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For my mother,
Who made Lightfall breathe.



How blessed are some people, whose lives have no fears, no dreads; to whom sleep is a blessing that comes nightly, and brings nothing but sweet dreams.
~ Bram Stoker



First
The Station
Ivy yanked her arm from her father’s grip, twisting to face him through the swarming crowd. “I won't go. I’m not a child—”
“Ivy—”
“No!” She jumped back, crashing into an imposing lady in a violet dress and bustle too large for the jammed train platform.
The towering figure whipped around to glare, silk and feathers swishing.
The gentleman on her arm only tipped his beaver top hat to Ivy as they stepped past. “Sorry, miss.”
Dr. Jerinson caught Ivy’s wrist. “Listen to me, Ivy.” Normally such a soft-spoken man, he had to shout above grinding trains and the louder thousands of human beings fighting in all directions. “This is no matter of your maturity. If it were, you know there would be no question of you remaining in this city. The Transcontinental Railroad will be shut down any day. We have no time left to argue.”
“I can help you. You need help, Father.”
“I can manage.” He dragged her through the crush, among a mob fighting into first class.
Ivy braced her heels on boards, feeling them scrape over nails, snap loose splinters.
Dr. Jerinson spun so his nose was close to hers. “This is not the moment to behave like a child.” For the first time in her life, he caused her physical pain by the deadly hold on her wrist.
She recoiled, then caught herself, glaring back into his eyes. “Allow me an adult choice.”
“I have already lost my wife to this plague.” His words were daggers, his tone harsher than she had ever heard. “I will not lose my only daughter.”
For heartbeats they stood as waxworks in an ocean of violent waves. A handbag smacked Ivy’s elbow. A trunk compressed her layers of skirts. Soot breezed over them like snow, filling the air with reek of fire and steel. Her father’s face looked as pale as if several quarts of blood had been drained from him. Ivy’s eyes burned from smoke or shame or anger or fear—she could not say.
“Father—” Her voice cracked.
His arms went around her. Thick wool of his suit pressed her skin as she concealed her face against his shoulder. He crushed her to him, arms tighter than the corset around her ribs, yet unable to still the shaking which consumed them.
“I am sorry, Ivy,” he whispered in her ear, his neat mustache tickling her skin. “It’s not forever. I love you.”
He pulled her to the coach door. A porter held out his hand. The train whistled as if in protest at the load of humanity spilling aboard. Up steel steps to the shuddering railcar, Ivy turned as the last few women and children surged past with the porter’s aid.
“Father!” For an instant, she thought she already lost him.
No, swept back by the crowd. He stood with his hat held to his chest, gaze on her eyes, the sole motionless figure in the world, jacket dusted with soot, pale as a ghost, tears streaming down his prematurely lined face.
“You will find a cure!” she shouted over the crowd. “And I’ll return—soon!”
He nodded once, still watching her.
The car lurched, groaned. A thousand voices called, waving from train and platform. Handkerchiefs and hats and badges and flowers flew through the air. The porter tried to close the door as Ivy leaned out.
She could not hear her own voice as she called again, the figure of the doctor fading to a tiny form in a vast crowd. Heart hammering, she lifted her hand from the rail inside the door and blew him a kiss.
As the platform slid away, the last glimpse Ivy caught of her father through smoke revealed a slight, graying man with his head bowed above his hat, a handkerchief pressed over his eyes.



Second
New Mexico Territory
Rattle and bump, head pounding, teeth jarred, boots jammed against the wood floor. If the train had been bad, the stagecoach was a nightmare.
There were all kinds of rumors back East about robberies, attacks by outlaws on coaches, dangers of Indians and wild animals—often referred to as one and the same. Ivy would welcome any if they meant a momentary stop to this torture. Change of train in Chicago, again in Kansas—dust and blue sky, brown towns, brown horses, brown streets, brown dogs lying as if dead on brown board sidewalks, brown and filthy men—then the final small train to Raton Pass, on the edge of New Mexico Territory, before this stagecoach to Santa Fé.
Rattle and bump. The lady across from Ivy, turning green below a faint suntan, held a lace handkerchief to her lips. Sweating in many layers of dress, petticoats, corset, chemise, drawers, gartered stockings, boots, hat, and gloves, dry of mouth, lightheaded, Ivy closed her eyes. Her own handkerchiefs were stiff with blood after recurring nosebleeds since leaving Kansas.
They were days on the last stretch of the Santa Fé Trail, hardly a stop for the passengers, only trading horses and drivers at stages. By the time Ivy slid from the coach beside Santa Fé’s Plaza, which appeared to be “downtown,” her legs shook, her head spun, and the ground below her feet seemed to pitch and heave.
Her uncle, greeting her and taking her trunk, looked as brown and dusty as everything else out here, despite his frock coat and bowler hat. He said nothing as she followed him across San Francisco Street to her aunt, waiting with a buggy and Uncle Charles’s saddle horse from the ranch where he raised them. Her father had warned her not to expect conversation from her uncle: “That man speaks with greater fluency to horses than people. I hope he will teach you to be a good horsewoman.” Ivy was grateful not to open her mouth.
Aunt Abigail hurried forward from the bay horses standing before the Second National Bank of New Mexico. She held Ivy a long time while Ivy wished she would not, hoping her aunt did not notice the sweat and filth and stink of her from that horrible journey.
“I’m so sorry,” Aunt Abigail whispered and Ivy forgot the trip, forgot the spectators, as her own eyes filled and she hugged back. Mother had been Aunt Abigail’s little sister. Living worlds away, Aunt Abigail was not even able to attend the funeral.
Ivy never sat a horse in her life—one walked or took the trolly anywhere one wished to go in Boston. For a trip outside the city, a cab or the light steam rail could be employed. Now, Ivy sorely wished her aunt and uncle had brought a riding horse and sidesaddle. She settled herself on the bench seat beside her aunt, took a deep breath, folded her white—now grayish brown—gloved hands in her lap, and tried to smile for her aunt’s sake.
Rattle and bump. Three more days to the horse ranch far south of Santa Fé and even of Albuquerque.
The ranch. So much desert, scrub, prairie, rolling hills leaping upward in the distance to great mountain peaks. Dusty corral, dusty barn, dusty feed lot, dusty house. The air felt so dry, it seemed her lungs would crack like the dry skin on her hands. The sun felt so hot, she could not set foot out of doors without a hat and had always to keep her face downturned. Every passing desert cottontail or plains pocket mouse threw up dust.
If she stood in the front lot and turned all the way around, she could see not a person or settlement, no neighbors, no towns, no buildings beyond the ranch. The vast, endless space sent shivers down Ivy’s spine. A bitter pain lodged in her chest like a knife.
Trollies, merchants, fish and Atlantic steamers, shout of voices and slap of ocean waves, movement and action below looming buildings sheltering, enveloping, forming the city maze. Libraries, bookshops, store-made clothes in every color and material one could wish, latest from London and Paris, fine foods in glass cases from Dutch cheeses to French pastries to Canadian meats, air filled with rich smells: brine, smoke, perfume, sewage, fresh ink from a dozen competing newspapers and periodicals. Clink, buzz, whirr—an ambitious maker trying to sell his or her latest:
“Come to the pier! See a man fly on Saturday night!”
“Waste no more time with wood stoves! This oven heats to an exact temperature every time!”
“Latest model! So easy a child can work it!”
“Turn on your tap and feel hot water, ready for the bath! All with the miracle of steam!”
“Why waste time on balloons? Ride inside Dr. Frepson’s Spectacular Dirigible! See the harbor from a bird’s eye view! Experience the wind in your hair! Fun for everyone! Only one dollar a ride!”
Ivy blinked. She smelled dust. She saw blue sky and mountains and a vast plain. She heard absolutely nothing. She felt very, very alone.
Silently, listening to coyotes yap in the hills, she cried herself to sleep at night, the pain in her chest building until it was all she could do not to scream and never stop.
Then the kit. Tiny, brown, wriggling, dropped in her cupped hands.
“Late in the season,” her uncle grunted. “Ma’s dead. Get your aunt to warm milk and you can try raising her if you like.”
