outlined the deep print of a boot’s toe with his finger. “This person climbed up. I haven’t looked far to either side yet—” he gestured to the ferns and brambles lining the base of the cliff to the east and west of the pool, “—but I don’t see any broken branches or trampled foliage that would imply people went in those directions.”
“In other words, you’re volunteering to climb up first?” Kali asked.
“I’m... not quite sure that’s what my words meant, but I will.”
“Because it’s brave and proper for the man to check for danger before bringing up a woman? Or because you’ll want me to figure out a way to rescue you if you get into trouble?”
“I’m certain I won’t need rescuing from a twenty-foot climb.”
“I’ll get my tools out just in case.”
Cedar grunted. He thought about removing his pack and leaving it on the ground, but he had a bundle of rope and his weapons tied to it, and he might need both items if there was indeed a cave and if it happened to be currently occupied.
He studied the climb for a moment, choosing a route with a narrow crevice and a couple of footholds, then started up. Thanks to the moss and the water dribbling down the rocks, the going was slick, but he forged his way upward without trouble. Coming back down with someone chasing him would prove treacherous; a point he kept in mind.
About five feet below the opening Mary had indicated, a rust-colored stain on the rock made Cedar pause. He’d moved to the side of the rivulets of water, and the stone was dry here, a dirty gray granite. He scraped at the stain. Blood. It wasn’t fresh, but it hadn’t been more than few days since the last rain, so it couldn’t have been there indefinitely, either.
With his hands firmly planted, Cedar shifted so he could gaze out behind him. Someone might have cut themselves on the rocks, but he also wondered if he might be vulnerable to snipers at this height. He hadn’t climbed above the trees, though, and didn’t see any high points where someone might stand to target this spot.
“Problem?” Kali asked. She spoke softly, perhaps not wanting to alert anyone who might be inside.
Given that they had chugged right up to the base of the cliff in the SAB, it was probably too late for silence. Cedar wished their guide had alerted them earlier that they were approaching the spot so they could have stopped a ways back.
“We’ll see,” he said and returned to the climb.
He lifted a leg to a slender ledge and pulled himself up to the bottom of the crack. When he peered inside, he didn’t see much, as little light filtered into the dark spot. Not far back, a rock wall dropped away, descending into darkness. He had the sense it was more of a pit than a cave, but perhaps it leveled out somewhere below and extended deeper into the hillside. At least the entrance hole was larger than it had appeared from below and wide enough for a man to crawl through.
Again aware that someone inside would have heard their approach, he turned his ear toward the cave to listen before revealing any more of his body. The trickle of water was all that he heard.
“I’m going to check it out,” Cedar said.
“Do you want me to come up?” Kali asked.
“No, I’ll call if I find something you’d want to look at.”
“Or if you need rescuing.”
“Yes,” Cedar said dryly. “That too.”
He crawled through the crack, slipping inside quickly so he wouldn’t be outlined in the opening. Just because he hadn’t heard anyone didn’t mean there wasn’t someone there...
The rocky ground dropped away almost as soon as he passed through the crack, and he had to pick a careful route down a slope almost as steep as the one outside. Moisture made the cold jagged stones slick beneath his boots and hands, and he slipped, bumping his backpack against the wall. His rifle clunked, and he grimaced at the noise. Leaving his gear outside probably would have been a better idea, especially with Kali out there to watch it.
He descended ten or twelve feet with the light seeping through the crack illuminating less and less as he dropped. Having anticipated a night away from town, he did have a lantern and tinder in his pack, but he wanted to reach a flat spot before trying to extricate the items. His foot slipped again, with tiny shards of rocks bouncing free. Yes, definitely a flat spot.
It would have been wiser to climb down facing the wall, but he wasn’t ready to put his back to the interior yet. Musty dampness permeated the air, and the scents of sweat and urine lingered as well. A hint of rotting meat reached his nose too. He sensed it was farther away than the other scents, but had a feeling he would find one of the missing prospectors the girl had mentioned. His lip curled at the notion that the men she had seen might be using the front half of the cave as their hideout... and storing corpses in the back.
The slope flattened out fifteen feet below the crack. He fancied he could knock on the wall and Kali, only a few feet lower on the other side, might hear it. First thing’s first—he wanted to get that light out and have a look around.
As he wiggled to pull off his rucksack, his boot landed on something loose. It shifted beneath his weight, but he caught his balance. He nudged it to the side, finding it lighter than a rock. He decided not to investigate until he had his lantern out, though an uneasy inkling of what it might be nestled in the pit of his stomach.
Cedar didn’t carry anything so fancy—and likely to get wet—as matches, so it took him a minute to light tinder with his flint and knife, but he soon had the lantern wick burning. The first thing he noticed was gnawed bones littering the stone floor. Human bones. Femurs, tibias, scapulas, and he spotted a skull with a bullet hole in it too. All of the bones had been chewed clean of every strip of meat, so he doubted they accounted for the rotting smell, but there might be more remains farther back. He was glad Kali wasn’t with him. She had never proven to be the squeamish sort—the time she had screamed when she stumbled across his sack of severed heads had been perfectly understandable—but there were some places one just didn’t take a woman courting.
As he had suspected, the cave did stretch back into the hillside, though it didn’t appear natural down here the way it had up there. The walls had been chiseled with pickaxes, and sagging timbers supported a rough ceiling approximately five feet high. Cedar would have to stoop low to advance down the passage.
He shrugged his backpack on again and walked forward with the lantern in one hand and his katana in the other. He wanted a weapon close at hand, and it would make more sense to use a blade than to shoot in a confined space where the shells might ricochet off rock walls.
A few more bones littered the floor as he ducked his head to continue deeper, but they tapered off. The scents of rotting meat and urine grew stronger as he walked. More and more, he doubted that anyone would choose this as a hideout. Perhaps the girl had seen men using the hole but had not realized they were dumping bodies instead of camping in it.
Cedar passed a broken pickaxe and a rusty shovel. The tools and the support timbers seemed older than anything being used out on the creek claims. People had been exploring out here longer than the year since the Yukon made the newspapers back East, he reminded himself.
He stepped around a bend, and his light bounced off a rubble pile that stretched to the ceiling. Soot smeared the cave-in rocks, especially near the top. The ceiling was covered with it too. Someone had passed a storm, or maybe an entire winter, back here once, though he didn’t see a natural hollow that might have been used as a fire pit or any soot or charred remains of wood on the floor. Perhaps the area had been flooded in a storm at one point. Although...
He spun a slow circle. There weren’t any bones or anything else on the floor back here, nothing to justify the smell of the rotting meat. There had to be more to the place, unless the cave-in had been recent and hid part of the passage. But, no. He touched the caked-on soot. It had been there a long time. He poked about near the top of the pile, wondering if some of the rocks might have been moved recently.
Scrapes and clacks came from the direction of the entrance. Rocks bounced free as someone else scrambled down that slope. It was probably Kali—he winced at the notion of her landing amongst those bones—but if it wasn’t...
He thought about cutting off the lantern. Instead he jogged a few steps back toward the entrance and set it on the floor. Then he retreated into the dark dead-end, his back to the rubble wall. He rested the katana beside him and pulled out the Winchester, ready to fire if an enemy stepped into the ring of light instead of a friend.
“Cedar?” came Kali’s whisper.
He sighed. So much for her staying outside where it was less grisly. “Back here,” he said, heading for her. He kept himself from saying that she should have waited outside or that this place wasn’t fitting for a woman. She never took kindly to such judgments.
She had a lantern of her own lit when Cedar reached her. Her face seemed a tad paler than usual as she stood amongst the chewed bones, but all she said was, “Not your work this time?”
“I don’t usually eat the criminals before I turn them over to the Mounties.”
“A comforting policy.” Kali pointed toward the cave exit. “I got restless waiting for you, so I dug out a spyglass and shimmied up a tree.”
“Restless? Have I been gone more than five minutes?”
“At least seven, I should think. My mind doesn’t take well to idleness. Anyway, I spotted our guide racing out of the trees and running down the creek to a claim with a little cabin on it. She was inside for a minute or two, then two men jogged out, grabbed kayaks, and took off down the creek.”
“That seems a might suspicious,” Cedar said.
“If they were these brothers she spoke of, they were a lot older than her. One had gray hair.”
“So maybe she’s a spy after all, and those two are off to warn someone that strangers have been snooping around.”
“That’s what I was figuring,” Kali said. “We might want to save the spelunking for another time.”
Cedar gazed toward the back of the cave. “If those men were heading back to town to warn someone, they’ll have miles to go. We should have a few hours before they get back.”
“Good, then we can be long gone by then. Or was there something back there calling to you?” Kali jerked a thumb toward the darkness. “If it’s that stench, I’m going to be concerned for your sanity.”
“I think there are bodies back here somewhere. Recently slain ones. Killing folks is a more heinous crime than scaring them into selling their land.”
“I suppose you wouldn’t appreciate a suggestion that we could simply tell the Mounties how to find this cave and let them explore it themselves while we do equally noble but less corpse-related activities, such as finishing our airship.”
Cedar wasn’t surprised that she would prioritize that—or that she wanted to get out of this cave—but it was something else that made him smile. “Our airship?”
Kali shrugged. “You’ve been helping me with it, and it’s the partnership you offered me that’s allowed me to order all the parts for it. I reckon you’ve a right to a share if you want it.”
“Does that mean I’ll get to drive it?”
“Land sakes, no. And the proper term is pilot.”
Cedar snorted. “So, I’ll own a part of it, but I won’t have any actual rights to use it?”
“You can ride in it, sleep in it, and chase off any pirates that try to board it.”
“Are you sure you’re not confusing the duties of owners with the duties of hired hands?”
“We’ll figure out the details once we’re ready to get it in the air. Sometime after we get out of this cave.” Kali pointed at the exit.
“Just give me five minutes to see if I can find where the rest of the bodies are hiding.”
Kali grumbled but didn’t object when he headed back to the rubble pile. Indeed, she followed him and held up her lantern for him. He thought of asking her to wait outside—if he did find those bodies, they might be in a gorier condition than the bones—but maybe she would have an idea as to where a secret chamber might be.
“What’s this?” Kali murmured from a few feet behind him.
She was kneeling on the ground, running a finger along the rock.
“Find something?” he asked, taking a step in her direction.
“A crack.”
Something gave beneath his foot, and his heel descended an inch.
Kali stood. “It occurs to me that—”
The ground tilted so sharply, Cedar was flung against the rubble wall. The angle grew steeper, and he dropped to the cave floor, scrabbling with his hands, trying to find a grip. The smooth stone offered nothing. It tilted to vertical and he plunged into darkness, air whistling past his ears.
He landed on his feet, but the fall had been too far and too fast, and he wasn’t prepared for the jolt. Pain shot up his legs, even as his heels slipped out from beneath him, and he tumbled to his butt. Only his backpack helped break the landing. His lantern had escaped his hands on the way down, and it struck the ground a few feet away and went out. He still had his rifle, but he couldn’t see a damned thing. Maybe it was just as well. He had found the source of the stench, of the urine and sweat and rotting meat. His hand squished in something cold and damp when he pushed himself to his feet.
“Kali?” he called, peering upward, hoping she hadn’t fallen in as well. But the light was gone up there.
A groan of pain answered him, and his shoulders slumped. She had fallen into the pit too.
He took a step in her direction—something squished beneath his boot.
“Kali?”
She wasn’t the one to respond. The faint sound that reached his ears was familiar, though he hadn’t expected to hear it up here in the Yukon. He had last heard it when he passed through the New Mexico Territory three years ago—the buzz of a rattlesnake.
More buzzes started up—so many that it almost sounded like there were angry bees in the walls.
“Not a positive development,” Cedar muttered.
Even though he wanted to check on Kali, he had a feeling he needed a light, and he needed it fast. He found the lantern, but the flame had gone out. Something slithered past his leg. His instincts were to pound at it with his rifle, but that would only irritate a critter. Besides, he couldn’t see his own hand in front of his face; there might be twenty of the infernal snakes down here. The last thing he wanted was to make them angry. More angry.
The rattles were picking up in intensity. Something plopped to the ground near him—it sounded like the snakes had been holed up in the walls and were coming out to feed.
Cedar started to yank off his backpack, intending to grab his flint again, but a memory popped into his head. Instead of digging for the flint, he grabbed the bottle of kerosene for the lanterns. He ripped off the lid and spattered the liquid on the ground around him. He groped his way to Kali, dumping more kerosene on the way. He found her and pulled her to her feet—the groan that escaped her lips reassured him; she might have taken a hard fall, but she was alive. He doused her boots and trousers with the liquid and did the same to himself. Given the other stenches in the pit, the alcohol scent was an improvement.
“Cedar?” Kali asked, a wince in her voice. “Is it my imagination, or did you just douse me in kerosene?”
“Yes.”
“Uhm, why?”
“There are rattlesnakes everywhere. If I hadn’t been certain Cudgel was involved in this scheme before, I am now. The man’s got a fascination with reptiles. He hunts crocs and gators, and he even did an expedition to South America at one point, looking for evidence that dinosaurs still live in remote jungles.” Cedar was intimately aware of that expedition since he had followed Cudgel down there. That had been the closest he had come to killing the man, but the criminal was even slipperier than the snakes and lizards he kept for pets. “He didn’t find any, but he did bring back some deadly snakes for his personal zoo in California. Nobody else would send someone out to capture rattlesnakes and go through the trouble of bringing them up here to harass people.” Kill people, Cedar corrected to himself. Falling on a pile of rattlers was a sure way to get a lethal dose of venom.
“That’s... an interesting side note,” Kali said, “but I don’t see how it answers my question. I’m powerful curious to know why we’re wearing kerosene, seeing as how it would be nice to light a lantern and look around about now, but I wouldn’t care to go up in a flaming bonfire if I did so.”
“Snakes don’t like kerosene. I thought standing in the dark would be preferable to being bit by a dozen venomous rattlers.”
“Huh. They’re also afraid they would go up in a bonfire?” Kali asked.
From her lack of terror at the rattling sounds that continued to buzz from the periphery of the pit, Cedar judged she hadn’t encountered venomous snakes before. He couldn’t think of any that were native to the area. Just as well. He had been bitten once while chasing a criminal through rocky desert country and couldn’t recommend the experience.
“I think it’s the natural oils on their skin,” Cedar said. “The alcohol sucks it up, and they don’t like the feel of it. I’d still be careful where you step.”