He walked away, back to his horses. It was the most he had said to her since she arrived. Ivy watched him go, thank you choked off by dryness of her throat.
“What on Earth?” Aunt Abigail recoiled when Ivy held out the kit in the ranch kitchen a minute later.
Ivy bit her lip, tasting dust. “Uncle Charles said I could raise her.”
“A fox? Raise a fox on a ranch?” Ivy thought Aunt Abigail was about to laugh, but she stopped herself. She looked into Ivy’s eyes, reached out to squeeze her shoulder. “Yes, of course, dear. I’ll warm some milk.”
Feeding and cleaning, holding and whispering her troubles into that tiny ear, eased the pain in her chest to a dull ache. With her eyes open, past the most delicate stage, Aunt Abigail showed Ivy how to bathe the kit in lye water and rub bacon grease in her coat to evict fleas. By now, Ivy carried the fox everywhere: under her arm while she went out of doors to feed the chickens or milk the single cow with her new calf, or on her shoulder while she helped Aunt Abigail about the house.
It was high summer, the kit two or three months old, when she sank her tiny fangs into Frantzisko’s boot as he sat with the family around the table for dinner. Frantzisko, who, for half the year, helped Uncle Charles with the care and training of his horses and lived in a room built on the barn, pushed back his chair as everyone leaned over to see the snarling fox. She had her teeth and both forepaws set around the toe of the boot, kicking vigorously with the hind paws, growling all the time.
“I beg your pardon, Frantzisko.” Ivy’s corset would not allow her to reach under the table, but she stood, then knelt to seize the kit by the scruff of her neck.
Frantzisko chuckled. “Tienes un zorro salvaje. Es feroz.”
Uncle Charles smiled.
“What did you call her?” Ivy asked, leaving the kit on the floor with a cotton rag to turn her savagery on.
“The fierce one.” He grinned at her. “She is a brave, fierce swift fox, señorita.”
Es Feroz. Ivy returned his smile. Given Uncle Charles’s reticence, she learned what she did about horses and riding and milking from Frantzisko and Aunt Abigail. She only realized her pet was a swift fox, not a red fox, from Frantzisko’s explaining the difference.
As far as the horses went, Aunt Abigail had assured her Melchior, her grown son, only a few years older than Ivy, would teach her to ride when he returned. Yet Ivy had never set eyes on him. Melchior, apparently against his parents’ wishes, rode off before spring to join cattle drives in the east, running from Texas ranches to Kansas railheads. Ivy was never able to get a clear picture of why this was so horrible, yet her aunt and uncle seemed to feel that working as a cowhand on a drive was little better than working as an outlaw robbing banks—with much lower return.
Though wishing to meet her cousin, Ivy did not mind limited riding instruction and sparse time around her uncle’s herd. She found Aunt Abigail’s sidesaddle difficult to accustom herself to: being able to mount only with much assistance, doing so with her back to the horse, rising up, then sitting down to rest her right leg in the brace below her skirts, left boot in the single stirrup. All this while feeling she would fly over backward and crash to her head on the animal’s far side, finding nothing but open air at her back.
Then, the horses themselves were wild and filthy compared to groomed, docile city cab horses. They made her take several steps back as they snapped and kicked each other like feral animals.
Frantzisko laughed at her concerns. “These animals are kittens. Good working stock. Men come from miles around to buy Charles L’Heureux’s horses.”
“They would have to. There is no one within miles,” Ivy muttered.
Frantzisko grinned. “Relax for them, señorita. And they will relax around you.”
Indeed, with Frantzisko and Uncle Charles, the huge animals were like dogs, following at their heels, waiting for a gesture, rather than word, of command.
Ivy found it far more pleasant to milk the sweet Jersey cow, Lucy, or gather eggs, all with Es Feroz draped across her shoulder like a curious doll, than to work around the horses.
Autumn. Melchior did ride home, months late, astride a blue roan stallion swishing his tail in ill temper as he loped down the dirt wagon road to the ranch.
Es Feroz was the first to know he approached. Long before the two mongrel dogs roused themselves from dusty shade of the house, the young vixen had her ears pricked and her nose turned northward.
Aunt Abigail waited with her eyes shielded from sun by both hands. She knew at one hundred yards it was her son and ran to him.
Ivy had long looked forward to the return of her cousin. Melchior would finally be someone around her own age, someone who, clearly, longed to see places beyond this monotonous ranch and its drudgery and repetition. Someone to whom she could relate.
He walked up leading his champing horse, one arm around his mother, trying to get a word in as she went on about how thin he was: What happened to keep him so long? Why did he limp?
He shook his head, grinning. “Fine, Ma, really—”
“You look near starved to death.”
As they drew close, Ivy took in dusty, high-heeled boots and leather chaps with rainwater fringe. Gun belt with revolver and bullets lining it, leather gloves tucked into it. Waistcoat open over a dusty shirt, red cotton bandana around his neck, brown, broad-brimmed hat. His blue eyes laughed and his face looked smooth despite months on the trail, thin and sunken below cheekbones with a sharp jaw and pointed nose.
Ivy stared. Other than being emaciated, as his mother kept pointing out, and perhaps younger, Melchior looked like the riding Western heroes streaming their way East via dime novels which even some of Ivy’s educated peers secretly gobbled up. After so much disappointment out West thus far, she could not take her gaze from her older cousin.
When he looked up, their eyes met. Mortified, she felt herself flush. Should she nod, curtsy, offer her hand? Two seasons in the country and her manners fled like rain on parched earth.
“Oh, Melchior, this is your cousin, Ivy,” Aunt Abigail fluttered and gasped.
“How-d’ye-do, Cousin Ivy?” He walked past, toward the barn. Didn’t pause, didn’t give her time to answer, didn’t remove his hat. Did not even touch his hat. “Ma, please. Let me put up the horse. Then will return to your kitchen, stand the gaff, and take any nourishment you feel due.”
When Aunt Abigail rushed by a moment later, into the house, calling to Ivy about needing help getting a big supper ready and she was all of a dither with her boy come home, Ivy did not move.
Shock faded to cool anger, then outrage as she stood with her her jaw set. That was the kind of barbarian her aunt and uncle raised? No wonder he went against their wishes and did as he pleased without thought for others. Back East, they said the Indians and Mexicans out here were savages. Well, she could not say about Indians, but Frantzisko always tipped his hat to her. Dime novel “heroes” indeed.
Frantzisko went on his way for the autumn, leaving Melchior to work the ranch as bitter winds swept in from mountains and snow flurried through November.
Her cousin remained just as rude to her as he had been upon their first meeting, although he did teach her to ride better, his eyes roaming northward, one elbow leaned on the rail corral fence, a cigarette in his mouth. Unless he was teasing her—“Mighty fine fur ruff you brung from the city,” referring to Es Feroz across her shoulders, or, “Plaster on one more layer of skirts and this horse won’t be able to haul you around.”—he ignored her. Somehow, he even managed to ignore her when they were doing things together, like saddling a horse or feeding corralled horses.
He made her so angry she finally began to wonder, why was she so angry? Then she endeavored to treat him with chilly indifference, though she remained always on her very best behavior with her cousin—someone had to demonstrate manners.
Under his mother’s feeding, he soon lost his corpse-thin appearance and looked even more handsome than she first thought. Sharp featured and wiry, fitter than any three men in Boston, with those blue eyes always possessed of a faraway stare, like a wolf in a cage. She tried not to notice these things. Tried very hard not to notice him at all.
As snow fell and the horses wandered open range in search of food, Melchior often saddled his bad-tempered blue roan, Chucklehead, and rode to check them. He would be gone a day or two with never a word of goodbye or announcement of his plan, leaving his mother worried and his father irritated that he did not know Melchior’s ride plan to check another part of the ranch himself.
To throw a saddle on a horse and ride away.... No word, no compass. Ride and go wherever you liked....
These vanishings of Melchior made Ivy more homesick than ever, dreaming day and night of New England. Of saddling her own favorite riding horse, a bay gelding named Gambit, taking off north and east, never looking back.
He turned nineteen in November. Ivy wondered when he would pack up and leave for good. Much as his father needed his help, Melchior should have been married by then. At least he should be courting, but the nearest settlement, with a general store, mission, and young females, was half a day’s ride away. Even had any of them wanted to go calling that winter, it was not the time.
Deep snow set in. The coldest winds and thickest snow since Uncle Charles and Aunt Abigail first settled in New Mexico Territory when Melchior was little more than newborn. That had been 1860, or 1861, when buffalo roamed as far as the eye could see and Indians would not stay bound to reservations.
As snow fell, Ivy felt she would go stir crazy. With temperatures below zero, she could no longer sit in her favorite hayloft haunt with a book from her single trunk of possessions. Instead she had to remain indoors near the stove, unable to read as that would be rude in company.
Aunt Abigail gave her a worn but beautiful moss green cloak with a hood which she kept herself wrapped in day and night. She huddled alongside Lucy, the cow, telling her of vast bridges spanning wide rivers, dirigibles sailing above the city skyline, clockwork beasts guarding great manors, fresh fish and glistening bright oranges. As she lay in bed at night, she spoke to Es Feroz about steam engines strong enough to pull one hundred full train cars, libraries with so many books a person could not read them all if she did nothing else for her whole life, and hot, electric Christmas lights created by the makers to illuminate downtown.
She could not talk to her aunt and uncle and cousin about these things. She was their guest. Their grateful guest. By having her, they were almost certainly saving her life. But she tried not to think of that part. Of the sickness. Of her father still there, fighting for answers with the rest of the nation’s top doctors ever since Dr. William G. Daray discovered Daray’s disease years before.
Spring erupted through patches of snow, bright, clear, shimmering in every blade of grass and ray of sun. Ivy unwillingly pushed back the hood of her soft cloak.
With a day’s notice, Melchior saddled the blue roan, filled his saddlebags with dry biscuits and salt pork, tobacco and paper for rolling cigarettes, a deck of cards, and a few extra items of clothing and coins. He tied a bedroll over the top, hung his lariat and water bottles from the saddle horn, strapped on his gun belt, said goodbye to his mother, and rode away, heading east.
Ivy sat in the barn loft, watching him go while Es Feroz hunted mice behind her. She would not let him travel that way again without taking her along.
This time it was little over two months, May, when Melchior returned. He rode in pale one day to meet his father at the barn, who waited for him with hands on hips. Ivy saw from the house, yet refrained from calling her aunt. She watched as Melchior gestured eastward, sliding off his sweating stallion, shaking his head and wiping his brow with a new bandana—this one royal blue and finer, apparently silk—as Uncle Charles seemed to be asking him something. Her uncle’s posture had relaxed. Still, Ivy imagined he looked alarmed. She turned away to tell Aunt Abigail the wanderer had returned.
At dinner, which the family called supper, Uncle Charles told them what had happened. “Rumors say Plague is spreading west.”
Melchior looked up. “Not rumors. God’s truth—”
“Mel, please.” Aunt Abigail spoke sharply. “Not at the table.”
Melchior ignored her. “Are Plague-sick in Texas. Met three men who’d seen them.”
Ivy could not breathe. Tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth, blood so cold it seemed winter wind had returned to burst through the little timber and mud house.
“Now,” Uncle Charles said in his slow, deliberate way, tinged with his faint French accent. “Don’t scare the ladies, Melchior. Texas is a long way from here.” He lifted a mouthful of jackalope stew to his lips and chewed solemnly.
How could he continue eating? Even Aunt Abigail, who appeared pale, went on drizzling honey over a slice of golden cornbread before lifting it to her mouth.
Melchior shook his head, glaring from one of his parents to the other. “Best pull up, go north to Santa Fé, see what they’re making of it. Least for a spell.”
Uncle Charles still ate, though a hard gleam showed in his dark eyes.
“It cannot be as bad as all that,” Aunt Abigail said. Her hand trembled as she took another bite of cornbread with sweet cream butter and honey. “This is the first we have heard of any such thing. If there was real danger, I expect the government would send cavalry down, just like they did in Florida, getting everyone evacuated.”
Ivy wanted to speak, to shout, to scream. But her throat felt as big around as a blade of grass and her mouth mirrored the desert. Why did they not understand? Why did they not leap from the table and run, flee, set fire to the ranch, never look back? How could they keep sitting here as if in church?
But how could they understand? Not one had ever seen Daray’s disease firsthand. None had experienced the sheer terror of looking into the soulless eyes of what once was a human being, now bent only on your destruction.
She said nothing, finally going to bed early with a headache.
The next day, Ivy sat in the hayloft, skirts tucked in around her legs to protect them, gazing out the hatch to the east. Beside her, Es Feroz sat upright, large ears alert, also gazing out the window as her nose quivered, black-tipped tail curled around forepaws like a cat.
All morning, Ivy carried her handbag, seldom removed from her trunk since her arrival West. A crushing sense of urgency, even doom, lay upon her. She clasped and unclasped the silver fastener on her bag, running the chain handle through her fingers. She removed the chipped tintype of her mother, gazing for a long time into the unhelpful pale eyes. Ivy had her father’s brown eyes. Her mother and Aunt Abigail had dazzling blue ones.
She returned the image to her bag with her mother’s ring and a few coins, snapped it shut, then pressed it to her chest. Lace of her dark teal dress felt soft and smooth, sun-faded, worn nearly to threadbare after so much use here. She had only a few changes of clothes. Aunt Abigail had promised a shopping trip tomorrow to the settlement for fabric. Perhaps all the way to Albuquerque or Santa Fé for a store-made dress this summer. Offers like this told her that Aunt Abigail, who had not owned such a dress herself in many years, understood those things Ivy held back.
Ivy looked from the pricked ears of her fox, away east to rolling hills. The lowering sun meant she should be in helping Aunt Abigail with dinner. She could not move. Something wrong, something terrible, hammered through her.
Es Feroz sat stiff, motionless even as Ivy reached to stroke her back. Staring east. Usually, she had several dead mice and a rat to play with by now. She would carry a living rodent up the loft steps with Ivy, then throw it, watching it crash to hay, leap upon it, toss it again.
Today, despite a scramble of little bodies when Ivy and Es Feroz stepped inside, the vixen only followed her to the loft and sat looking east. Ivy again felt chilled as she watched her fox.
Melchior had been insistent that they load the wagon, saddle horses, and head north until they could be sure there was no danger to their territory. Beyond this, he had to meet a friend in Albuquerque. He only rode back so fast and early to deliver them warning. That did not mean he could wait around.
Ivy glanced again at the fox. Golden ears pricked, waiting, listening.
Ivy stood, the chain of her bag around her wrist, brushing last winter’s dry hay fragments from her skirts, picking more off the laces of her boots.
Es Feroz did not stir.
The house bell rang. “Suppertime!”
Ivy had not even been in to help her aunt. She straightened her petticoats and skirt, then looked again out the loft to the horizon.
For a moment, she thought she saw smoke. She blinked. Something far away, across the plain, off in the hills, lifted and billowed about. Ivy watched, thinking of trapping risers in burning buildings, the Great Fire, the city black with ash.
But it was not smoke.
Squinting, straining her eyes, she knew. Dust.
Cavalry coming after all. Evacuating ranchers and homesteaders, sending everyone north to cities with some chance of protection in numbers. A force of dozens, maybe hundreds of riders to send up such dust. Yet she knew, knew in the same way she knew it was not smoke, that the dust did not come from soldiers. It did not come from horses. It did not come from anyone trying to help.
Ivy whirled, running for the loft ladder. “Uncle Charles! Melchior!”
She scrambled down, kicking skirts aside, missing a step and falling the last few feet. Up at once, running, screaming with as much breath as her corset would allow, calling for her cousin and uncle.
Melchior met her at the corrals. He had just turned in Chucklehead, his blue roan, answering his mother’s summons. Uncle Charles rode in from the south. Aunt Abigail stood in the doorway, hand lifted to shield her eyes from low sun to see what alarmed her niece.
“Melchior.” Ivy gripped his arm, shaking, suffocating. “They’re coming. Dust—risers—many—”
He looked, hat shading his face as he squinted east. She could hardly see it from down here. A wisp of dust stretching across the hills. But he saw and, for the first time since she had known him, he did exactly what she wished.