“Something that would be easier with light. Although...” Kali sniffed, then coughed—or maybe that was a gag. “Judging by the smell of this place, I may not want to see what else is on the floor besides snakes.”
“I had that thought as well. This must have been a sump for the original miners, but I doubt they were the ones to put a trapdoor on it.” He was surprised they weren’t standing in water. Maybe the water table was lower this late in the summer.
“Someone must have wanted his snakes to stay put.”
“And his prisoners.” Cedar shook his head. “I haven’t explored thoroughly yet, but from the echoes on those rattlers, I figure our pit is about ten feet by ten feet.”
“The floor tilted away,” Kali said. “I saw it coming, but wasn’t fast enough to react and get off. That was worlds of stupid, getting caught in a trap when we knew this was a trap.”
“Yes, I apologize. You wouldn’t have come back here if it weren’t for me. You were right. I should have left it to the Mounties to come poke around in here.” Cedar hoped Kali would say it wasn’t his fault and that it could have happened to anyone. She didn’t. This wasn’t the first time he had pulled her into trouble because of his obsession with Cudgel. He hoped that once he finally got his man, his tunnel vision would resolve into something less narrow. He didn’t mind taking risks and getting himself in trouble—that came with the job—but if something happened to Kali because of his choices...
“At least you found the bodies,” she said dryly.
“Yes. Any thoughts on ways to get out of here?” Cedar had a feeling they had dropped too far for him to jump and catch the ledge up there—if it were even accessible. He hadn’t heard the creak of hinges or the grinding of stone moving, but the trap might have reset itself somehow. “You did promise to rescue me if I needed it.”
“Something that would have been easier if I hadn’t fallen into the trap along with you.” Kali sighed again. “Fooled by a ten-year-old and a cave. I’m definitely not having a bright day.”
He was still holding her upright, so he gave her a pat on the shoulder. He decided not to admit that he had gotten himself into situations this dumb numerous times in the past. His athleticism usually saved him, along with a refusal to give up. “Let’s see how deep this pit is. Why don’t I give you a boost up, and you see if you can reach the top. I didn’t hear the trap reset, and it seems I can still feel a draft against my cheek.”
“It would take some fancy engineering to make a self-closing trapdoor, especially with something that heavy. Did your rope fall down here with you?”
“Yes. Did your tools?”
“They’re out by the SAB,” Kali admitted. “I wasn’t certain of my ability to scale that cliff with extra weight swaying around on my back.”
“They can’t all be out there. Something’s jabbing me in the ribs. And in the arm. And... if I weren’t reasonably positive you were a woman, I would be concerned about that hard shaft sticking into my thigh.”
Kali stepped back, but not without slugging him in the stomach. He deserved that, he reckoned.
“That’s a wrench. I always have the basics. I’m ready for that boost.”
Cedar probed the ground with his foot, making his way to a wall. Slowly, very slowly. Soft rasps and the shifting of rocks—or maybe bones—promised the snakes were still in the area. Several scurried away as he and Kali moved. The kerosene was keeping them back, but they weren’t fleeing. He didn’t think rattlesnakes ate humans, but he could be wrong.
When he reached the wall, he interlaced his fingers so Kali could step on them. “Here.”
She climbed up, using the wall and his shoulders—and once a finger in the eye—for handholds. Soon her boots rested on his shoulders. Soft pats sounded as she investigated the darkness above them.
“I can’t reach anything except more wall,” Kali said.
A soft tink came from above, then something clacked to the ground a few feet away. An angry rattle shook the silence.
“You’re irking the wildlife,” Cedar said.
“Fortunately, I’m up on a sturdy platform and well away from the wildlife.” Kali tossed something else. This time, whatever it was clacked higher up and didn’t fall back to the floor. “The trapdoor—I guess you’d call it a trap floor—is open, but it’s another ten feet above my head. No wonder falling hurt.”
Cedar grumbled to himself. The hours he had estimated that it would take someone to get to town, warn Cudgel, and return with a team of armed men no longer seemed such a huge amount of time. If he and Kali couldn’t figure out a way to escape before then, they would be easy targets to anyone standing up there with a gun. Of course, they might not have hours, anyway. Once the kerosene dried, it wouldn’t be nearly the deterrent for the snakes. He didn’t like the odds of keeping so many away with his sword, a sword he wasn’t even sure had fallen into the pit with him.
“You’ve got a rope,” Kali said. “What about a grappling hook?”
“No. Also, I don’t know that there’s anything up there except that rubble wall that one could latch onto, and it would be difficult to lodge a hook between rocks from this angle. And from twenty-five feet down.”
“I have confidence that you can do it.” Kali shifted her weight. “Let me down. I’ll see if I can make you a hook.”
“Out of what? Are you planning to sacrifice your tools to provide the metal?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m sure there are some knives or belt buckles or other materials down here that I can use.”
Cedar helped Kali off his shoulders, keeping her close as he lowered her. She seemed too casual about the idea of poking around amongst these snakes. She hadn’t seen people die out in the desert after being bitten, not the way he had. Better for someone with a powerful respect for them to do the poking about.
“Stay here,” he said. “I’ll look.”
He thought she might argue, but all she said was, “Bones as a last resort, please.” She was breathing audibly, through her mouth. The stench must be worse down here, or it was getting to her regardless of her position. “They’d have to be whittled down and wouldn’t be as effective as metal,” she added. “And they’re... disturbing.”
“That they are.”
Another rattle buzzed, this one nearby. Cedar pulled out the kerosene bottle again, grimacing at the level of liquid remaining. He wished he had been less liberal with his first application, especially with all of Kali’s gear waiting outside.
He dampened his hands and the tip of his Winchester with the cool liquid, then lowered himself to his knees. He crawled into the darkness, using the weapon to probe the ground ahead of him. Again, scales rustled as snakes slithered away from his approach. He forced himself to angle toward the rotting carcasses of those who had fallen for the trap before, instead of veering away as he would have preferred. He patted down the mostly devoured bodies, searching for belts, knifes, guns, or other items that might be fashioned together into a hook. He had his own knife he could add to the effort, but Kali would probably need a few items to be used as prongs.
Light appeared, startling him. His first thought was that Kali had risked a match, but he couldn’t imagine her being so foolish. The streaky nature of the light wasn’t anything like a flame, and the source dawned on him. He had seen it before.
“I didn’t know you had any of that with you,” Cedar said, using the opportunity to examine their surroundings for the first time. What he had imagined proved quite accurate; they were indeed in a pit with dimensions close to the ten-by-ten feet he had estimated. Fist-sized holes dotted the first few feet of wall—snake holes. No less than twenty snakes were coiled along the edges of the pit—several had shifted away from the fluctuating brightness of the small flake of flash gold in Kali’s vial. Four dead men occupied the space as well, though they were more skeletons than corpses at this point. The Mounties wouldn’t have been able to identify them as the missing men anyway, unless one could figure out who they were by their effects.
“I don’t know if I can think of a way to use it to help with a grappling hook,” Kali said, “though it did belatedly occur to me that it would make an effective light source, one that shouldn’t ignite the kerosene.”
“Shouldn’t?”
“I haven’t caught myself on fire with it yet,” Kali said. “Admittedly, I don’t make a habit of handling it when I’m wearing kerosene cologne. As long as it’s in the vial, it will be fine. Tarnation, this is a hideous hole.” Lip curled, she looked like she regretted illuminating the space.
Cedar hurried to gather knives and weapons, then deposited them at Kali’s feet. She already had a small spool of copper wire out, along with wire cutters and pliers. He could only guess at what tools remained in her pack. She studied her “raw materials,” then set to work without hesitation. Cedar smiled, the light brightening his mood—and his confidence. Though he could now see that the tilted floor that marked the opening of the trap was high overhead, he was certain they would find a way out.
Keeping one eye on the snakes, he crouched beside Kali and picked up the vial. As he had seen it do before, the flake of flash gold pulsed with power, occasionally sending tiny streaks of lightning up and down its glass confines.
“Are you thinking of something crafty?” Kali asked as she pried a knife blade out of its hilt. “Or being mesmerized by the shiny sparks?”
“I was musing that, if we get out of here without being eaten—” Cedar eyed a snake that had slithered closer, “—we might set a trap of our own.”
“You think Cudgel will come out personally to deal with you?”
“Probably not. He won’t even know it’s me, unless that girl’s mighty fine with her descriptive words.”
“You don’t think Cudgel will know it’s you based on big, tall, and talks to himself and his guns?” Kali patted at her pockets, causing a few clinks and clanks, then pulled out a couple of fasteners of some kind.
“That describes more bounty hunters than you’d think,” Cedar said. “It’s a lonely road. You can’t talk to the people you’re hunting, or they become a little too human in your mind, and the shooting and beheading gets hard. Gotta talk to something.”
“Perhaps you could get a pet.”
“As appealing as a dog or wolf can be, I’ve grown partial to this woman that’s been wandering around with me this last year.”
“Well, she’s not that partial to the shooting and beheading and prefers being back in her workshop, if not her airship.” Kali glanced up from her work long enough to give him a quick smile. “You might talk her into getting you a cat for Christmas.”
“A generous offer.” Even if Cedar couldn’t see himself sharing the trail with anything less fierce than a wolf or a big ugly dog. “Though I’ve been thinking... that when I finally get Cudgel, I might be ready to pursue a different career.”
“Does the shooting and beheading bother you too?” she asked.
Her tone was light, but he sensed that there was a seriousness beneath it. Like she wanted the answer to be yes. She had always been blunt that the work bothered her, even if she allowed that proven murderers deserved to be beheaded, and he had seen for himself how much it disturbed her when her inventions proved more powerful—more destructive—than she intended, and when they caused death.
Cedar almost said yes in reply to her question, but wanted to be more honest than that. “What concerns me is that it doesn’t bother me much anymore. In the beginning, it was the hardest thing I’d ever done, looking into the eyes of a man pleading for his life and promising he would go straight and never cross the law again, and then shooting him in the heart. You knew they were lying most like, and even if they meant what they said, they’d already committed their crimes and the law is the law. But it was hard anyway. It was always easier to kill a man in a fight, in the heat of the moment. But to look him in the eyes...”
“I can see where that’d be difficult,” Kali said.
“Over the years, it got less difficult. In the beginning, you’re consciously trying to harden yourself, to distance yourself from those you hunt, but eventually it becomes a habit. And doing the job... it’s a mechanical act rather than one of... humanity.” Cedar set down the vial and stared across the pit, his senses still alert to the movements of the snakes, though he wasn’t focusing on them anymore. He was seeing the past, the men he’d hunted, the different terrains he’d stalked them across, the inevitable ends for all of them. “When I was younger, one of my mentors—the one who gave me the katana—told me that there’s a fine line between hunting criminals and becoming one of them. The easier it gets to kill, the harder it becomes to draw the line between when to do it and when not to, between a man who’s a stone-cold killer who deserves death and a man who picks a fight with you over cards. One dies as easily as another. One death is righteous in the eyes of the law and one turns you into the men you’ve been hunting.”
Cedar pushed a hand through his hair. He was rambling, not explaining himself as well as he wished. Kali probably thought he was crazy. So long as he never put a doubt in her mind that would lead her to think she might ever be in danger if he got wrathy. He would hate himself for that. “I’ve never crossed that line, despite what that Pinkerton agent believed, but I’ve seen other bounty hunters go bad. This last year... since meeting you, really, I’ve decided... I want to quit once I’m done with Cudgel. All of this only started because of him, and I think it’s right that it should end with him. I’m not sure what I’ll do afterward, but I’m thinking on it.”
He shifted his weight and tossed the dregs of the kerosene bottle at a couple of snakes that had ventured close. One on the other side of the pit was slithering in and out of the rib cage of one of the fresher corpses. Kali kept glancing at it, and he thought about shooting it, just so she wouldn’t have to be disturbed by the image, but the bullet would go straight through its head and ricochet off the wall. Best not to stir up the rattlers until they were safely out of the pit.
“Head of security for a freighter captain?” Kali said.
Cedar snorted softly. “Something like that might work.”
“Because I’ve had your cooking, and I definitely couldn’t recommend you for galley work.”
“Good to know.” He cocked his head. “Freighter captain, huh? So this isn’t a one-time trip you’re thinking of making?”
“It started that way, with some of the Hän looking for an escape—there’s not much left for them here anymore, more disease and hunger than anything—and then me thinking that I might bring some cargo back to finance some further trips. Running freight isn’t all I’d like to do, but with all the money it’s taken to get this ship together, I’ve been realizing that getting it built won’t be the end of my journey but the start of a new one. Paying for repairs and supplies and keeping it in the air—well, we won’t be able to just fly around the world for free, not unless we take up pirating, which I’m not looking to do.”
“I reckon the difference between dreams and goals is that one has to be stoked with more than thoughts.”
Kali nodded. “I’m sure there would still be time to do some pure exploring, and I don’t know, I’ve thought about trying to learn more about the flash gold and this legacy my father left me, but running freight, it’s honest enough work, and it could take a captain—or a security chief—to some interesting places.”
“Places where Pinkerton agents wouldn’t be likely to follow?”
“The world’s a big place, I hear. Lots of other countries out there, some of them real distant from California.”
Cedar smiled again. Kali’s hands had continued to work while she spoke—while he spoke—and her grappling hook looked to be almost done. As usual, it appeared much more sophisticated than anything he would have made.
“This... isn’t the place for this, I know,” he said, “but I was wondering, when you were saying captain and security head, did you ever imagine...”
“Yes?” Kali prompted when the seconds ticked past.
A snake slithered out of the nose hole on a head that had been gnawed down to the skull. No, this wasn’t the place for this conversation. He would wait for a more appropriate moment. “Were you thinking we would be fifty-fifty on the earnings, like we have been with this bounty-hunting partnership, or do security guards rank lower on the pay schedule?”
“Hm.” Kali met his eyes, and he tried to decide if she knew what he’d truly been thinking about. “I don’t imagine security chiefs get a huge cut in normal circumstances, but as a co-owner, I expect you would be entitled to fifty percent. I’m just looking to have freedom, not to be rich, and that arrangement has worked fine for me so far.”
“It’s worked well for me too,” he said, though he couldn’t help but think he wanted more. More than a business arrangement. What they had started and stopped and started... how much did it mean to her?