“Skin for the house. Pack food, cash, the shotgun. Grab my gun belt. Don’t listen to Ma—just shift her out the door.”
She ran, skirts lifted, tears in her eyes, as Melchior raced the opposite way, flying to fetch the cart horses put up in a corral that afternoon for tomorrow’s trip, shouting to his father as he went.
“They’re coming!” Ivy screamed at her aunt, pulling her inside. “Fill a sack with food and cash and a water bottle.”
“What? For pity’s sake, child—”
“Now!” Ivy shouted in the poor woman’s face and Aunt Abigail jumped. “We are going now!”
Her flushed aunt snatched an empty flour sack and threw in salt pork, flour, lard, preserves. She emptied their few coins and paper bills into a dish towel.
Ivy grabbed the shotgun off hooks over the window, then Melchior’s gun belt and revolver off their peg at the door. Cloak around her shoulders, box of shotgun shells in a second towel before placing it inside a burlap sack with the money and Aunt Abigail’s own tiny treasure box: her grandfather’s pocket watch, a few pieces of jewelry.
Outside, Uncle Charles rode up with Gambit, the cart horse, fitted in the sidesaddle. He swung down from his own chestnut to help Ivy up.
“You take the sidesaddle, dear. Your aunt can ride astride.”
It was not until Ivy had mounted with his help and set her right leg in the brace that she again looked east. And caught her breath.
No distant strip of dust. A gray-brown cloud descended upon them above a mass of moving forms, approaching fast.
“Uncle Charles—” Ivy gasped, twisting back to him, drawing her reins so short Gambit backed several steps, tossing his head. “You must burn the buildings.”
“Ivy—”
“Listen to me! Set the house on fire, the barn, all of it!”
Melchior rode up, leading the second saddled bay.
Uncle Charles shook his head. “We’ll just push out, see what happens.”
See what happens? Like they would come back. Like they were not all about to die.
“No!” she screamed, her throat feeling as if it ripped. “Burn them! Burn all the buildings!”
Her aunt and uncle stood, sacks in their hands, telling her everything would be all right.
She faced Melchior as he drew level with her on Chucklehead, pushing his gun belt at him. “You must set everything on fire. It’s the only way we have a chance. Melchior, please, listen to me.” Tears ran down her cheeks as she shook violently in the saddle.
Gambit backed and tossed his head below her.
The dogs barked, the cow’s jingling bell sounded a long way off as she jogged away. Ivy caught a streak of gold out of the corner of her eye and knew Es Feroz ran northwest, toward Albuquerque—where they should all be fleeing long since.
Melchior jumped from the saddle, pressing both animals’ reins to his father as he ran past into the cabin. By the time Uncle Charles pushed the shotgun into a sheath on his saddle and helped Aunt Abigail mount the second cart horse, each of them with a sack, Melchior was back in the doorway. He held a flaming stick of firewood and pan of glowing coals from the iron stove, running toward the barn.
Aunt Abigail clapped a hand over her mouth as she saw the stream of smoke emanating from the ranch house.
“Charles, please—”
“Melchior.” Uncle Charles swung back onto his chestnut—the single horse who seemed calm, perhaps because Uncle Charles was so horribly calm. But he did not lead his wife and niece away. Still holding Chucklehead’s reins, he cantered the chestnut back toward the barn. “No more timber in this territory. We can’t afford—”
No. Too much. Head pounding, body soaked in sweat, airways crushed, vision narrowed to a bright center surrounded by black. Ivy grabbed Aunt Abigail’s near rein, slapped Gambit with the tail of her own, and the two nervous geldings burst away as if released from a starting gate.
“Wait, child! We can’t leave them!” Aunt Abigail clutched sack and reins, nearly unseated by the bounding start.
Blood hammered so hard in Ivy’s ears, she could hardly hear the shouts. Gambit stretched out his neck, ears pinned, nostrils flared. She had become an acceptable horsewoman in the past year. Even Uncle Charles said she looked well on a horse. But she had never ridden at a headlong gallop. Not as easy as the men made it look. Every stride slammed her forward, then back, crashing into her saddle, skirts whipping against her, breath jarred from her lungs, feeling she would fall forward off the left side or backward off the right with each impact.
She released the second bay’s rein to focus her energy to holding Gambit, clutching reins and mane. Hat gone, along with several hair pins, long hair streaming behind, her tiny handbag still swinging from the chain at the crook of her arm, she half-closed her eyes in the current of wind and dust, praying. They would make it. They were safe. That mass may be able to outrun a human, but not a horse.
“The family records!” Aunt Abigail shrieked, her mount flying over the ground shoulder to flank with Gambit. “Our Bible—he set the house on fire!”
Words were jarred from her, gasping out more that Ivy could not hear. It did not matter. None of it mattered. Things, possessions, never mattered against risers. Ivy had learned that the hard way. Only the people you loved mattered. Half the time, you could not even save them....
Her aunt dropped behind, the second horse vanishing from their side.
Ivy desperately threw a glance behind, feeling she was about to topple from the saddle.
Aunt Abigail reined in, turning her horse at a canter in a circle through the prairie.
“No! Do not go back!”
As Gambit raced on, Aunt Abigail dashed away along the road to the ranch.
Madness—such madness—impossible. They should be halfway out of the county by now. For a Bible. It did not matter if the book held records of every family member back to Adam and Eve. It did not matter if it was worth a fortune in gold.
She struggled to rein in Gambit, trying to turn his head, leaning her weight into pulling his mouth. He slowed, staggered, and came almost to a stop, turning in place, pivoting on his hind legs, rearing a few inches as he tossed his head to fight the bit.
She tried to stroke his neck, gasping and shaking. “Wait a moment, wait.”
Smoke streamed from buildings. She heard shouts of all three, though words lacked meaning. Melchior and Chucklehead galloped toward her, his father following. Aunt Abigail met them.
Behind, around, coming from the east, only one hundred yards away, a cloud of dust and a horde of running figures descended upon the ranch. They came in silence, barefooted or shod, some in evening tailcoats, some in lacy dresses, some in laborers’ clothes or simple skirts or aprons. A good many wore only tatters of ragged fabric that once contained a human being. Others ran bare, clothed in dirt and blood. They were all skin colors, all ages, as long as they were old enough to run. All blank-eyed, open-mouthed, reaching forward as they drew closer, ready to catch their prey.
“The family records, Charles!” Aunt Abigail’s horse balked, digging in his heels.
“Take care of your cousin, Melchior! Get her out of here!” Uncle Charles shouted.
Gambit reared in earnest, letting out a cry that was part neigh, part scream as Ivy clutched his mane.
When she again saw the ranch, Aunt Abigail lay in dust, her horse bursting away in a dark streak to the west, split reins flying.
Melchior and his stallion were almost upon them, thundering up the road. He had not seen his mother being thrown. Behind him, Uncle Charles leapt down to help her. They could both ride the chestnut: a powerful horse, one of Uncle Charles’s favorites, but for how long and how fast?
“Go!” Melchior shouted at her.
He did not know his parents were not just behind. That Uncle Charles did not catch Aunt Abigail’s reins to turn her to follow. He doesn’t know they’re going to die.
One moment, everything silent, unearthly. A quarter of a second in which Ivy saw all options like a string of tintypes—two dying, three dying, all dying; end of possibilities.
She wheeled Gambit, all too eager to turn. They sped like falcons over the rough road, tearing north so fast Ivy could not get her breath in the rush of wind. For all their speed, Chucklehead outstripped Gambit as if the cart horse went at a canter. They were level when Melchior called at her to turn west.
Turn at such speed? She could hardly hold on. The idea of taking control of the ride enough to choose direction felt ludicrous.
Leaning forward, feeling even more she would be thrown, tears flowing through stinging wind and dust and the horse’s thick mane slapping into them, she pulled the left rein. Gambit veered from the grooved road, following the blue-black stallion. And tripped.
The next instant Ivy was falling, flying with nothing below, nothing above, only free air. Earth caught her. She smashed on knees, elbow, hip, ribs: rolling, blind with dust and grit, hair tumbling around her face, wind knocked out of her.