She pointed her wire cutters at him. “Just don’t take that as a license to sleep on the job. With all the pirates I’ve heard about down south, I’ll need a good security man watching the skies for me.”
Cedar smiled, though not quite with all his heart, as he regretted chickening out and not asking what he’d truly meant to ask. “I understand.”
Kali stood up and handed him her grappling hook. “I also need someone who can chuck this up there and catch it on some rocks. Are you up for the task?”
“Yes, but if I pull that rockslide down on us, I hope you won’t curse me too much from the grave.” One of the snakes slithered around the edge of the pit, eyeing them. “Although at least I would bury the rattlers along with us.”
Kali thumped him in the chest with the back of her hand. “I wasn’t talking about the future with you so you could think like that. Look.” She held her hands out flat in front of her side-by-side, then tilted one down at an angle.
Cedar looked up, twenty-five feet up. “Ah, there’ll be a big crack up there now, won’t there?”
“Get to hooking it. That snake is giving you the eye.”
Cedar tied his rope to the end of the hook. “You sure he’s not eyeing you?”
“You’re a much bigger meal.”
He took some time setting up his throw, not wanting to have the hook miss and clunk back down on a snake’s head. Talk about irritating the wildlife...
He tossed the hook, aiming a bit farther behind the edge, figuring the claws could catch on the way back. It clanked as it landed on the stone floor up there. He tugged it carefully... and let out his breath when it caught.
“Easy,” Kali said.
Cedar was glad to know he made it seem so. He opened his mouth to tell her to climb up first, but a noise drifted down into the pit from above. A scrape and then a clunk. It had nothing to do with his grappling hook, which had already settled into the crack.
“Did you hear that?” Kali whispered.
Cedar nodded. “Someone is coming.”
When he had imagined setting a trap, he hadn’t been thinking of having himself in the middle of it. He shouldered his backpack and, hoping his boots still smelled of kerosene, darted over a snake to grab his katana. It had landed point down in one of the skeletal ribcages. He had no more than plucked out the weapon when an angry hiss filled the pit.
“Look out,” Kali whispered.
Though she kept her voice low, urgency flooded the words, and Cedar spun around in time to catch the snake’s head rising. Fangs flashed and the maw darted for his leg. He cut down with the blade, intercepting the attack. The katana sliced through the sinewy body, sending the head flying across the pit. It smashed into the rock wall and landed between two other coiled snakes. More rattles stirred.
Cedar would have cursed, but there was no time. He lunged for the rope.
“Hide the light and follow me up,” he whispered, already climbing.
Worried about the riled rattlers, he would have preferred to send Kali up first, but there was just as much trouble up there. He could hear footsteps now, men walking toward the pit. More than one man. The glow from the flash gold disappeared, and he felt Kali’s weight on the rope below him. By now, all the snakes were rattling, the noise reverberating off the walls.
Climb fast, he urged her mentally, wanting her out of their reach. He didn’t speak, though. Light had come into view above, the flame of lanterns, more than one.
“Someone’s got the rattlers agitated,” a man said.
“Must be excited about their dinner,” another man responded. They sounded like they had already started into the excavated tunnel. They would see Kali’s hook any moment now. He had to take them by surprise first.
Cedar paused a couple of feet below the lip, tightening his grip with his left hand, the harsh twine biting into his calluses, and eased his Winchester out with his right. He almost chose the katana, but if they spotted the hook, they might stop back in the tunnel, out of reach. The rifle was already loaded, six rounds that, thanks to Kali’s tinkering, would reload without needing to be manually chambered, something that would have been next to impossible to manage while hanging on a rope.
“Pete, what is that?”
The shadows at the top of the pit bumped and twisted as someone lifted a lantern for a better look. Cedar chose that moment to pop up with the rifle. He scarcely aimed, knowing he had to take two armed men out before they had time to notice and shoot him. No, four men. There were another two in the rear. Two had six-shooters out. Tarnation, how many peons did Cudgel have up here?
His first bullet hammered into the chest of the man with the lantern. The light flew, scattering shadows. Even with the automatic loading mechanism, a half second that seemed an eternity passed before the rifle was ready to fire again. Cedar used the time to lunge out of the pit. He wasn’t surprised to hear the cocking of a hammer, but he was ready to fire again by then. He knelt against the wall, hoping to provide a small target, and shot again.
Someone grunted in pain, but he couldn’t tell if it had been a killing blow. The lantern lay on the ground now. It hadn’t gone out, but it shed little light from its side in the dust. Someone returned fire. Cedar dropped to his belly and fired again. A bullet clanged off the wall above his head. He wished the tunnel offered some cover—maybe he should have stayed on the rope below the pit’s edge, but that was no position to fight from, and he risked kicking Kali off the rope. Another bullet scraped rock off the mountain, this one even closer to his head. Cedar caught movement beyond the fallen lantern and fired again, hoping his eyes were better adjusted to the darkness than those of these newcomers.
He rolled away from the wall and came up with his katana in hand, remembering the low ceiling at the last moment. He ducked and charged, kicking the lantern when he reached it, even as he slashed out with the blade. Darkness swallowed the tunnel at the same time as he connected with flesh. A man cried out. Cedar swung again. He had the advantage in close quarters—he could swing at anyone and meet an enemy, whereas they would have to worry about hitting each other.
Someone with a wild swing clipped his shoulder, but it was only a fist. Cedar responded with a slash at stomach level. The katana bit into clothing and flesh, drawing another cry.
Footsteps pounded in the opposite direction, someone trying to flee. Cedar didn’t want anyone reporting back to Cudgel. He charged after the man, stepping on someone else as he did so. The fallen figure didn’t cry out or respond. Dead or unconscious. That ought to be most of them, though the darkness made it hard to be certain.
The running man made it to the wan light filtering in from the cave opening. He jumped, trying to climb up the wall. The ceiling opened up, and Cedar had the room to hurl his blade. He had light enough to line up his target too. The blade wasn’t meant for throwing, but it spun across the dark cave, regardless, cutting through air and then through flesh. It struck the man in the back of the neck, the force enough that it lodged there. He stiffened, then tumbled back to the ground.
Cedar snatched his katana free and spun back toward the tunnel, sensing the light level rising there. It wasn’t the lantern. Kali was crouching in the passage, her vial of flash gold out again, its fluctuating light revealing three fallen men, none of them moving.
Her expression was hard to read. It wasn’t disapproving, exactly, but grim. She probably wished they hadn’t fallen for this trap, so this wouldn’t have been the result. All she said was, “I’m guessing they didn’t come from town.”
“They must have had a hideout much closer,” Cedar said, extending an arm to her, wanting to take her out into the daylight, away from all this carnage. “Let’s get out of here.”
“Don’t you want to... er, questioning is out, I guess. Search them?”
She was right. One of them might hold some clue as to Cudgel’s whereabouts. Questioning one of them would have been even better, but he hadn’t been in a position where he could do anything other than react. React with a great deal of accuracy, it seemed. Once that might have made him proud, but it was just part of the job now.
“I’ll handle it,” Cedar said. “Why don’t you wait outside.”
“I can—”
“They might have disturbed your bicycle.”
Kali’s eyes widened. “Tarnation, that’s right.” She hustled out of the tunnel so fast it was as if those kerosene-soaked britches had caught fire. She forgot to leave him the flash gold, so he could see. He fished out his flint and relit a lantern.
The search revealed little, a few coins, cards from one of the faro halls on Tiger Alley, a scrap of paper with a hotel room number on it. He might have found that encouraging, but a woman wearing lip paint had kissed the corner. Somehow he doubted he would locate Cudgel there.
Cedar climbed out of the cave. He would leave the rest of the investigating for the Mounties. Kali was lying in the mud by the pool, examining the SAB. To him, it appeared as if it had been ignored by the men, but someone had sabotaged it before, so he wouldn’t fault her for being thorough.
“Find anything?” she asked.
“Not unless I want to visit an available woman with low standards.”
She leaned out from beneath the vehicle and gave him a squinty look, but didn’t comment. He wondered if that meant she would be disturbed if he did seek out such a person. He hoped so.
“Guess this was all a waste,” he said.
“Maybe not. We found out a few things, didn’t we?”
“That Cudgel might be the one behind this claim-grabbing scheme, I suppose,” Cedar said, wishing again that he’d had the opportunity to question one of those men.
“And that your Sergeant Tremblay might be in bed with him.”
“That’s... not a certainty. Just because he sent us out here doesn’t mean he’s Cudgel’s man. He could have legitimately wanted this scheme investigated.”
“By you. Like I said before, I find it right suspicious that he was so eager to send me out here with you. I’ll be driving straight back to check on my cave.”
Cedar grimaced. If her work area had been plundered because she had agreed to go off with him, he would be irritated with himself—and Cudgel. “You aren’t... I mean, is your item stored in there?”
He doubted there was anyone around to overhear them, but the flash gold was so valuable and so desired by so many that he had grown accustomed to speaking of it in secret. She had long since made the flakes disappear, returning them to whatever pocket or sock the vial had come from.
“It’s not in the cave,” Kali said. “It’ll remain hidden until I’m ready to plug it into the engine.”
“Good.”
She didn’t volunteer to tell him where she had hid it, and he didn’t ask.
“But there’s a powerful lot of things that could be done to my ship to delay the building.” Kali grabbed a shovel and dumped coal into the banked fire of the steam bicycle’s small furnace. “You ready to go?”
Cedar gazed through the trees and toward the river. There was nothing else to find out here. Cudgel and the clues leading back to him, they must be in town. He would talk to Tremblay—especially if they found out someone had searched Kali’s cave—and he would check that address just in case the owner of the lip paint knew anything. He wished he could think of more, some trap of his own to lay.
“Cedar?”
“Just thinking.” He rubbed his head again. “What if... I don’t know how we could manage it since he recognizes both of us, but we just saw that couple leaving their claim. Reckon that means it’ll be for sale soon.”
Kali caught on immediately. “You want to disguise ourselves and pose as buyers?”
“Might be a way in.”
“Even if we came up with clever disguises—and we’re both distinctive enough that it would be hard—we would need money to show to someone. If your sergeant’s words are anything to go by, the price will be exorbitant, and I’ll wager some lowlife would vet the potential buyers before sending them up to see the boss.”
“A reasonable wager.”
“We would either need a pile of coin, or something else of great value.” Kali’s eyes narrowed.
Cedar shook his head. He wouldn’t ask her to risk her flash gold for his trap. She didn’t know how to make more—the secret had died with her father—and it was the fuel for her dream. “Maybe I can get lucky playing a hand of faro tonight.” Though he would have to get lucky at a lot of hands to come up with fifty thousand or whatever those claims were going for.
“I might... know someone who can help,” Kali said. “Who can convincingly pose as a rich feller, even if he’s not. And someone new to town, who isn’t known yet to be a friend of ours. It’s dangerous, so he might not be eager to work with us, but the catching of Cudgel would certainly make a good story.”
“He?” Cedar asked, an uneasiness gathering in his gut.
“Travis Andrews. And might be, if I put on a dress and a wig, I could go in with him and Cudgel wouldn’t recognize me, either.”
Kali was finishing bringing the SAB to readiness, so she didn’t see his scowl. Cedar didn’t want to involve that kid. He certainly didn’t want Kali going off with him to meet Cudgel. Even without all the men he surrounded himself with, Cudgel was a dangerous fighter. A dangerous killer.



Part IV
“I knew it.” Kali stomped around inside the airship hull, her boots thudding on the wooden innards. “Tarnation, what a mess. I knew it!”
Cedar didn’t have to crawl through the hole in the side to understand what she meant—he could see the evidence of intruders in the cave. Boxes of tools and crates of parts had been torn into, the pieces scattered across the earthen floor. The sleeping area in the back had been demolished, with bedding and clothing everywhere.
“Shall I visit Sergeant Tremblay now?” Cedar asked. “Or after you’ve finished stomping about in irritation?”
A few clumps and clanks sounded from within the craft, and Cedar was on the verge of leaving, sensing that Kali might still be cleaning and reorganizing when he returned in a couple of hours, but she appeared in the hole before he turned away. She was clenching a pair of pliers the way someone else might brandish a sword.
“I’m coming. I’ll twist off his favorite body part if he doesn’t answer our questions.”
Cedar might have laughed at this notion, but he had heard about how Kali had brought a man to his knees with those pliers. “I thought you preferred it when I handled interrogations and other necessary but oft unpleasant acts of violence.”
“Oh, you can interrogate him. Just so long as I get to twist something.” She demonstrated in the air with the tool. “Did you see what he did to my engine room?”
“It might not have been him. This looks like it may have been the work of a team. The sergeant may have been blackmailed or otherwise coerced.”
“Something he can tell us all about while I’m twisting things.” Kali stalked out of the ship, past Cedar, and to the mouth of the cave. “You coming, Cedar? Get a wiggle on.”
Though Cedar wanted nothing more than to gather information on Cudgel’s whereabouts, he was not enthused about the idea of interrogating a Mountie, or twisting anything off one. He followed Kali but hoped her anger would settle to a simmer by the time they made the walk to town.
She spotted a number of tripped booby traps on the way down the hill, though, many of them destroyed by people who had cut their way out, and she only stomped harder as she descended the path. The fading daylight didn’t slow her down, either. Even with his longer legs, Cedar had to jog from time to time to keep up.
It had grown darker by the time they reached the outskirts of town, the hour late despite the hint of light lingering on the horizon. Cedar doubted they would find the sergeant working at headquarters this late in the day and would rather face him without his fellow Mounties around, anyway.
“Where will we find him?” Kali asked. “Fort Herchmer?”
“The sergeants and some of the officers are actually in a boarding house until new quarters can be built. The barracks can’t hold the full complement of men that have been moved into the area.”
“Good, we don’t have to charge into the fort to get our man.”
“Just a boarding house full of Mounties who might not appreciate one of their sergeants being molested.”
“If he didn’t want to be molested, he shouldn’t have set us up,” Kali said.
Cedar wished she would stop waving the pliers around. He wouldn’t mind if she wanted to twist body parts off a known criminal, but a Mountie who had been on the force for years... that was going to mean some delicacy had to be employed. Nonetheless, Cedar led her through the muddy streets of Dawson toward the hotels and boarding houses. He didn’t know the sergeant well enough to know his room location, but they stopped a young constable in the foyer and asked him.
The man gave Kali’s pliers a curious look—she was twirling them now—but responded. “Upstairs on the left, the door after the bear head mounted on the wall.”
“Thank you,” Kali said.
Cedar tipped his hat and jogged past her to head up the stairs first, ostensibly to protect her from trouble in a gentlemanly manner, but mostly to protect the sergeant. Kali grumbled something under her breath but didn’t otherwise complain.
They strode down the wood-floored hall, passing several doors—and several animal-head trophies mounted on the walls—before stopping at the specified room. Cedar knocked politely. Kali gave him a withering why-aren’t-we-smashing-through-his-door look, but thankfully didn’t start prying the hinges off when the sergeant didn’t answer right away.
“I can’t get in trouble with the law here,” Cedar whispered. “Not again. I can’t catch Cudgel if I’m among the willows.”
Some of the bluster faded from Kali’s face, and she slid the pliers into a pocket of her overalls. “Sorry, I know. I understand. I just get... wrathy when someone gets the upper hand with me.”
Cedar managed a smile. “No, you get wrathy when someone throws your tools around.”
“They were in the mud, Cedar. The mud.” Kali knocked again, not quite as diffidently as he had, but she didn’t tear off any hinges. “Too late for supper. Is he the sort to carouse with the girls of the line after he lures innocent men and women to traps?”
Cedar leaned his ear to the door, but didn’t hear anything. He tried the knob, though he expected it to be locked. It wasn’t.
Footsteps sounded on the stairs, so he didn’t open the door. He clasped his hands behind his back and merely stood in the hallway as a uniformed Mountie strode onto the floor, his hat in his hand, a Springfield propped over his shoulder. He yawned and nodded toward them.
“Evening, Cedar. Ms. McAlister.”
Cedar recognized the corporal but didn’t remember his name. “Evening,” he responded with a nod.
“I’m just in from the mail run, if you can believe it. Mail. Not what I signed on for, that’s for sure.”
“Not enough postal employees to handle all the newcomers?” Cedar guessed, though he silently willed the man to go into his room, so he and Kali could get on about their errand.
“That’s right, so naturally the police get to handle it.” The man shook his head ruefully. “You here to see Tremblay?”
Tremblay’s door, at the moment. “Yes,” Cedar said.
“Tell him he still owes me five dollars.” The corporal unlocked a door beside a mountain lion’s mounted head and ducked into his own room.
“Will do,” Cedar said.
“They know me?” Kali whispered after the door shut.
“Your saving the city from that burning airship last month left a powerful impression in people’s minds.”
From the twist to Kali’s lips, it wasn’t clear she thought that was entirely a good thing. Probably because she knew she had caused the airship to catch fire and be in danger of crashing in the first place. Well, better to be a mistaken hero than a mistaken criminal, he could attest to that.
“Let’s check the room—even if he’s gone there might be a clue or two.” Cedar pushed open the door.
There weren’t any lamps lit inside, but a hint of twilight’s fading light seeped in through the window, letting him make out furnishings and a few other shapes. He didn’t need his eyes, however, to know that Sergeant Tremblay hadn’t left the room after all—and he wasn’t going to be able to pay back his debt to the corporal. The scent of blood stung the air, and his nose led him to a dark shape on the floor.
Maybe it wasn’t Tremblay. Maybe someone had attacked the sergeant, he had defended himself, and then he had gone to tell... no, he would have warned everyone on the floor if something like that had happened.
“Is that blood?” Kali whispered from the threshold. A moment later, she stepped inside with a lamp pilfered from the hall. The light confirmed Cedar’s suspicions.
Still in uniform, the sergeant lay dead on the floor, his throat slit by a blade.
After a quick search of the room to make sure they were alone, Cedar knelt and checked the body. “Happened a couple hours ago. He got his blade out—” he pointed to a dropped utility knife, “—but someone got him from behind. He was facing the door, so someone was in the room waiting or maybe came through the window.” The window was closed now, but that didn’t mean the murderer hadn’t come in that way originally. And then walked out through the front door? Brazen.
“We better report this before someone thinks we’re responsible,” Kali said.
“Yes.” Cedar didn’t want a Mountie to walk in on him standing over the body, but at the same time... He took another lap around the room, hoping for a clue. Had Cudgel or one of his men done this? But why kill someone they had blackmailed or otherwise finagled to their side? To ensure the sergeant couldn’t talk?
Cedar poked through a clothes trunk of uniforms, checked around the window, and finally joined Kali at the door. Thus far, all he had found was Tremblay’s belongings. “Let’s—”
He stopped. In turning toward the hallway, Kali had moved the lamp, and something tiny on the floor glinted ever so slightly. Cedar crouched and swiped his finger through several granules of a coarse powder. It was almost like salt, except next to the light, it had a pale bluish sheen, cobalt he would call it. He rubbed the granules between his fingers, and some of them broke. A faint oily wetness coated his skin.
“Odd,” he murmured.
A door creaked open. Cedar could have hidden, but Kali, halfway into the hallway nodded at someone. She had already been seen.
“You’re going to want to see this, mister,” she said.
The man who stepped into view was wearing his nightclothes rather than a uniform, but Cedar recognized him anyway, a sergeant who worked with Tremblay. He halted in front of the doorway and gaped inside.
“What happened?”
“We don’t know,” Cedar said. “He asked us to head up the Bonanza and investigate some of the claims today. We came to report back and...” He extended a hand toward the body.
Kali looked at him over her shoulder, perhaps wondering why he hadn’t given the whole truth, but she didn’t say anything.
“I... I’ll get his superior.” The man hustled out of sight.
“Do we stay or do we go?” Kali asked.
“They’ll probably want to talk to us.”
“I’m sorry, was that supposed to answer my question?”
Cedar snorted. “You’ve got magnifying tools, don’t you? Want to grab a few samples of this powder to take a look at...” He stared at his fingers. The tips were... He didn’t know what to call it. He could see the floor through them. Invisible. The tips of his fingers were invisible. He blinked his eyes, sure they were fooling them.
“I wonder if Amelia is back in town,” Kali said, her gaze toward his fingers as well.
“You see it?” He touched the invisible digits with his other hand. He could still feel them; he just couldn’t see them.
“I don’t see it, I think you mean.”
Cedar was too stunned to come up with a response.



Part V
The next morning, Cedar followed Kali through town and toward the newspaper office where her new friend worked. He had barely slept, partially because the police had kept them up late with questions, but also because his mind had been whirring with the possibilities of a powder that could make a man invisible. His fingers had returned to normal when he had washed them, but land sakes... if Cudgel had this... magic—he didn’t know what else to call it—was it possible he’d always had it? That could explain so much. So many times Cedar had come close to catching him, only to have him disappear.
They walked along the mud-crusted boardwalk to the Klondike Chronicle and into the front room. There were three desks and a couple of filing cabinets, all built from rough-hewn wood clearly of local origins. Cedar glimpsed the printing press through an open door and wondered how much time and effort had gone into getting the bulky contraption up to Dawson.
“Help you, sir?” the man at the desk closest to the door asked.
“We’re looking for Travis Andrews,” Kali said, before Cedar could answer. He wasn’t sure he would have answered anyway. He hadn’t liked this plan from the start, mostly because he couldn’t be a part of it, and he liked it even less now that Tremblay was dead. Cudgel seemed to be one step ahead of them at every turn.
“In the back.”
Kali led the way. They found the young man on his hands and knees, cleaning the press with a rag. He jumped out when she walked in and stuffed the oil-stained cloth in a pocket.
“Kali,” he blurted. “I was just... ah, cleaning helps me think. I come back here when I’m working on story ideas.”
Cedar hadn’t shut the door, and someone out front snorted. As the newcomer, Andrews was low man on the totem pole, was he? Cedar admitted a touch of satisfaction at this revelation.
“If that’s true,” Kali said, “you should come up to my cave. I’ve got plenty that needs cleaning.” She scowled. “Plenty.”
Cedar’s satisfaction evaporated at the invitation—and at the fact that Andrews perked up at it.
“Might be I can slip away on the weekend to help you out, Ms. Kali.”
“The plan,” Cedar said.
Kali shot him an I’ll-do-this-in-my-own-time-thank-you look. “Travis, are you interested in finding an important story to cover for the paper?”
“Always,” he said.
“It would be dangerous. We could use your help to trap a criminal.”
“I’m interested.” Travis blinked a couple of times. “Er, we?”
Kali nodded toward Cedar. Cedar wondered if the kid had even noticed him walk in.
“Oh, uhm, right.”
Kali took Travis’s arm and led him away from the door. “Here’s what we’re planning.”
Cedar was about to kick the door shut to ensure the reporters out front didn’t overhear, but one of the men was asking, “Help you, sir?” again.
When Cedar checked to see who had come in, his stomach clenched with unease. A Mountie sergeant had walked in, one who had been part of the questioning the night before. Two constables waited on the boardwalk outside, rifles cradled in their arms. Cedar forced his face to remain neutral when the man’s eyes met his.
“Cedar, the commissioner wants to see you.”
The commissioner? He had spoken to the old one a few times, but a new fellow, Sam Steele, had taken office a couple of weeks before, and Cedar hadn’t met him yet. The nervous way the constables were holding their rifles added to his unease.
“Is it an optional meeting?” he asked.
The sergeant grimaced. “No.”
“I see.” Cedar was reluctant to leave Kali with the young reporter—who knew what dangerous scheme they would come up with?—but it was clear he had little choice.
“Want me to come with you?” Kali asked quietly.
Yes, Cedar thought. “No. Figure out the plan. I’ll be back as soon as I’m done.”
“Want me to rescue you if you get arrested?”
The sergeant’s eyebrow twitched.
“I’m not going to get arrested,” Cedar said. “I haven’t done anything wrong.” Of course, he hadn’t done anything wrong in California, either, yet he had the Pinkerton detectives hunting him down....
“Was that a no to the rescue?” Kali whispered, her eyes serious.
“Better make sure your airship is finished before you run afoul of the law,” Cedar murmured, then waved a goodbye and followed the sergeant out to the boardwalk.
Though he was supposedly going to see the commissioner for a chat, Cedar couldn’t help but notice how the two constables walked behind him as escorts. At least no one suggested he give up his weapons. Maybe the Mounties simply wanted clarification about what had gone on in that cave up Bonanza Creek. He had given the location the night before, during the Tremblay questioning.
Cedar followed his guide the few blocks to the in-town NWMP headquarters and to an office at the back of the building. Commissioner Sam Steele sat in a chair, his rifle disassembled for cleaning. Cedar hadn’t seen the man before, but he had heard of his reputation and knew him to be experienced, with more than twenty years in the military and the Mounties. His mustache and hair were more gray than brown, but Cedar judged Steele could still handle himself in a fight.
“Sir,” he said carefully.
“Leave us.” Steele waved to the sergeant and the constables.
The way the sergeant hesitated told Cedar much. Something had happened, and he had gone from trusted ally to... he was about to find out what.
The door shut. Steele had the barrel of his rifle between his legs, his bore brush out to clean the interior, but he opened a drawer and pulled out a folder. He tossed it on the desk and went back to working on the weapon.
Cedar hesitated before approaching, not positive that had been an invitation to peruse the contents, but his curiosity eventually tugged him closer. He peeled back the folder and spotted his name, Cedar Kartes on the first page. He knew right then that the Americans had caught up with him. He had never given the Mounties more than “Cedar.”
“I inherited that file with my new position, among others,” Steele said.
So the Mounties had known about his history for some time?
“My predecessor apparently thought you were useful enough to let roam free.”
“I caught a lot of known criminals for him,” Cedar said carefully, wondering what was on the commissioner’s mind. He would have arrested Cedar already if that were the plan.
“So I’ve heard. Is that what you were doing at that cave? Catching known criminals?”
“The cave on Bonanza Creek? Your men found it?”
“And the newly dead men in it, yes.” Steele set the brush aside and stared hard into Cedar’s eyes.
“Those men were the ones trapping innocent prospectors inside, prospectors who refused to sell their claims, and then setting them up to die. Your people must have seen the bones—the snakes.”
“It’s an ambiguous scene,” Steele said. “The men you killed don’t—didn’t—have criminal records. They were all Canadians as well.”
“Working for the murderer, Cudgel Conrad,” Cedar said sturdily, though he had long since caught the gist of the conversation and worried this new commissioner had already made up his mind about him.
“So you say.”
“Even if there’s no evidence to prove they were, I was merely defending myself. They had trapped us in a pit full of rattlesnakes.”
“There were no snakes there when my men arrived,” Steele said, his tone suggesting he believed there never had been.
For a moment, Cedar didn’t have a response. Had more of Cudgel’s men come out and somehow removed the snakes before the Mounties arrived? He couldn’t imagine that would be easy or could be done quickly, but why would Steele lie? Or was it one of his men who had lied to him?
“Did you go out there yourself, sir?” Cedar asked.
“No.”
Cedar searched for a way to suggest the commissioner hadn’t received an accurate report without calling his men liars. But Steele spoke again first.
“Listen, Kartes. I was of a mind to have you shot or deported, but many of my people spoke highly of you, and nobody is quite certain what happened with Tremblay or out in that cave, so I’m not planning to take action against you.” Yet, Steele’s pause added. “But stay out of trouble. I suggest you put your weapons away and find peaceable work. You’re a big boy. You can be someone’s porter.”
Cedar found his lips forming the word porter in silent disbelief. He forced himself to say nothing more than, “I will consider it, sir.” Then he walked out of the office.
Porter. Tarnation.



Part VI
Cedar leaned against the wall at the mouth of Kali’s cave, gazing out at the Yukon River and the sprawling mess of mud, tents, and buildings that was Dawson. The buzz of the lumber mills—there seemed to be more of them every week—drifted up the hill, reminding him, as it always did, of his youth, of playing with his brother outside his grandfather’s mill. He wondered if it was still in operation, if—
“Cedar?” Kali walked out of the back of the cave wearing a dress and a wig, the brown curls falling to her shoulders. “What do you think?”
Cedar shook his head slowly. “While I’m sure it’s a fine and fashionable look, Cudgel isn’t one to forget a face. He’ll see through that.”
“I thought I could get some makeup to paint up my face.” She flexed her fingers. “Maybe my skin too, so I look like a white girl.”
“I don’t think that’ll be enough.”
“No? Any other suggestions?” Kali asked.
“Yes. Forget the costume. There’s no reason why a couple would be more believable than a single man as a buyer of a claim. Send the boy in alone.”