“Gambit!” Through the cloud of dust both their bodies made, she saw him fight to his feet as she did.
And them. Dozens, all silent, the front runners. How did they come so fast? Someone was screaming—perhaps her, perhaps the horse. She ran for him, toward silent, gray figures, powerful reek of decaying flesh, snatching for his reins.
Thump. Something struck him from the far side. Gambit reared, shrieking as teeth sank into his flank.
“No!” Ivy was jerked off her feet, grabbing his neck and saddle. Yet she could never, on her own, get into a saddle in which one must turn one’s back to the horse.
Gambit pivoted, kicking behind, catching two with sickening thuds. Dark, thick, nearly black blood splattered. One’s head caved in, another struck in the chest and thrown a dozen feet, knocking down several more.
Ivy tried to throw herself up, onto his back, finding the hight impossible. Gambit kept spinning, fighting. Every nerve on fire, vision and breath choked by dust, Ivy caught that single stirrup and forced her left boot into it. Claw-like fingers ripped at the horse’s flanks, more coming for her, rotting teeth set in her skirts.
Crack. Melchior’s stallion reared beside them, lashing out with front hooves, ears pinned, eyes rolling white. Melchior fired his revolver again, blasting another to the ground.
Jumping with her foot in the stirrup, Ivy threw herself at last onto the panicked bay’s back, half sitting, half lying against his neck and the saddle as both animals burst away. Melchior was still shooting, Chucklehead wheeling, Gambit kicking out as he ripped free of snapping teeth and shredding fingers. West and north, through brush, into the foothills of the San Mateo mountains.
Pain started as they fled. Knee, elbow, ribs. Her lungs burned as much as her streaming eyes. And what of Gambit?
For five hundred yards, the cart horse kept nearly abreast of the stallion. By the time they started up a steep gradient, leaving the ranch and those dead-eyed hundreds far behind, Gambit trailed, dropping to a shuffling jog, head hanging, then stumbling until he stopped in his tracks, buckling forward onto his knees.
Ivy, so weak and trembling she felt boneless, fell over his neck like a sack and rolled to the dirt beside him. Gambit crouched with his nose on earth, lathered in sweat, gasping against cinch and bit and dust.
She scrambled to her knees at his head, unbuckling the throat latch, then pulling the headstall over his ears, letting the bit drop from his mouth.
“I’m sorry, Gambit.” She choked, stroking his forelock away from terrified eyes. “Melchior—”
When she looked up, Melchior and his horse were beside them. His expressionless gaze roamed over the bowed horse. Carefully, like an old man, he slid from his saddle.
Gambit struggled to extend his forelegs as Ivy pulled the cinch loose, then dropped to his side in a slow, agonizing motion. His hind legs were soaked in blood, coated in dust and filth from gaping wounds in his stomach. Glistening coils of intestines dangled through open holes torn in flesh like grain bursting from slashed sacks. Blood pulsed from ripped organs.
A metallic click sounded sharp in Ivy’s ears. Melchior’s boots crunched loose rock on the false trail they had followed. She looked beyond the horse to the prairie below: settling dust, invisible house and outbuildings, black smoke billowing into a blue sky.
She bent forward, tears dropping onto Gambit’s dark coat, to kiss his muzzle. “Thank you.”
Choking, almost retching as she struggled to her feet, she staggered past Melchior to clutch Chucklehead’s neck and cry into the black mane. The usually balky stallion, lathered in sweat, breathing hard, stood motionless, watching his rider while Ivy leaned on him. She pressed both scraped hands over her ears, yet it did nothing to shut out the explosion of Melchior’s revolver.



Third
Waking
Ivy wakes with a gasp, icy tears on her face, trembling, body aching, fingers numb. Only a dream, a nightmare....
She sits up in darkness from rocky earth and sharp buffalo grass, breaths shallow against uneven pressure of her corset, face sore where tooled leather of the saddle skirt dug into her cheek. The saddle blanket slips off her shoulders while her cloak remains tucked about her. Her tiny bag is clutched in one hand, along with the handkerchief she had pressed to her face for long hours before drifting off. Dark surrounds her, broken by stars and a nearly full moon illuminating silver outlines: distant mountains, her cousin sitting beside her, the grazing stallion nearby.
Not a dream.
She lifts damp, freezing silk to her face against fresh tears, stomach in knots, shivering worse without the stiff blanket. She sniffs, trying to clear her blocked nose, inhaling sharp reek of tobacco smoke in the same moment hot liquid rushes over her upper lip.
Not now, please. Fresh tears spring to her eyes with the maddening absurdity of another nosebleed on top of....
Then a hint of orange glow, Melchior cupping his hand around the cigarette in his mouth in an effort to hide light. Too much.
“I told you no fire,” Ivy whispers, words coming in a gasp through compressed lungs, choked throat, fingers and handkerchief pressed over her nose.
“Covered.” He sits cross-legged, hunched forward in a thin overcoat meant more for keeping off sun than cold.
“Not enough—you struck a match—” But her voice breaks, while pinching her nose makes it even harder to inhale. Mouth wide, struggling to correct her posture and remove pressure points, she fights for breath, shaking harder than ever.
Melchior draws in a long pull of smoke, hands cupped about the glowing end so light cannot be seen, then stands with his back to her. When he lifts the tiny end from his lips to drop on dirt and crush out with his toe, it leaves a streak of light across Ivy’s vision. This after she insisted there must be absolutely no fire past sunset at any cost. That they could die. For a cigarette.
She longs to shout at him, shake him, curl into a ball, sob, scream, hug him, apologize for what happened only several hours earlier—the magnitude of which she still cannot take in, cannot fully process, knowing clearly only that she will never see her aunt and uncle again, that he will never see his parents, even his home, again.
And he is heedless enough to light a cigarette which could lead to their deaths. While she is small and callous enough to admonish him when he is all she has left.
Melchior employed a split rein to hobble the blue roan. Now he catches the trailing headstall in the dark and cleans and warms the bit on his sleeve before pressing it into Chucklehead’s mouth.
As Ivy fights tears and nausea, keeping a firm hold on her nose, Melchior rests his forehead against the horse’s neck in the dark. Chucklehead remains still, silent as his rider, silver steam just visible puffing from his nostrils by moonlight. Melchior runs a hand over his poll, between his eyes, down the muzzle to the velvet nose. Both remain still through many heartbeats.
At length, he turns away, leading Chucklehead back to Ivy, who wordlessly holds out the saddle blanket with her free hand from her place on the ground.
As her cousin saddles the horse in the dark, Ivy struggles painfully to her feet. They stopped only for the animal’s sake, having no camp gear. But daybreak must be near and Chucklehead seems to be holding up better than his human companions anyway.
As the bleeding stops, Ivy faces the urgent dilemma of blood and bile clogging her throat. She must swallow the horrible burning mass, of course; this is no private indoor sink. Even in the middle of the night, alone besides her cousin and his mount, she can hardly bring herself to turn from them and bend to silently spit on grass, face burning with shame, warming her numb cheeks.
Melchior drops the stirrup in place, stroking Chucklehead’s mane. Never speaking to her, he lifts Ivy to the roping saddle with her back to it. She cannot reach his stirrup or place her leg in a brace, but clutches the thick horn in cold, bloody fingers, cloak wrapped tight about her.
He walks, leading the horse, leaving her nothing to do but clutch on with grazed hands through the endless remainder of those dark hours.
At last, just past dawn, he joins her—Melchior in the saddle, Ivy behind. She holds onto his coat, wishing to wrap her arms around him, lean against something warm and solid, still her ceaseless shivering, rest her head on his shoulder at the very least as her eyes close for longer and longer stretches. She keeps herself upright by aid of the corset, only holding his light overcoat to keep from slipping.
After opening her mouth many times to discover no words will come, Ivy gives up and remains as silent as her two companions on the long ride.
Though water remains no trouble on the trail, and there is plenty of spring grass for Chucklehead, they haven’t even a biscuit for themselves. By the time Ivy looks up to see the first signs of settlement and ranches leading into Albuquerque, her stomach feels sharp with pain and her head spins.