“It’s not about believability; it’s about us being there to guide him and help him if something happens.”
“We can wait right outside. Andrews can give us a signal if he needs us, and we’ll charge in.”
“Charge in? We don’t even know where the meeting is going to be.”
Or if there would be one. Kali had left the contacting of those selling the claims to Andrews, yet another part of the plan Cedar wasn’t pleased with. Supposedly, as a journalist, he knew how to talk to the right people and get the right information. Cedar questioned how much of a journalist he was at this point; he’d looked more like the paper’s janitor when they had walked in. Errand boy, at the best.
“Travis said to come down and see him this afternoon. He promised he’d have a meeting set up by then.”
Cedar kept his thoughts about the kid’s ability to get a meeting to himself. He also decided not to mention that he had considered following Andrews around and spying on him as he attempted to contact someone high up in the Honest and Earnest Holding Company.
“Any luck learning more about that powder?” Cedar asked instead. Studying it—and how to counteract its effects—would probably be more useful than dressing up in costumes.
Kali removed the wig and tossed it onto a crate. “I don’t have a microscope or anything that might let me take a guess as to the substance’s nature. Based on my dealings with the flash gold, and what I remember from the gadgets that alchemist made, I did get a similar... otherworldly sense from the powder. That’s about all I can say, though. Once you get away from the mechanical, you’re outside of my area of knowledge.” And interest, the quick twist to her lips said. “But I know what you’re really asking, and I came up with something that might help if you have an idea of where your invisible prey is standing.” She walked over to her workbench and picked up something that reminded him of a cross between the potato launcher she had once made and a blow gun he had seen in the tropics. “It’s air-powered,” Kali said. “It shoots out pellets full of white powder that burst open upon impact.”
“So if I were to strike an invisible object...” Cedar felt idiotic talking about invisible objects, but the proof had been on his fingers, and hadn’t he seen Kali’s flash gold magic in action several times? Scarce as real magic might be in the world, it did exist.
“Or even if you were to hit the wall close to said invisible object,” she said, “the powder would go everywhere—it’s like chalk dust—and you should be able to see the outline of the figure.”
“Excellent.” Cedar ran a hand along the weapon, wondering what his brother would have thought of some of the strange devices Kali had made him. Would he have found them honorable tools to employ against outlaws? Or cheats of a sort? Andre had always been one to face a man for a fair fight, not pull out tricks to get the upper hand. Of course, that had gotten him killed. If there was a way to be an honorable man and survive in a land full of cheats and villains, Cedar hadn’t figured it out yet.
“You all right?” Kali asked.
“Hm?”
“You seem pensive.”
“I was admiring the weapon,” Cedar said.
“With the same thoughtful look that you were gazing out over the valley with?” She raised her eyebrows. Something in her frank expression made him think she had said his name more than once before she had walked up. He didn’t usually give in to reminiscing about the past, not when enemies might be sneaking up on him at any time. It was odd, he supposed.
“I was thinking of my brother. He’s... been in my mind a lot today.” Since his talk with Commissioner Steele, to be more accurate.
“Maybe because you know you’re finally going to get the man who killed him.”
“That must be it.”
Kali frowned at him. “You don’t sound certain.”
“No.” Cedar gazed out at Dawson again, this time toward the center of town where the Mounties had their local headquarters. “I’m not quite sure how to explain. Having the Pinkertons after me, it’s been a pain, but... it didn’t bother me that much, being mistaken for a criminal in the United States. That’s not my country, so it doesn’t seem that real, I guess. This Commissioner Steele, though, he could decide I’m a criminal here, in the Dominion of Canada. If that happened, I’d never be able to go home again. My parents are both gone, but I have cousins and uncles and grandparents back east, and... I guess I assumed I would be able to walk back into town and let everyone know that I had avenged Andre’s death.”
“What do you mean Steele is thinking of making you a criminal?” Kali asked. “What’ve you done that’s illegal?”
“Apparently the men who came to check on us in the cave, the men I killed, weren’t known criminals or gangsters. I know they were working for Cudgel, but... I don’t think the Mounties even know Cudgel is here. Steele found the cave suspicious.”
“Suspicious? If we had been doing anything except defending ourselves, why would you have told the Mounties about the cave in the first place? He’s not thinking. And what about the snakes?”
“The snakes weren’t there when his men checked.”
“What? You’re telling me someone came behind and fished all of those ornery things out?” Kali jammed a fist against her hip. “Maybe the Mounties this commissioner sent out weren’t reporting the truth. If Cudgel is the mastermind we think he is, he’s probably already got people paid off in this town.”
“Possibly.” Cedar couldn’t see any good coming of suggesting that to Steele.
“Well, I don’t want to see you tagged as a criminal, but even if it happened, once the airship is finished and we can go wherever we want...” Kali shrugged. “There’s a whole world out there. I reckon we could keep you away from those who want to hang you. You could send a letter back to your kin if nothing else.”
Cedar tried to smile—truly, he appreciated that she would still want to take him with her—but she would become a target as well if she were an accomplice to an outlaw. He wouldn’t want to see her in trouble because of him. She had enough trouble already, with people after her for the flash gold.
“You’re not finding that as comforting as I had hoped.” Kali’s expression grew hard to read. Wistful? Sad?
“I’m appreciative that you would consider an outlaw as a security captain, but—” Cedar poked at a divot in the cave wall. “I don’t know if I told you, but my ma and pa died when I was about eleven. Grandpa and Grandma were still around, and Andre and I stayed with them. I didn’t have any interest in going into the mill business that Grandpa kept trying to groom me for. Somehow Andre got out of that, mostly because he was a good hunter. He went out and provided for the family. I ran off, rode the trains, stole here and there... mostly food and little things, but I reckon it might have turned to more if not for my brother. He came after me, dragged me home, and started taking me off with him, hunting in the fall and trap runs in the winter. He taught me to track, to trap and shoot, to survive off the land. He talked to Grandpa when I was too much a coward to, and suggested an apprentice for the mill, someone outside of the family. He said we were both going to become Mounties, so we couldn’t work for him. I hadn’t much thought about wanting to be a lawman, but it sounded more glamorous than sawing boards.” Cedar shook his head at the memory of his childhood notions. “I helped him study for the exams, and by the time he went off, I was sure I would follow after him.”
“So he’s basically the one who turned you into a good man,” Kali said.
“A law-abiding one, anyway. I feel like if, in seeking to kill Cudgel and avenge Andre, I become a criminal... I will have failed him. Failed everything.”
Kali blew out a long breath, then took his hand and leaned against him. Cedar closed his eyes, appreciating her closeness, that he had someone now that he could say these things to. For so long, his road had been a solo one, and there had been nobody except the coyotes to hear his laments.
“Don’t think I’ve gone and skipped a cog,” Kali said, “but suppose... just suppose, you didn’t kill Cudgel. What if you walked away from Dawson and from Cudgel and went on about your life?”
Cedar gazed down at the top of her head. He knew she was playing Devil’s Advocate more than anything, but he couldn’t entertain the notion, not for a moment. “Then he wins.”
“Are you sure your brother would have wanted you to spend so many years of your life chasing after his revenge? He doesn’t sound the vengeful sort.”
“He wasn’t.”
Kali looked up at him. “Then why...?”
“I’m not as good a man as he was. I can’t let it go. I can’t let Cudgel continue walking the Earth, not after all the evil he’s done. I have to stop him. Permanently.”
“Even if it means he turns you into an outlaw in your own home in the process?”
“I hope it won’t come to that, but yes.” Cedar watched her eyes, hoping he wouldn’t find disappointment there. Did she want him to forget Cudgel? Was she afraid that, even together, they wouldn’t be a match for the wily criminal? He couldn’t walk away from this quest, not for anyone. He hoped she understood.
“All right,” Kali said. “I had to ask, just because you seem a touch conflicted yourself.”
“I know.”
“And I want you to know... uhm—” her gaze dropped to the ground, “—whatever happens, I know you’re not an outlaw.”
“Good,” he whispered.
Cedar rubbed the back of her hand, wondering if she might like a physical demonstration of just how good he considered her words. But she was still studying the ground, as uncomfortable with admitting to feelings as he was—even more so. She hadn’t let go of his hand, though. Maybe...
He lifted his fingers and brushed her cheek. “Kali?”
She met his eyes. “Yes?”
Kiss her? Or ask her if she was willing to commit to him and him alone? And make it clear he wanted to do the same. “I—”
One of the alarm bells dinged.
Her attention shifted to it, and the hillside below. She pulled away from him, and Cedar sighed, his shoulders slumping.
“I see you reset the alarms.”
“Yes,” Kali said, ran a couple of steps, and picked up her Winchester. The determined set of her jaw suggested nobody else better try to come in and ravage her workshop.
“Hello?” a tentative call came from a hundred meters down the hill. “Kali?”
She lowered the rifle. “That’s Travis.”
Cedar supposed he shouldn’t be annoyed that the person who had interrupted their moment wasn’t someone he could shoot. He went back to leaning against the stone wall as the young reporter snapped every twig on the trail on his way up to the cave. He was out of breath when he arrived, with his spectacles askew and fir needles sticking out of his hair.
“Kali.” He smiled, lifting a hand toward her, then noticed Cedar in the shadows. “And, er, Cedar. Greetings.”
Well, at least the kid was using his name. “Andrews,” Cedar said by way of return greeting and gave a nod. Though he was skeptical as to whether Travis Andrews could truly help snare Cudgel, the kid had agreed to help them. Or help Kali, anyway.
“Any news?” Kali asked.
“Yes.” Andrews puffed his chest out. “I’ve set up a meeting.”
“With Cudgel?” Cedar asked.
“I’m not sure who it’ll be with, but I did a little research, found a contact, and mentioned my father and his holdings—and that he might be interested in purchasing a proven claim. I have a meeting at that new sawmill tonight. The holding company owns it.” He smiled at Kali and waved to her dress—that better be what he was waving at down there. “Are you planning to come with me? To pose as my... lady friend?”
“No,” Cedar said.
“I’ll come if you want me to,” Kali told Andrews, “but Cudgel has seen me before, and we think he may recognize me, costumes notwithstanding.”
“We.” Andrews glanced at Cedar, though he was careful not to hold gazes or make his stance challenging. “I see. You want me to go in there alone?”
“No, of course not,” Kali said. “This isn’t even your fight.”
It wasn’t hers, either, Cedar thought, wondering if he should be involving her at all, but he had already tangled with Cudgel and lost so many times... he feared he needed her help.
“Tell us when the meeting is,” Kali went on, “and we’ll arrive first and set up some traps. We’ll wait right outside, or maybe inside if we can stay out of sight, and be there if anything goes wrong. Right?” Kali turned to meet Cedar’s eyes.
Cedar wondered if it was a sign that he had been thinking of his grandfather’s mill and that it turned out this meeting would be at a mill. And if it was a sign, was it a good one? Or... an ominous one? Cedar also wondered if someone had seen Andrews mosey on up to the cave. Since he had the stealth of an elephant on a rampage, if he had beelined up here right after his meeting, it wouldn’t have been hard for someone to follow him.
Kali and Andrews were staring at him, waiting for an answer.
Cedar sighed, knowing he would go to that meeting no matter what reservations he had. If there was a chance, however slim, that Cudgel would be there... “Yes.”
“Does he always talk this much?” Andrews whispered.
“He doesn’t get chatty until you’ve blown up a few enemies together. And bedrolls.”
Cedar snorted. “It’s called a Euklisia Rug.”
“I... see. Well, the meeting is supposed to be at seven. That’s why I hurried up here to let you know. I’ll have to get back to town if I’m going to change and make it.”
“What’s wrong with what you’re wearing?” Kali asked. “Aside from the mud spatters?”
“It doesn’t exactly say wealth. I have other clothes that will be more appropriate, more believable. My age is already going to make it challenging, but I’ll pretend I’m there to represent my father’s interests.” Andrews smiled at her. He did that a lot.
“Good,” Kali said. “Thank you.”
“I think they’ve heard of him,” Andrews went on. “His name is probably the reason they agreed to the meeting. Grandfather did quite well back in the California gold rush, and Father invested a lot of it down in San Francisco.”
In other words, the kid had a rich family. Cedar watched Kali for her reaction, wondering if she had already known and if that was why she had thought to employ Andrews in this ruse. Maybe not. He seemed to be making a point to let them know. And he was watching Kali for a reaction too. Hoping to impress her? He must not have figured out that she would be more impressed by a man whose father was an engineer. Though, if she were to marry someone with money, she wouldn’t have to worry about scrimping and scraping to buy the parts for her airship... Not that Cedar could see her marrying any time soon. Why was he worrying about this now, anyway? She hadn’t given any indication that she thought anything of Andrews’s interest in her.
“Good,” Kali said. “That’ll make this meeting more plausible. We’ll show up early and be around to keep you out of trouble.”
“Ah, you’re sure you wouldn’t want to accompany me into the meeting?” Andrews asked. “Your... strongman can wait outside. I’m sure with your quick mind, you would be able to react instantly to trouble inside. I also doubt very much that your Cudgel will be the one to meet with us. Some high-up lackey of his is most likely what we can expect. You shouldn’t have to worry about him recognizing you.”
Kali hesitated.
“What makes you want her to come with you so badly?” Cedar asked, reminded of the trap Tremblay had set for the two of them. It wasn’t possible this scrawny newspaper kid was working for Cudgel, too, was it? If his family had money, he shouldn’t be easy to bribe, but there were other ways to force a man into a certain line of work.
Andrews lifted his hands. “Nothing, I just sensed she might want to come.” He waved to the dress.
Kali looked into Cedar’s eyes. He didn’t know if she read the suspicion and disapproval there, but she eventually said, “Nah, I’d be more comfortable coming up against these brutes in my regular clothes.” She patted her thigh where a pocket would have been if she had been in her trousers.
“I understand,” Andrews said. “Will you at least walk me back down the hill, so I don’t trip any more of your traps?”
“Yes.” Kali took his arm and led him outside. “Let’s rehearse what you’re planning to tell them too.”
Cedar watched them walk out together and wished again he had found time to ask Kali his question.



Part VII
As the shadows hugged the river, Cedar placed his last trap at the side door to the sawmill, a tripwire combined with some of the grease from one of Kali’s balls. It would do little more than slow down someone exiting from that direction, but that should be all he needed. He patted the side of his rifle. He had already staked out an observation spot for himself on the roof, and Kali had said she would watch from the stairs next to the side door, where a small window offered a view of the interior. The door itself was locked—they had already checked it. Too bad, because it seemed to open into a dark niche inside, half hidden by steam machinery.
Seven p.m. was approaching, but the large circular saws still buzzed in the mill, powered by a steam engine that clanked and whirred. The logs corralled in the river and the countless lanterns burning in the building suggested the operation would run through the night. Twilight wouldn’t come for a while, but the shadows had grown long in town. Cedar would have preferred full darkness, since it was easier to hide and spy that way.
“This isn’t what I expected for a meeting place,” Kali said, standing on a crate to peer through the window. “Who goes to a mill to buy land? If you don’t offer a fair price, the owner could put your head under a saw until you get more agreeable.”
“Might be that’s a deliberate part of their negotiation strategy. Also...” Cedar waved down the alley. The front of it turned onto a main street, but the back ended at the river, where a couple of boats were tied to docks. “They’ve got an easy escape if the Mounties come to investigate.”
“Either way, I’d feel bad if I got Travis sawn in half like that log there.” Kali pointed through the window, though he could hear the grinding of wood without looking.
“We won’t let that happen.” This wasn’t the only exit Cedar had booby-trapped, and he had a few other tricks as well. Though, he had to admit, this wasn’t the first time he had set up a trap for Cudgel. His other ones had failed, or simply not been good enough to hold the criminal.
“Good.” Kali offered a quick smile. “He’s the only reporter who was interested in writing up my airship.” The smile didn’t quite mask the concern in her eyes.
Cedar doubted that concern was born of anything more than friendship, but the tiniest bit of him wondered if maybe he had something to worry about. She wouldn’t have offered Andrews a position on her airship, too, would she have?
“Better keep him alive then,” was all he said. “You’ll need an ally to pull off your Tom Sawyer scheme.”
“That’s the truth. I’m not nearly as charismatic as Twain’s characters.”
Cedar nodded toward the eaves. “I’m going to head up to the roof to watch for their approach. You need anything?”
He couldn’t imagine what she might need—in addition to carrying her Winchester, her pockets bulged, and a stuffed satchel hung across her torso—but it seemed polite to offer.
“I’ve got everything I need.” Kali patted the satchel. She wore boots, buckskin trousers, and a cotton work shirt rather than the dress, and looked the more comfortable for it. “You be careful up there. You’re a touch back-heavy.” She waved to the katana, rifle, and the pellet-shooting gun, all of which he had strapped to his back so he could climb. His pockets bulged, too, with the smoke nuts and net-throwing balls she had made for him.
“I can carry a lot on my back.”
Her lips twisted wryly. “I’ve noticed.”
He started for the stairs, so he could boost himself up to the roof, but she caught his hand first. Kali stood on her tiptoes for a kiss, not a peck on the cheek, but a fiery, full-on-the-lips kiss that made the mercury in his thermometer shoot to the top. He suddenly wished it were three hours from now, Cudgel were taken care of, and they could find a room in one of the nicer hotels in town.
Kali dropped to her heels, though she didn’t release his hand. “Be careful.”
The intensity of her words—and the kiss—made him ashamed of his doubts about her and Andrews. It also reminded him that this wasn’t some simple hunt against a foe he knew he could take down. If Cudgel was inside somewhere, lurking in the shadows under a layer of invisibility powder, this could be the culmination of Cedar’s years of hunting, one way or another.
“I will be,” he whispered and pulled her into a hug. It was almost seven. There wasn’t time for more. “You be careful too. If things get hot in there... pull out. Don’t risk yourself. Not for my fight.” He almost told her to pull out now, to wait somewhere safe, but he’d already asked her if she wanted to do that, and she had refused, saying she had to look after her future security chief. Besides, he couldn’t think of anyone else he would rather have at his back.
Maybe he should tell her that. Maybe he should tell her everything. Cedar stared into her eyes, groping for words.
She smiled, breaking the intensity of their eye contact. She swatted him on the rump and stepped back. “Better get going, bounty hunter.”
Cedar swallowed the words he hadn’t been able to find then smiled, too, and tipped an imaginary hat. “Yes, ma’am.”
He climbed the stairs, hopped over the greasy patch, and onto the far railing. The craftsmanship was shoddy, and it wobbled beneath his weight, but not before he jumped off and caught the lip of the roof. He pulled himself up, careful not to land heavily on the cedar shingles, though, with all the saws buzzing inside, it probably wouldn’t have mattered. Crouching, he climbed up the slanted roof, staying on the alley side so nobody from the street would see him. His plan was to watch the street from his belly, but he noticed a circular vent with wood slats on the wall beneath the peak of the A-style frame. Access to an attic or loft? Spying from inside might be preferable than spying from the roof. Depending on the layout and the number of people working, he might even be able to snoop around before Andrews and those he was meeting arrived. Then he could find an ideal place from which to spy on the conversation—and capture whoever was coming to sell Andrews a nearly stolen claim. Maybe he might chance upon an invisible figure observing from some corner as well...
Kali was watching him. He pointed at the vent, then lowered his torso over the edge to see if he could open it from there. If he hadn’t had a long torso, he wouldn’t have had a chance of reaching it, but he was able to slip his knife under the flashing and pry at it in several spots. His leverage wasn’t the best, but he wasn’t particularly worried about damaging the vent. It soon popped off under his assault, and he managed to catch it before it fell, though he had to lunge for it and almost upset his perch. Falling off a roof—that was the kind of athleticism that impressed a woman, yes.
But Kali wasn’t watching anymore, anyway. She had crept to the front of the alley to peek around the corner toward the street. She might be looking at anything—one of Commissioner Steele’s first moves had been to force the tents and squatters away from the docks, but there was still a lot of foot traffic along that street at all hours of the day—but her interest in that direction might mean that Andrews was coming too. Better hurry.
Cedar attempted to turn himself into a snake and slither off the roof and through the hole. It wasn’t that big—and he wasn’t a snake. He had to contort himself to keep from falling, then clunked his weapons against the frame, and finally almost fell onto the wooden floor inside. He hoped Kali hadn’t seen that move, either. Apparently big men and attic vents mixed about as well as fire and turpentine.
He rose to a crouch, finding himself in more of a loft than an attic. Numerous crates full of tools and spare parts filled the space, which stretched halfway across the building and overlooked stacks of lumber piled against the front walls below. Fine wood dust coated everything in the loft. Cedar breathed through his mouth so the particles floating in the air wouldn’t cause him to sneeze.
He tugged the vent into place behind him, then crept toward the edge of the loft. It might not be dark out yet, but the mill’s interior was dim, even with the numerous lanterns mounted on the walls and posts. The boiler, furnace, and engine powering the blade lay beneath the loft on the river side of the mill. The machinery created deep shadows, and he quickly identified it as a spot where he could hide if he was careful. Several workers moved about down there. They were busy maneuvering the logs onto the rails leading to the big circular saw, and nobody was looking up. More piles of lumber were stacked along other walls, and dunes of sawdust littered the floor around the saw. The men working near the blade wore bandanas over their mouths and noses.
Little light made its way up to the loft, making it a decent place from which to spy. A couple of doors in the corner near the front wall drew his gaze. One or both ought to be the foreman’s or owner’s office, places where someone like Cudgel might lurk to observe the meeting. Also places where there could be paperwork that would tie the criminal to this place—the mill hadn’t been open more than a few weeks. In fact, Cedar was quite certain it had opened after Cudgel came to town.
He drummed his fingers on a dusty floorboard. Investigate now, or wait? If Kali had seen something in the street, Andrews and those he was meeting with might walk in at any second. That might distract the workers, making it easier for Cedar to creep into those rooms without being noticed.
A few moments passed without anyone coming in the front door, and he made his decision. Cedar watched the flow of workers for a moment, then flipped down from above, landing lightly on the wood floor near the wall.
Both of the doors were open, but the offices inside were dark, the foreman having likely gone home for the day. One full of filing cabinets and shelves appeared to be more for storage, so Cedar slipped into the other, the shadows swallowing him from view by anyone who might glance in that direction.
The office was empty save for a desk, chairs, cabinets, and—he sniffed—a tin of something that smelled like fish eggs. In the dark, he couldn’t see more than the outlines of the furnishings, but his nose guided him to a little table where he identified caviar, a box of cigars, and a wine bottle. Perhaps the Honest and Earnest Holding Company treated its rich clients to fancy victuals after the deal was signed. Or maybe the foreman was expecting an important guest later... Cedar had been following Cudgel long enough to know he had expensive tastes.
Though he didn’t have a sensation of being watched, he walked around the office, sticking his hand into the corners and listening for the footsteps of someone moving out of the way. It made him feel silly, but he had seen the effects of that powder on his own fingers.
Someone walked past the office door. Cedar halted his search and eased into a shadowy corner. The person carried a few broken pieces of wood to a crate labeled scrap. Cedar would have liked to have shut the door, but that might be noticed. He waited a moment, until the wandering worker returned to his task, then, after he was convinced nobody was in the office with him, searched the desk drawers. There wasn’t much in them, but he found a couple of checks tucked into a ledger book. He tilted the paper toward the light seeping through the doorway. And forgot to breathe.
Terrance Conrath. He had seen the name before. It was one of Cudgel’s aliases. Or maybe it was even his true name. All Cedar knew was that he had read it in a newspaper article once, when he had been researching his enemy’s past.
He closed the book and the drawer, leaving the checks inside. Had the simple trick with Andrews truly let him stumble onto Cudgel’s lair? Or was this even now some trap that he had walked into? Either way, Cedar knew one of Cudgel’s secrets now and had a way to combat the invisibility powder. His hand strayed to his back, touching the air gun. All he had to do was chance to hit his man.
The big saw stopped, the silence abrupt. Cedar froze.
A few murmurs came from the work floor, but nothing he could make out. He eased to the door. The men who had been working the saw were still there, but they had turned toward the entrance.
“You men clear out for the night,” someone said. “The owner is coming for a meeting.”
“Our pay getting docked?” a beefy worker in Cedar’s line of sight asked, jamming a fist against his hip.
“Nope, this looks to be another lucrative meeting.” The unseen speaker, a foreman or manager, Cedar assumed, chuckled.
Men slapped each other on the backs, tossed bandanas onto wood piles, and streamed for the door, talks of finding beer on their lips. Cedar decided he should leave the office before whoever was giving orders decided to come sample the caviar.
He leaned an eyeball around the jamb. The men were trooping out, and the remaining fellow, someone in wool clothing that hadn’t seen dust or mud, stood by the door, holding it open and looking out toward the street. Cedar took the opportunity to slip out. He glanced toward the loft, thinking to jump back up there, but the piles of sawdust around the cutting equipment caught his eye. Using the machinery for cover, he grabbed a few handfuls of the fine chips. The foreman took a step onto the porch, lifting a hand to someone. Cedar returned to the office for long enough to scatter the sawdust in front of the doorway. Not a trap exactly, but if someone invisible were to pass that way, the piles should be stirred.
Footsteps sounded on the walkway beyond the front door.
“It’s ready for you,” the foreman said.
Cedar darted back toward the machinery a second before several men walked through the door. He crouched beside the furnace. The side of the saw blade, not to mention a giant log poised for a cutting, blocked much of his view, but he saw enough... and his stomach clenched.
Andrews walked in, as expected, but Kali walked in too. She wasn’t wearing any kind of costume, and her satchel and Winchester were gone. Had been taken away, he corrected, as two scrappy-looking men walked in behind her, carrying guns. The weapons were aimed at her back, not at Andrews.
It might have been unintended, or she might have put up more of a fight than he had, but Cedar’s blood was chilling in his veins. If the newspaper kid had betrayed her, he would wring that scrawny little neck.
Two more men walked in after the toughs, their sleek wool jackets more suggestive of business establishments than back alleys—or sawmills. But they were also armed. The six-shooters were holstered at their belts, but they could doubtlessly draw them quickly enough.
In the shadows behind the saw, Cedar reached for his rifle, though he hesitated. Would the air gun be the better option? Was an unseen Cudgel somewhere in the group?
One of the men behind Kali bumped her in the back with his rifle. “Over there. In the light.”
His ire returned at seeing her prodded with the gun. He slid his Winchester free. He would get Kali out of danger first and worry about Cudgel later.
Cedar considered his odds of shooting four men before they could shoot him—or Kali. Even though he had cover and might survive the gunfight unscathed, she was out in the open.
Andrews was too. When he passed through the light, Cedar spotted blood on his collar and a knot swelling on the side of his face. He might not have betrayed Kali willingly, but Cedar had a hard time forgiving him for the act, regardless. If a bunch of thugs pinned him down and started beating him, they would have to do a lot more than punch him a couple of times to get him to spill information about a friend. More than a friend.
A fifth man strode in the door, and Cedar groaned inwardly. How many people were coming to this meeting? He hoped he hadn’t missed his best opportunity to attack. The new man, however, merely walked to the office. Cedar sank lower into the shadows—from the office, he was more clearly visible than he would be from the front door area. The new fellow didn’t look in his direction; he was carrying a bucket of ice and turned straight into the office. Ice? Scraped freshly off a glacier? Or stored in some ice house in town? Maybe that bottle of wine Cedar had seen was actually champagne. One wouldn’t want one’s boss drinking a lukewarm beverage...
“I guess this means you aren’t interested in selling Travis a claim,” Kali said to the man Cedar had pegged as a foreman. His straight black hair fell to his shoulders, and he wore a cowboy hat with a feather sticking out of the side. He looked like he might have some Indian blood in him, but nothing about Kali’s stance suggested she recognized him. Of course, she was busy scowling at Andrews and wasn’t looking at the foreman as she spoke.
Andrews shrank under that stare, looking more cowed by her than he was by the gunslingers.
The ice man walked out of the office, his feet stirring the piles of sawdust in front of the door. At this point, Cedar had his rifle across his knees and was itching to shoot someone. He thought about grabbing the man and hauling him into the shadows behind the boiler for questioning, but doubted the lackey would know anything. Besides, with the saw turned off, there wasn’t much noise in the mill. His actions might be heard.
“Funny, but I hear that’s not what you’re really here for,” the foreman said. “The owner had a little chat with your beau there.”
Kali clenched her jaw. Cedar expected her to say that Andrews wasn’t her beau, but all she did was glare.