Past mid-afternoon, damp all over with sweat, eyes closed against blistering sun without her hat, again riding while Melchior walks, they reach the center of Albuquerque. Ivy dreads having to face a sheriff or marshal, even concerned townspeople in her current state. The town must know what happened to them, must flee the area, yet, through the dirt street, past only a few small rows of timber and adobe structures, no one rushes to greet them. No one seems alarmed or concerned by the sight of them. Hardly anyone can even be seen below afternoon sun.
Melchior finds a tiny, unkept hotel on the east side of town with an equally small, even shabbier boarding stable attached. As he makes arrangements with the squinting, tobacco-chewing proprietor on the porch. Ivy watches the dust-colored dog under shade of the man’s chair scratch its ear, then the brown trail as the man spits in the general direction of a black tomato can beside the chair. He nods, telling Melchior a price.
Should they warn him about the sickness? Everyone they see? Isn’t that more important than anything else? Especially since they will not stay: they must reach Santa Fé, get the same stagecoach out she took in and return on the same train from Raton Pass, Kansas, then Chicago. Even with the Transcontinental Railroad closed for a year past, something must run. With risers here, she cannot sit in this wasteland another minute while her father works for answers thousands of miles away.
Melchior throws Chucklehead’s reins around a hitching post and steps up to the porch to hand the man a tarnished coin. How much money does he have?
Ivy stares at the disproportionately large sign stretching across the whole front of the upper floor. Whisk is written in giant letters across the top, then Inn slightly smaller below. Whisk Inn? As in a kitchen whisk?
They really must say something about....
“Come on.” Melchior grabs her elbow.
Ivy wrenches her arm away. He may help her onto a horse, but a man does not just grab a lady like a sack, cousin or no.
“Coming inside or sleeping out?” he snaps.
The old man on the porch watches them with hooded eyes.
Ivy looks again to the sign. Below the dark Whisk is a lighter painted shadow of a key. Ah.... She lets out her breath. How ... witty.
Dropping her gaze, not saying a word to the old man, who tips his hat with a sarcastic leer as she passes, Ivy follows Melchior inside.
He helps himself to room keys which the spitter must have described, then leads her up creaking stairs with spider webs between every banister rail to a bedroom the size of a dressing room. This consists of a square window the size of a porthole and single bed, looking like that of a child, pressed against the back. No wardrobe. No chest of drawers. Certainly no looking glass or wash basin.
Ivy coughs as she sits on the edge of the bed.
“Said his wife would get us supper,” Melchior says, dropping her key beside her on the quilt. “Got to put up the horse, get some cash, meet that fellow I was telling all you about.”
Yes, his cowpuncher friend in Albuquerque. Ivy nods, blinking stupidly as dust and mold make her eyes sting.
He looks at her, then departs, closing the door behind him.
Ivy’s movements are so blunted, she has hardly unlaced her boots and laid down, fully dressed, feet drawn up, when she hears his steps, jingling spurs, then Melchior pushes open the door she did not bother locking.
Startled that he would walk in on her, mouth too try and throat too tight to say anything, Ivy sits up, blinking. He hands her a clay mug of tortilla soup, leaves a small basin of water with a rag in it on the floor, then walks out, saying he will see her in the morning.
Ivy eats, sore hands trembling, tears in her eyes, shocked he would think to bring her a wash basin. Upon using the rag, however, she discovers chips of dry blood flake off her face to cover the cloth and dissolve in warm water. She must look even worse than she feels.
She scrubs face, hands, neck, bruised knee, then falls asleep having hardly loosened her lacing and almost forgetting once more to lock the door.
Ivy wakes from another vivid reliving of the escape from the ranch—her father’s face and a packed train platform intertwined through the images—to sunlight streaming into the room, head throbbing, nose burning. She coughs, holding her ribs. Not an outfit meant to leave on for days and nights on end. Perhaps now a true dinner. A fresh basin if no real bath, a privy if no real water closet. But she blinks, squinting out the window to the change of colors, misty look of the town, white clouds along the horizon which were not there before, and realizes it is morning.
Someone tries her door, then knocks. Impatiently. “You put down roots? Heading to meet Samuelson and get out of here whether you’re fixing to come or not.”
Her affectionate feelings conjured by the basin vanish as Melchior’s boots thump away down the hall, spurs jingling.
By the time she is able to meet him out of doors, Melchior already has Chucklehead tacked, just starting from the decrepit stable. He has an extra water bottle, two bedrolls, and full saddlebags strapped on his saddle.
Ivy pants, still trying to press her hair into place, the lack of a brush adding to the complication of few pins and no hat. “Where did you get all this?”
Melchior rolls his eyes as he leads Chucklehead past her. “New York City.”
Eyes stinging, Ivy follows them down the dirt street, watching several chickens strut in the opposite direction as if with a purpose. She wonders what happened to her fox, even Lucy the cow and the horses, but this makes her think of Gambit, which makes her think of her aunt and uncle, which again makes her angry with herself for being angry with her cousin.
Ivy coughs on dust all the way down the street, wet handkerchief, rinsed in the basin but still crimson, over her mouth. She tries to ask about passing warnings to the townspeople, though she can get few words out clearly.
“Told them in the saloon last night,” Melchior answers, not looking around.
“What saloon—?” But what does it matter? He went to a saloon. “So people know? What about the sheriff?”
“’Bout to see him.”
Ivy nods. Yes, there is the sheriff’s office and jail just ahead.
Melchior ties the stallion at the hitching post, then knocks his brown hat against his chaps as he pushes open the door and steps in. He drops the door in Ivy’s face as she dashes after. She catches it to avoid a blow to her already fragile nose.
The sheriff, a middle-aged man with a neat mustache and freshly polished badge on a pressed waistcoat, looks up from a desk where he was frowning over a newspaper. He lifts his eyebrows below a stiff hat, shifting his cigar into one corner of his mouth.
“Wasn’t expecting to see you again, young man.” He sits back, unsmiling, gaze fixed on Melchior’s face.
“Said I’d be in,” Melchior snaps, but catches himself, perhaps remembering he is not speaking to his cousin as the man’s eyebrows vanish behind his hat brim. “Sir.”
“Still here to make trouble?”
“Wasn’t here to make trouble at start, sir. Here to tell the truth. Don’t cotton with a town what makes a habit of hanging folks over a deck rigged against them.”
“Mr. L’Heureux, do you know how many guilty men come through here claiming they have been framed? In on legitimate business or not?”
Melchior throws a suede pouch on the desk before the man with a loud clatter. The sheriff glances at it, back to Melchior.
“Two-fifty,” Melchior says. “What you asked.”
The sheriff rolls the cigar back to the other side of his mouth. He opens the bag to dump a pile of coins and a few tiny gold nuggets across his desk. Melchior walks away, down a hall and out of sight as the older man counts. At length, he lifts a pair of scales from below the desk.
Ivy hears murmuring voices at the back of the jail, pulse racing, forgetting all about warning this man, who never looks at her. She slips out, breathing hard.
Her cousin expects her to ride the rest of the way, perhaps two days, to Santa Fé with a convict who, presumably, will be breaking bail by leaving Albuquerque? Or is that how bail works out here? One pays and goes free without terms? Perhaps Melchior only means to free the man. In his debt? Which raises another question: how did he get all that cash? She would have seen if he had it when he left home. Where was he all last night? The saloon? Did he steal it?
Ivy looks up and down the street. A few banks in town, yet wouldn’t they have noticed? An outcry been raised? Two-hundred and fifty dollars. A fortune. Enough to buy a modest home in Massachusetts. Or, likely, a ten thousand acre spread in New Mexico Territory. No contest there.
She stares at Chucklehead as the dark stallion grinds his front teeth over the wood hitching post like a beaver. Her mind is still racing when the door bangs open and Melchior steps out, pulling another man by the arm.
Ivy feels too startled for a moment to take in the newcomer as she looks at her smiling cousin. He is fairly grinning while he yanks the door shut behind them.
“Reckoned I couldn’t do it? No one round here believes a fellow—”
“I believed when you insisted you would return.” An accented voice, well-bred. “Only the sum kept me apprehensive.” The convict shifts his own smile from Melchior as he catches sight of Ivy. He shuffles his armload of possessions, which must have been released to him by the sheriff, to whip off his broad-brimmed hat, dropping his gaze to boards at their feet. “Miss.”
Melchior also notices her. “Oh—cousin I mentioned. Ivy. Got enough to pay board on Elsewhere?”
Ivy stares, not offering the stranger her hand.
Flushed, the young man glances sideways at Melchior.
“Ivy Jerinson,” Melchior goes on, smile lost, once more sounding irritated. To her: “Conrad Samuelson. Rode with me on the drive. Our way back through the Territory, meaning to warn all you, when some Cripes framed him for horse thieving. Then I had to shin out on account of Sheriff Frim taking a dislike to me. Got to grab his horse from the livery.” He steps away to untie his own post-chewing stallion.
“How do you do, Miss Jerinson,” Samuelson murmurs, staring at the hat, frock coat, chaps, gun belt, rifle, and satchel in his arms.
“How do you do.” But Ivy can hardly get the words out and she turns away, breath still fast.
Yes, apparently her cousin means her to keep this man’s company. Only to Santa Fé. Then she can get a coach. And get out.
She follows them to the livery stable, then fans away flies and spider webs while Melchior negotiates with the nearly catatonic stable man over settling board and releasing Conrad Samuelson’s bay mustang. The man, who looks as if he has suffered smallpox at least once, shakes his head repeatedly as Melchior grows more and more cross at the price demanded.
“The hell you been feeding him?” Melchior asks at last. “Gold blocks packed in ivory crates? Cheaper to get another horse than pay this.”
The ravaged man’s expression does not change.
Samuelson catches Melchior’s arm. “Thank you, Mr. Hail, for looking after him.” And removes coins from his satchel.
English, Ivy decides from the accent, though the flies sound louder about her ears than his soft voice. She heard other English, and more Irish accents on her trip West in the first place, but none like this. Those people were from working classes, likely coming to America for opportunity years before Daray’s disease began frightening immigrants away from the New World. This voice reminds her of an English colleague of her father’s: a gentleman.
Still muttering, Melchior drops Chucklehead’s reins at his forehooves and fetches a roping saddle with saddle bags, bedroll, and rifle sheath attached from the tack room.
“Settle and let’s get out of here,” he says as he passes the two men. “No account, nackling, sorry bastard ...” fades with him down the alley. He locates the bay and slips between the stall partition and the horse to saddle him.
Samuelson, face again flushed, finishes counting out coins while Chucklehead knocks the lid off a tall barrel. He crunches away on bran within, his bit not seeming to trouble him.
Resting his possessions on saddle trees, rifle leaned against the wall, Samuelson buckles on his chaps, then fixes the belt over these. Such additions of worn leather diminish from the man’s appearance in a way they never do for Melchior, who seems born for gun belts and spurs. Not that the appearances of horse thieves makes the slightest difference to Ivy one way or the other. Yet his white linen shirt, black waistcoat, red cotton bandana, and exquisite boots, which may have found a place in society if not cut with high heels and pointed toes for riding, make him look altogether neater than anyone else out here. Even his hat looks hardly dusty, jet black and well-made.
“The hell!”
Ivy jumps, looking at Melchior, who was returning with the sedate gelding. He shoves the reins at Samuelson as he darts past to yank Chucklehead’s face away from the bran barrel.
“Couldn’t’ve any of you stopped him? Colic on a full bait a bran.”
Samuelson looks even more abashed. “I beg your pardon, Melchior. I did not notice him.”
The stable man lifts a cigarette to his lips and says nothing.
“Your horse is our responsibility now?” Ivy asks. “He eats everything he can—”
“What’d you ride here?” Melchior rounds on her after slamming the barrel lid in place. “Got some other turnout to keep your eye on?”
“I didn’t know it could make him ill to eat bran. Horses eat bran—”
“Not a gut-full.”
Samuelson, who has not moved to pack his rifle or kit, but stands at his mustang’s head, looking anxiously between the two of them, asks, “You have no horse, Miss Jerinson?”
Ivy opens her mouth, bites her tongue, looks away. Perhaps he would like to steal one for her?
“Rode Chucklehead up here,” Melchior says, throwing his reins over the stallion’s black mane. “Reckon she still can.”
The Englishman again glances between them, neither looking at him or one another, then turns to the stable man. “Have you any horses for sale, Mr. Hail?”
Mr. Hail gestures with his cigarette to the end of the row nearest the open double doors, across from Ivy. “Fellow boarding that mare’s selling her.”
“Not taking a mare,” Melchior interrupts, looking toward the little chestnut. “Nothing but trouble on a trail.”
Ivy sets her teeth.
The stable man goes on smoking. “All we got.”
Another half-hour of argument and dickering follows the examination of the mare, which Melchior calls a filly, though Mr. Hail claims she is five years old and well broke. Next, a circular debate over price, and does the stable have a sidesaddle to fit her? Melchior complains about her being head-shy, spooky, too young, too small, until Samuelson finally pays the stable man thirty dollars, sidesaddle, bridle, and Chucklehead’s “board” included. He nearly has to drag Melchior away from the impassive Mr. Hail.
Finally, before the stable, Melchior presses the chestnut mare’s reins into Ivy’s hands, saying, “Your lucky day.”
Ivy hardly hears his tone—for an instant almost forgetting flies and dust and her own aches and pains, filthy condition and the small matter of her company and situation. A half smile cracks her dry lips as she strokes the pretty red mare’s nose, down a wide, white blaze. She has never had a horse of her own. Even if not for long, it could take weeks to leave Santa Fé if stages are sparse.
“How do you do, Luck,” Ivy murmurs, rubbing the mare’s chin before she tosses her face out of reach.
When Melchior lifts Ivy to the sidesaddle, Luck whips her head around to bite Ivy’s elbow. Ivy jumps, nearly tipping off backward as she reaches the saddle, grabbing at Melchior’s arm and the horse’s mane. This commotion makes the mare start forward, dashing out from under Ivy and turning a circle as she hits the end of the split rein in Melchior’s hand.
To her surprise, Melchior does not curse the animal. He looks a bit smug—which she finds far more upsetting than her horse’s behavior.
It takes Samuelson holding the head and Melchior once more lifting Ivy to the saddle before the company gets underway.
Her jog is too fast, her walk too slow, her canter a slamming, whap-whap-whap rather than Gambit’s gentle rocking horse motion and easy strides. She shies at birds and shadows. She cannot keep a consistent pace, or move in a straight line, without ceaseless direction from her rider. She fights the bit, speeds up when Ivy wishes her to slow down, and lies back her ears at the other horses. But she does not buck. And she seems strong and healthy. She can reach Santa Fé.
By sunset, sore in every muscle from fighting the fractious mare, Ivy sinks almost in a stupor to her bedroll, leaving Melchior to untack her horse.
Most of the day the men rode ahead of her in conversation inaudible to Ivy. Her cousin’s readiness to speak to this Englishman from the drive—despite the fact he had hardly said a word to her for days—seems to have eased some nerves. Melchior makes no comment over having to tend Ivy’s horse, then passes her bread and smoked venison before sitting down with his friend and their own dinner several feet from her on prairie grass.
Ivy wraps herself in cloak and bedroll, watching the three horses graze in their hobbles as twilight fades. Samuelson’s bay, Elsewhere, minds his own business, but Chucklehead follows the mare around in his cross-hobbles until Luck snaps at him and tries to kick. Ivy has some idea of what Melchior means by a mare causing trouble on the trail now, and an even greater sense of the injustice in the remark. Again, she holds her tongue, though her jaw works and her face feels hot.
Melchior lights a last cigarette for the evening, explaining to Samuelson that they cannot have even a match lit after dark—as if he is the authority and rule abider all of a sudden.
Ivy pulls up her hood, wondering if she might try lying on her back in the blankets with the corset on. Samuelson rolls Elsewhere’s saddle blanket for a pillow.
A shadow flits through grass, black on deep blue and slate gray. Ivy blinks in darkness, breath catching. Nothing. Only a rabbit or something ... something tiny. Or a snake. A rattlesnake. No, not that tiny.
Another shift, silent. Melchior catches the movement from the corner of his eye and his hand drops to his holster.