“And then we found you and your beefy friend lurking outside of my mill.” The foreman fished in his pocket, pulled out a cigarette case, and extricated paper and tobacco for rolling a fresh smoke. “Like the kid said you’d be.”
Beefy friend? Was that supposed to be Cedar? But they hadn’t seen him.
“Sorry, Kali,” Andrews whispered. “I thought they believed me about wanting to buy, but their bullies showed up five minutes before I aimed to leave tonight and... questioned me. With fists.”
There wasn’t much forgiveness in the way Kali’s lips thinned, but she didn’t accuse him of being a spineless soot rag, the way Cedar would have. All right, his words would have been stronger than that.
“The owner isn’t stupid. He knows who’s friends with who around here.” The foreman used a wall lantern to light his cigarette and stuck it in his mouth. The scent of burning tobacco wafted into the air. “As soon as your friend is caught, I expect the owner will be along to start this meeting.”
Caught? They thought Cedar was out running from some thugs? If that was true, he would have to thank Kali for that—she must have tricked her captors into thinking he had run away right before they showed up. They wouldn’t search forever, though, especially if they didn’t find any evidence of him out there. He had to act quickly. Also, his thighs were starting to burn from crouching in the shadows—he could wait through the discomfort if he had to, but taking action... that would be better. He rested his rifle on the top of the log, taking a bead on the foreman, and groped for a way to catch Kali’s eye without alerting anyone else to his presence. All he needed was for her to run and throw herself behind some lumber as soon as he started shooting, anything to get out of the way. She might think to do that anyway, but maybe not. The men might have taken her visible weapons, but she had a hand in her pocket, and he wagered one of her smoke nuts was nestled down there.
“Actually,” a voice came from beyond the front door, “we can start this meeting right now.”
A man in a white suit walked in, his alligator-skin boots thudding on the bare floor.
After a heartbeat of shocked stillness, Cedar coolly and calmly shifted the aim of his rifle. He almost shot immediately, but he noticed two things right away, two things that stayed his hand. First off, something with a metallic glint poked out of the top of Cudgel’s shirt, something Cedar recognized because he had seen it before: a skillfully crafted chain mesh vest that was capable of stopping a bullet. Cedar knew because it had stopped one of his bullets once. The second thing... was that Cudgel was carrying flash gold. Not a vial with a tiny flake in it, but a big block about half the size of the one Kali had. From the way he cradled it close to his body, his arm flexed to support it, it was clearly real gold—and heavy—but more than its weight gave it away. Light glowed from the ore, and blue streaks of energy ran up his arm and danced all around him. Cedar’s first thought was that Cudgel had somehow obtained some of his own flash gold, but when Kali’s mouth tumbled open, he realized the truth... Cudgel must have found her stash and stolen it, cutting the big bar in half so he could bring it along. Yes, the edges even had some scrapes from where Kali had shaved off pieces to use in smaller projects.
Almost immediately, she snapped her mouth shut and masked her face, but Cedar knew her well enough to read the rage behind her dark eyes. Yes, that was her gold, her secret energy source with which she planned to power her dream.
“Kartes has nothing to do with the negotiations we are about to have,” Cudgel said. “I’ve ordered my men to shoot him as soon as they find him.”
“That right?” Kali asked. “That tactic hasn’t worked powerful well for you in the past.”
Cudgel smiled thinly. “A sardine can’t evade a fisherman’s net forever.”
Sardine? Cedar kept his growl internal and shifted his aim. If he couldn’t shoot Cudgel in the chest, the face was always a valid option. Except... if Cedar killed him, would Kali ever find the other half of her flash gold stash? Cudgel would have hidden it, of course, and, given its value, may not have told another soul where. To Cedar, it seemed a small price to pay for the death of a criminal who had killed so many and brought pain and suffering to countless others, but could he make that choice? Did he have the right?
His finger tightened on the trigger. He would kill Cudgel, then find the rest of the flash gold for her, one way or another.
“But you’re here,” Cudgel said, stepping forward. A post blocked him from Cedar’s sights. “And I’d like to make you an offer.”
“What’s that?” Kali jammed her hands into her pockets and stared the man in the face without fear.
“Work for me.”
Kali snorted. “Doing what?”
Cedar looked left and right, debating whether he should move to find a better sniping position, or wait for Cudgel to take another step.
“Researching this creation of yours.” Cudgel hefted the flash gold, the tendons in his hand flexing as he held it up. Men murmured and stepped back at the streaks of light that spat from the surface of the ore. “And flying your aircraft, if that’s your desire. Whether you wish to run freight or simply explore the world, I can make that possible. You need never worry about money again. Simply share your findings with me and a portion of any of this energy source you’re able to create. I’ll finance the rest of your endeavors.”
Cedar thought about shooting the bar of gold out of Cudgel’s hand. It wouldn’t be a killing shot, but if he dropped it and ran, Cedar ought to be able to get another shot off before the criminal raced out the door. But there was the matter of the men holding the guns on Kali. He needed to create a distraction, something to get them all to look away, maybe scatter for a moment, long enough for Cedar to shoot his man and get Kali out of there. He slipped a hand into his pocket, pulling out one of the smoke nuts.
“You’re not considering it, are you?” Andrews whispered to Kali, touching his bruise.
“Looks like you already took a big cut of my energy source,” Kali said, her focus remaining on Cudgel.
“I took it all actually,” Cudgel said. “I’m prepared to give this half back if you’re willing to sign a contract and become my employee.”
“Partner,” Kali said. “I don’t work for anyone.”
Andrews sucked in a startled breath. Cedar almost did too. Surely she wouldn’t consider working with his nemesis? No, she was simply giving Cedar time to act, as he’d suspected.
He had a smoke nut in hand and was tempted to hurl it then and there, but again, he had the problem of Kali being in the line of fire. Instead, he inched through the shadows to the furnace. He waited until Cudgel was speaking again to ease the door open, afraid it would squeak and someone would hear it.
“Partner,” Cudgel said. “You’re an audacious girl, aren’t you? What are you? Twenty?”
“Something like that,” Kali said.
Cedar eased the furnace door open. The flames had burned low but had not yet gone out. Trusting the smoke nut had something combustible inside, he tossed it into the coals. He closed the door and crept to the far wall as quickly as he could without exposing himself.
Heavy footsteps sounded on the boardwalk outside. Two sets. Cedar grimaced as he slipped into a crouch at the end of the elevated log waiting for the saw’s attention. Not a good time for reinforcements to show up.
“Mister Conrad, sir,” someone panted, running inside. “We haven’t been able to find the bounty hunter anywhere. We blocked off those streets, like you said. We even put a man on a roof across the street. If he were out here anywhere, we would have seen him.”
Cedar readied his Winchester. From his new position near the back wall, he could see the backs of the two men holding their weapons on Kali. He couldn’t see Cudgel, but when his distraction went off, he hoped everyone would be startled for the few seconds he needed...
If his distraction went off. He glanced toward the furnace. Maybe his assumption that something combustible shot the shrapnel out of the little ball had been a wrong one.
“Where did your friend go, Ms. McAlister?” Cudgel asked softly. Cedar might not be able to see him, but he could see the light of the flash gold bouncing on the walls as Cudgel shifted the bar around. What was he up to now?
“He forgot to tell me,” Kali said.
Cedar pulled out a second smoke nut. He would have to risk throwing it into the gathering. He would try to get it to land so that that shrapnel struck the men instead of Kali.
“Search the mill,” Cudgel said.
That was it. No more time to waffle.
Cedar activated the smoke nut in his hand and rolled it under the length of the long sawing bench and toward the group. He inched forward, rifle at the ready.
The two men who had come through the door jogged toward the office and the mill equipment.
An explosion boomed. It wasn’t the smoke nut he had just rolled out, but the one in the furnace. The shrapnel striking the inside of the fire box sounded like dozens of guns shooting all at once. One of the men behind Kali dropped to the floor, covering his head. The second man reached for her. Cedar shot that one in the back, even as Kali shoved him away from her.
Cedar stepped out of hiding, the next round already loaded into his rifle. He would have fired at Cudgel, but Kali didn’t know where Cedar was—couldn’t know where he was—and lunged across his sights to grab Andrews, who had dropped to one knee and looked like he wanted to crawl behind a pile of lumber stacked near the wall.
“Not that way,” Kali barked, her voice barely audible over the shrapnel still pinging against the metal fire box walls.
Cedar had a clear shot at one of the men hunting for him in the equipment area and took it. The bullet struck, center mass. The man cried out and stumbled backward onto the saw bench. His partner lifted a rifle to shoot Cedar. But thanks to Kali’s modifications, his Winchester was ready to fire again. He shot first, then ducked, anticipating a retaliatory shot. If it hammered into the wall behind him, he didn’t hear it, because the smoke nut he had rolled onto the floor chose that second to go off.
Cries of pain came from the man on the floor, the foreman, and from Andrews as well. Kali had been leading him under the saw bench, probably thinking to take him through the equipment and up to the loft. Good idea if not for the smoke nut. Cedar cursed.
Someone in the front doorway fired in his direction. It was a wild shot—the cacophony in the furnace had finally died down, but Cudgel’s men were probably still trying to figure out how many people were attacking him—and the bullet clanged off the saw blade several feet away. Cedar leaned out and fired, catching the man in the shoulder before he could duck back outside. He had two more shots in his rifle before he needed to reload, but Cudgel had disappeared. Cedar had been watching the door and knew he hadn’t run out. Could he have applied that powder that quickly? Or maybe he had leaped into the loft?
Cursing, Cedar ran into the open area. Someone leaned around the front door frame again, and he shot without hesitation. By then, he had crossed to that door, and he kicked it shut and threw the lock. That would give the thugs out there something else to think about while he found Cudgel. He hurried to load more rounds into the Winchester.
“We got the last one,” came Kali’s voice from near the boiler. That must have been the man delivering the ice—Cedar had accounted for everyone else, everyone inside anyway. Someone was already banging at the front door.
“Where’s Cudgel?” Cedar barked. If there had been more time, he would have thanked her for the help, but all he could think of was capturing the criminal before he escaped.
“Don’t know, but the side door is locked.” There was a smirk in her voice when she said locked. Later, he could ask her for the details of whatever she had done, but for now, he had other concerns.
Something heavy slammed against the front door. Cudgel’s men were using more than fists to try and bang their way in.
“Andrews,” Cedar said, “watch that door.”
His “erp?” wasn’t inspiring, but the kid moved in that direction.
Cedar made his way to the office and eyed the sawdust. The ice man had walked through it, yes, but it was utterly scattered, as if numerous men had come in and out. Odd. Maybe Cudgel was trying to escape through the small window inside. But he didn’t think a man could fit through it. Cedar started to jump up toward the loft, but remembered the flash gold—the weight of it in Cudgel’s hand. He would have struggled to pull himself up to the second level with that in his arms, and Cedar hadn’t heard the clunk of someone throwing something heavy up there.
A floorboard creaked behind him. Cedar whirled and ducked. Nobody was there... at least nobody was visible there. Something breezed over his head, ruffling his hair, then clanked against a support post to his side.
Cedar lunged forward, a knife in his hand. He stabbed at what should have been the invisible man’s gut. His blade sliced through clothing and scratched flesh, but the man dodged the brunt of the attack. It couldn’t have hurt much, either, for he didn’t cry out. Even as Cedar pulled back, keeping his arms up to defend himself, he realized the attacker couldn’t be Cudgel, not unless he had removed that protective metal vest.
The fact had no more than registered before something slammed into him from behind like a locomotive barreling down a mountain. The force knocked him forward so hard that he lost his footing. He rolled and smashed into the wall between the office doors. Though the blow had been hard enough to knock the air out of his lungs and stun him, he leaped to his feet immediately, knowing he was dead if he didn’t. He jumped to the side, anticipating an attack—rightfully so. A blade gouged into the side of his shoulder. Had it been meant for his neck?
He gave up his own dagger for the rifle, swinging it out in front of him like a club. He struck someone, and the man skittered back, though the Winchester wouldn’t do much damage like this. All Cedar could hope was that it kept his attackers at bay until he figured out how he was going to see them to fight back. He needed the powder in the air gun, but it was still in its holster strapped to his back, and he didn’t dare take the half second he needed to grab it.
“Help,” Andrews cried from the side.
Out of the corner of his eye, Cedar saw the kid’s face being smashed into the door by... nobody visible. In another time, he would have noted the utter ridiculousness of the spectacle, but not now. There were at least three invisible people in here, maybe more. Kali, where was Kali?
The click of a pistol being cocked reached Cedar’s ears. Cursing, he took one more swing, then flung himself forward, hoping he would tackle the would-be shooter, or at least distract him. His shoulder connected with human flesh, and he winced as the fresh cut burned, but there wasn’t time to think about it. At least he had an idea of where his attackers were standing. He threw himself into a roll and came up behind one of the loft supports. Using it for cover, he leaned out and brought up his rifle. He didn’t know what he was going to shoot, but even wildly aimed bullets would be a threat to his opponents.
He fired twice, but no cries of pain promised he had struck anyone. The bullets slammed into the wood by the office door.
A shot rang out, not from the direction Cedar expected but from his side somewhere. He cursed as it whizzed past his head and clanged into the boiler against the wall. Tarnation, how many people were in here with them?
Before he shot, Kali appeared near the office with a billows and a big bag of something. What the—
She hurled the bag toward the spot Cedar’s attackers had been, and wood dust flew everywhere. She pumped the billows at the area, further spreading the fine brown specks. In the swirling dust storm, Cedar picked out one, then two forms crouching beside stacks of lumber. One seemed to be turning toward Kali.
Without hesitation, Cedar shot.
The no longer invisible form cried out and flew backward, hitting the wood pile with an audible thud. The second man was harder to pick out, but Kali kept pumping the billows, and Cedar found the disturbance in the dust. He fired again, though another shot rang out from the side. The post was covering Cedar, else he might have taken it in the head, but he threw a knife in that direction to distract the person.
“You got these two,” Kali said, then threw one of her balls. It bounced off the floor, the metal sides opened, and a net flew out. “The third one is over there. Use the powder gun.”
“Right.” Cedar slung the weapon off his back and pumped air to charge it. Meanwhile, Kali’s net entangled one of the men he had shot. Even if the person hadn’t come into view, the blood spattering the sawdust around him gave him away.
Cedar fired several shots with the air gun, sending pellets out in the direction from which the man had fired at him. But that had been several seconds ago. He must have moved, for the pellets hit nothing but the wall. Fine white powder exploded into the air, but nobody stirred in it. Cedar strained his ears, listening for footsteps or creaking floorboards. Instead, he heard strange groans coming from the furnace—or was that the boiler?—behind Kali.
“Is that furnace all right?” Cedar slipped behind another post, hoping to hide his body from the invisible man with the gun. He glanced at Andrews, making sure he wasn’t still being attacked. The kid had curled up on the floor, and blood flowed from his nose, but no one seemed to be bothering him. Although that door—
Even as he watched, metal groaned, wood splintered, and it was flung open. Men with a homemade battering ram charged in, carried by their momentum.
“Might be time for a retreat, Cedar,” Kali whispered from behind him. He didn’t know if she suggested it because they were outnumbered or because the furnace was damaged and unpredictable, but Cedar set his jaw.
If Cudgel was still in there...
“There’s blood drenching your sleeve,” Kali added, “and Travis is—”
Cedar fired at the man leading the charge into the mill and didn’t hear the rest. He didn’t care about Travis, not if he had betrayed Kali to Cudgel, and he wasn’t ready to retreat. His first target dropped the ram and went down, clutching his chest. Before the rest of the men could turn toward him, raising their own weapons, Cedar fired twice more. He had cover; they didn’t. And they realized that quickly. The three remaining men raced back out the front door.
A yelp of surprise came from Kali, then was muffled.
Cedar spun in time to see her being dragged toward the side door, her mouth mashed, as if a hand were across it; though, of course, nothing was visible. He lifted the rifle, gauging where her attacker had to have her. The man—Cudgel?—was deliberately keeping Kali in front of him, but Cedar trusted his aim.
Kali’s eyes widened. She was either worried about his shot or had recovered enough to gather her wits, for she stomped down at the same time as she flung back an elbow. She bared her teeth as well—no, that was a bite.
Whoever had her let her go abruptly—she pitched to the ground.
Cedar fired, but the bullet clanged into the side of the furnace. The invisible man must have ducked—or turned and sprinted away. He switched weapons again, wrapping his hand around the air gun, and ran toward Kali.
“I’m fine.” Kali flung her arm toward the door. “Get him!”
Cedar fired toward the door. This time the powder pellet hit someone. It exploded, white dust filling the air and outlining a man—a man with something that looked like coattails flapping about his waist. The suit. Cudgel.
He tried to escape through the door, but whatever Kali had done to lock it kept him from turning the knob. The figure drew back and rammed his shoulder against the wood. Cedar traded the air gun for the Winchester and took careful aim. He still couldn’t see the form well, but the head ought to be about... there.
He fired. At the same instant, Cudgel succeeded in busting down the door. Cedar’s shot hit nothing except the frame.
Cursing, Cedar leaped over a wood pile and raced for the door.
A crash came from the stairs outside. Wood snapping and breaking.
Cedar reached the door and, remembering the grease, he didn’t rush onto the landing, but made himself pause. Cudgel must have slipped and rammed into—and through—the railing. Blood spattered the jagged edges.
The alley was full of mud and soupy puddles. Cedar couldn’t tell if someone had landed in one, but there was fine white dust on the brown muck. Tearing the air gun from his shoulder again, Cedar fired toward the mud, hoping to get lucky. The pellet struck the wall of the building next door, exploding and hurling fine white dust into the air. Unfortunately, nothing was moving in it.
A faint click to his left warned him to duck. Cedar did, but he lunged across the landing at the same time, coming down in the mud and whirling toward the noise. A pistol fired, the flash flaring orange for a split second. Cedar pumped the air gun and shot another pellet.
A grunt sounded, and his prey was outlined again. Wishing for more hands, Cedar switched to his rifle again. The figure was already moving, sprinting for the street at the end of the alley.
Cedar fired at the back of the man’s head—where his head ought to be. Someone roared in pain, but the powder-limned form kept running. Cedar raced after the man—after Cudgel. It had to be Cudgel. If it wasn’t...
No, he couldn’t lose him for doubt. He reloaded his rifle as he ran. He charged around the corner of the building and into the street, where he knelt, taking aim. He was aware that darkness hadn’t yet come fully and that people were still out on the boardwalks, but he kept his focus, kept his target in sight. The powder was flying free, leaving him less to aim at.
Last chance...
Cedar squeezed the trigger.
Cudgel didn’t cry out, but the figure’s dusty outline pitched forward. The street was almost as muddy as the alley, and murky water flew up into the air. Cedar raced toward the spot, praying he had finally made the fatal shot, finally avenged his brother, and finally rid the world of a heinous killer.
Then the sawmill exploded.



Part VIII
The boom thundered like a grenade going off next to Cedar’s ear. Yellow light flooded the dim street as the mill erupted, hurling wood in all directions. The force of the explosion nearly flung Cedar face-first into the mud. He flailed and caught himself—barely. Thoughts of Cudgel flew from his head as he twisted to stare at the mill.
Kali. Was she... still inside?
Charred boards rained down all around him. People on the street yelled and ran away, their hands covering their heads. Flames leapt through the broken windows at the front of the mill and through a giant hole in the roof. One of the walls had been blown out, and another slumped down, like a melted candle. Men lay unmoving on the boardwalk outside of the mill, the same men who had rammed down the door minutes before.
Cedar, his legs heavy and rubbery, started for the entrance. He managed a wobbly run, though hot fear clutched at his heart. If Kali was inside and hurt...
“You, Cedar,” someone shouted from up the street. “Stop right there.”
Cedar glanced at the speaker but didn’t stop running. Two Mounties in their pith helmets and uniforms stood on a boardwalk half a block away. One was pointing at Cedar, the other staring at the dust-covered figure lying in the mud in the center of the street, nothing of skin or clothing visible, though oddly the soles of his boots were. It was hard to tell from just the soles and from the quick glance, but Cedar thought they might indeed be Cudgel’s alligator-hide boots. Another time—any other time—he would have been exuberant. But now, all he could think of was finding Kali.
Ignoring shouts for him to halt, he leaped over the bodies on the boardwalk and charged through the front door, its frame dancing with flames. Heat blasted him, and he had to lift a hand to shield his eyes from the intense light. Flames climbed the walls, licked posts, and leapt up through the loft floor—what remained of it. Part of it had been blown away, while other parts were snapping and falling even as he navigated into the mill. Smoke hazed the interior, and Cedar struggled to see more than a few feet ahead of him. He almost tripped over a giant twisted piece of metal by the door. Had part of the boiler flown all the way across the room?
“Kali?” Cedar called.
A moan came from his left. Cedar grabbed the person before it registered who he was saving. Andrews. Though all he wanted to do was search for Kali, he forced himself to drag the kid out onto the boardwalk before lunging back into the inferno.
“Cedar,” one of the Mounties yelled, closer this time. He was running toward the mill. The second man was in the street, hollering for people to get buckets. Cedar had no time for either of them. He charged back inside.
A beam snapped overhead and plummeted from the loft, landing not two feet from him. It crashed through the flooring, sending up sparks and flames. An arm raised against the burning cinders flying through the air, Cedar veered around the mess.
“Kali?” he called again.
Smoke flooded his nostrils, and his coughs racked his throat. He tugged his shirt up over his nose and mouth, wishing he had one of the bandanas the workers had been wearing. Tears leaked from his eyes, but he pressed deeper into the room.
“Cedar!” came a familiar call from the front door.
He spun, spotting Kali through the haze. He stumbled toward her, bumping his hip on what remained of the saw bench. It didn’t matter. Relief flowed through his limbs at the sight of Kali, standing in the front doorway.
“Look out.” She flung a hand out, pointing to something over his head.
Another thunderous crack erupted above him. The rest of the loft—it was falling.
Cedar lunged toward the door, but not before something heavy plummeted down, clipping his shoulder and nearly tearing the weapons off his back. He twisted and flung himself toward the open area by the door. A burning beam slammed to the ground, hurling sparks that singed his skin in a dozen places. He rolled across the floor and leaped to his feet.
He almost crashed into Kali, who must have come in to help him.
“Out, out,” he rasped, as if that weren’t the most obvious thing in the world. Amidst smoke and flames, they sprinted out the front door. He pulled her into a fierce hug as soon as they were in the street.
“What were you doing in there?” Kali demanded, her voice muffled since her face was pressed into his shirt. He fancied her grip on him was as hard as his was around her.
“Looking for you.” Cedar squinted his eyes shut, still terrified at the notion that she might have been caught in there.
“You thought I’d be stupid enough to get caught in a building when the boiler exploded?”
Cedar smiled into her hair. “Well, I thought you might have... tripped or something.”
A throat cleared a few feet away.
Cedar looked... and found the two Mounties staring at him, their rifles in their hands. They weren’t aimed at him yet, but their grim expressions suggested they might be soon.
“We’re going to have to ask you to come with us,” a sergeant said.
For the first time, Cedar considered the consequences of running into a street full of people while shooting at his nemesis. That... couldn’t have looked good. And the exploding mill? Surely he couldn’t be blamed for that? Ugh, but there were bodies all around him, bodies of men who had clearly been working for Cudgel, but who might not have criminal records...
He rubbed his face.
“Did you get Cudgel?” Kali whispered.
“I...” Had he? “Need to check.”
Cedar released Kali and strode in the direction of the fallen man. He half expected Cudgel to have escaped somehow, to have crawled away when nobody was looking, but those boot soles were still in view. Several people had gathered around the dimly visible form, a strange human-shaped bump with fine powder scattered across it like a dusting of snow. But was it indeed Cudgel? Could it be? His quest over? A strange queasy nervousness filled his belly. After Cudgel had avoided him so many times, what if this was just another trick? Someone else who had donned a special metal shirt and attacked Cedar?
“Cedar,” came the warning voice of one of the Mounties.
Two more uniformed officers jogged around a corner up ahead. “Get his weapons,” someone called.
By this time, Cedar had reached the fallen man and scarcely cared whether they were talking about him or not. He patted around, feeling the outline of the fellow, and found his throat to check his pulse. Dampness met his fingers. Blood.
Murmurs came from the people watching. No pulse. Cedar had succeeded in downing his target, but was it...?
He had used water to rub the powder off his own fingers when he had first discovered it. He dipped a hand into a mud puddle and wiped at the man’s face. In the fading light, it was hard to see much of anything, but skin did start to show through. The murmurs of the crowd—it had grown from a few people to dozens—turned into alarmed exclamations.
A hand gripped Cedar’s shoulder. He kept rubbing the dead man’s skin, determined to see the face before letting the Mounties haul him away. He couldn’t imagine how Cudgel had, in so little time, managed to plaster himself with the oily powder. An image of that crazy alchemist who had tried to kill Kali jumped into his head. Maybe Cudgel had such a person at his beck and call, someone who could make delivery devices.
“What do you mean you’re going to arrest him?” Kali asked from several meters back. “These were all criminals. They were trying to kill us. They’re part of that claim-grabbing scheme that sergeant asked us to investigate.”
“We just need him to come with us, ma’am. The commissioner will straighten things out, get to the bottom of this mess.”
Cedar knelt back. He had uncovered enough of the man’s face to reveal that it was truly Cudgel, dead in the street. Unless it was yet one more trick. After so many years, it was hard to believe his quest was over, that he had actually bested the man. With Kali’s help. If he hadn’t had her tools, Cudgel would have escaped yet again. His heart swelled with gratitude and... other emotions.
He stood up and turned, intending to finally tell her how he felt.
Two Mounties gripped his arms. A third came forward warily, reaching for his weapons, watching him as if he were a tiger that might lash out with its claws.
Because they were arresting him. He’d heard them talking and had realized it was going that way, though he had been more intent on other matters, and had felt oddly indifferent... or at least not alarmed. He’d caught Cudgel. He could die in jail now, knowing he’d done the world a piece of good.
He caught sight of Kali several paces away, her fists balled at her sides, steam practically coming out of her ears. She looked like she was thinking of twisting people’s bits with her pliers again.
Cedar couldn’t help himself. He grinned.
She blinked, then scowled. “They’re arresting you, you know.”
“I know,” Cedar said, even as he was patted down, his knives found and removed. They had already taken the rifle, katana, and air gun. “But Cudgel’s dead.”
Her exasperated wave said she had already figured that out. “Good, but I’m more worried about you. They’re going to drag you off and—” She waved again, more of an angry chop.
“Ms. Kali.” Cedar straightened to his full height, ignoring the men gripping his arms and the others patting him down. “I’ve been meaning to ask you...” He glanced at the street in front of the mill—someone had dragged Andrews out there, away from the burning building, or maybe he had stumbled off the boardwalk of his own accord, for his bleary eyes were open now. “Will you be my lady? My only lady? And I’d be your only man?”
He chewed on that, wishing he had said it more poetical, but there was hardly time. The Mounties were tugging at him now, trying to pull him up the block, toward their headquarters.
Kali’s brow furrowed. “What?”
He thought he had been clear, but perhaps not. “I’m speaking of... porch sitting.” No, that was no good. Too vague. “Courting,” he emphasized. Cedar was tugged backward a step. “Will you wait for me?”
She mouthed something, porch sitting perhaps. “You’ve just shot ten men and you’re being arrested, and that’s what you’re worrying about?”
Cedar tilted his head. “Actually, the concern has been on my mind all week. Seeing as I might not have an opportunity to discuss it with you later...” He was pulled another few steps backward, though he dug his heels in at this point, not ready to be led away until he had an answer. He deliberately did not look at Andrews this time, not wanting her to believe his presence had prompted this new urgency from him. “It’s what I’m worrying about.”
Cedar didn’t know if he had ever seen Kali look so exasperated. Maybe his timing hadn’t been the best...
“Who else would I porch sit with?” Kali demanded, throwing her hands in the air. “And it’d be a deck, not a porch. An airship deck. I thought we had that all figured on already. You and me. In the future.” She finally lowered her hands, though the stare she pinned him with wasn’t any less exasperated. “A porch. You see anyone around here with a porch?”
Cedar probably shouldn’t have grinned, but he couldn’t help himself. His timing didn’t matter. She wanted to sit with him. Just him. His grin broadened as he answered her question. “No, ma’am.”
Odd, Kali didn’t appear nearly as serene as he felt as the Mounties dragged him around the corner. He couldn’t stop grinning. He felt like... the world finally made sense.
THE END
Look for the final novella in the Flash Gold Chronicles later this fall.
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