Buffalo grass rustles. Something small, light, moves toward her. Ivy lets out her breath in a rush as Es Feroz, sniffing nervously, steps to the edge of her blanket.
In a moment, Samuelson has his French revolver in his hand.
“No!” Ivy starts to her knees.
Es Feroz springs away.
Melchior grabs Samuelson’s wrist.
Ivy coaxes the fox back. After many nervous glances to the men, she creeps into Ivy’s lap, rubbing her body and chin across Ivy’s arms like a cat, standing on her hind paws to burrow her sharp muzzle in Ivy’s hair.
Ivy hugs her, unable to speak, tears falling on gold and gray fur.
“Her pet,” Melchior mutters to Samuelson and drops back on his bedroll. “She’d powerful appreciate if you’d not shoot it, Sam.”
“I beg your pardon, Miss Jerinson,” Samuelson says, still staring at the little animal in her arms.
Ivy does finally lie back on her bedroll, the worn sidesaddle at her head, and, after an inspection of camp and everyone present, the vixen curls up in the hollow of her neck and shoulder.
With darkness, visions of the ranch, the horde, screams, cries, revolver shots again crash around her like a tornado. Ivy shivers, tears starting again as the magnitude of both her own and her cousin’s situation faces her like the nightmares. But she buries her fingers in warm fur, listening to a coyote’s cry, falling asleep thinking of what she rides toward rather than what lies behind.
The next day, as they ride north to Santa Fé, Samuelson tells her he learned horsemanship fox hunting in Somerset. It never occurred to him anyone would make a pet of one.
“’Spect it makes sense to people in the States,” Melchior says. “Never known anyone West to do such a thing.”
“New Mexico Territory is part of the United States of America,” Ivy says. “I am not ‘from the States’ while you are ‘from New Mexico.’”
“Showed up here first day and didn’t feel you was in a different country than you’d been in before?”
Ivy has no answer besides setting her teeth. The exchange puts an end to Samuelson attempting conversation with her. Still, her spirits lift all morning with Es Feroz trotting in and out of sight on the trail and Santa Fé just ahead in those mountains.
The air feels so thin, Ivy struggles to draw breath if she dismounts to lead her flighty mare. She takes shallow comfort to see Samuelson also suffers at the steadily increasing altitude. Only Melchior appears not to notice, having lived his whole life in high country. A couple thousand more feet seem unimportant.
Hours later, they begin passing the farthest outlying ranches and settlements around the ancient city. Yet the sun is low in the west before they cross the little Santa Fé River and turn onto San Francisco Street. Up this main thoroughfare, the three halt beside the same bright plaza where the stage deposited passengers one year earlier.
Ivy stares from the boarded doorway of the Second National Bank of New Mexico to blossoming cottonwood trees, taller than squat buildings around them. A few dusty men stand around a saloon. A few more talk in the shade of the long government building across the Plaza. A few dogs look up at the newcomers from the shade of cottonwoods. A burro wanders down the middle of the wide street, swishing its tail against flies.
Not as if she expected brass bands and flag waving. Not that the governor should run out to greet them or the marshal rush to hear their story. Yet....
Sunburnt, filthy, parched, lips chapped and hair tangled, every bone and muscle aching, right leg in intense pain from being set in the saddle brace for hours on end, Ivy looks around to her companions.
Melchior, squinting, nods northward. “Livery behind the casas reales—Governor’s Palace,” he adds as Ivy stares at the long, low, apparently deserted adobe structure he calls a palace.
At the livery, he gets a recommendation for a local boarding house, along with the assurance that the Palace Hotel has the highest prices in town.
Melchior, who seems to know his way around the “city,” leads them to the house on the east side of town, not far from the cathedral. The stark, two-story building is a timber-framed, eastern-style structure rather than the predominant adobe, with tattered rugs, dusty drapes, and a single hand pump for water to the scullery off the kitchen—no proper plumbing, much less electricity.
Mrs. Acker, the Englishwoman who owns the place, brusquely indicates these features, points out the resident girl of all work, whose name Ivy cannot catch, and asks them if they want rooms with the air of someone who has already wasted hours of her day on their thoughtless extravagances.
“A single and we can share if you’ve got anything with two,” Melchior says, jerking his thumb at Samuelson. “Not sure how long though. Know what the stage schedule is these days?”
Mrs. Acker, graying hair in a tight bun, arrayed in practical homespuns, cigarette dangling between her lips, narrows her eyes as if she feels they are being deliberately thick. “No stage has left Santa Fé since September.”
Ivy catches her breath, feeling slapped.
Melchior glances around to her and Samuelson, both silent in the dim front sitting room shared by moth-eaten cushions on rough wooden furnishings and one calico-covered sofa which, ten or twenty years ago, must have been a handsome addition. The hearth is black and cold, though the house feels chill. Flies buzz and tap against the grimy glass window. At least there are real windows. And no obvious cobwebs.
“Nowhere to go, is there?” the owner goes on. “No trains. Rail line was never expanded past Raton Pass, as promised. They used to say end of this year, or start of next, they’d be in Santa Fé.” Mrs. Acker shakes her head, chewing the cigarette. “That track’s not budged an inch since the border.”
“But,” Ivy interrupts, hands trembling, “what do you mean, no trains? Only the Transcontinental Railway is wholly shut down, isn’t it?”
“Where’ve you been, girl? Trains all over the nation are closed. All east-west shut, besides nearly all north-south. Quarantine’s coast to coast. Everyone scared over this bloody Plague. Not supposed to cross state lines or travel much at all without official leave. Military outposts from Fort Clark to Fort Abraham Lincoln imposing blockade. Our Fort Marcy’s shut—the lot of them called north.”
“Just rode back here from Kansas,” Melchior says. “We weren’t stopped and they still had rails hauling beef cattle. Didn’t see so much as a lone cavalry rider guarding a border.”
Mrs. Acker shrugs. “What I’ve heard, that’s all. No stages, no trains, no one meant to be traveling until something’s been done about the sickness. If you wanted a lift so bad you should’ve stepped aboard with those cattle.” For the first time, she pulls the dwindling cigarette from her lips. “Want those rooms or not?”



Fourth
A Proper Cup of Tea
This time, Ivy knows before she has woken that she dreams of the station, the ranch, the horde. She forces herself awake in a sweat, sitting up in bed. Gray and lavender light fills her room. Sounds of roosters and the livery stable door rattling far off drift through the open window.
Trembling, she climbs from bed to perform what washing is possible with a single stagnant basin, combat another nosebleed, then brush and pin long hair. Dressing proves an even greater challenge: besides bruises, sore muscles, and burnt skin, she must face putting back on the same trail-tattered garments of the day before without a real wash for either them or herself.
She may have learned to do all her own dressing, even lacing and fixing her hair, at the ranch over the past year, but at least Aunt Abigail had a small looking glass. Plus wood bathing tub. Neither luxury is evident here—only a tiny privy out back and the one inside pump downstairs.
Ivy is first down to breakfast, meeting the girl of all work in the dining room, which seems to accommodate any meals offered. This girl, perhaps fourteen or fifteen, finishes setting the breakfast table and looks up.
“Buenos días, señorita.” Beaming, she bobs a small curtsy, then waves Ivy to accompany her into the kitchen. Far from situated downstairs, where meals must be carried up one or more flights, this little kitchen abuts the dining room on one side and scullery on the other.
Ivy hesitates, never having been invited by someone else’s servant into such a place. Yet she has nothing better to do, or anyone else for company, while remaining alone with her own churning thoughts can grow as frightening as the nightmares.
The girl pushes a three-legged kitchen stool at her, chattering like a boisterous robin as she moves about the kitchen, grabbing bowls, eggs, a flour sack, checking the fire, dropping lard onto an iron skillet.
Ivy brushes a dusting of cornmeal from the stool before sitting, feet and knees together below her skirts, hands in her lap. Cornmeal fritters and baked beans with green chiles which burned her mouth made up her dinner the night before. Now she looks with trepidation to the hanging stalks of dried chilies, jars of pickled ones, and baskets of fresh ones.
“¿Te gustan las tortillas o galletas, señorita?” Still beaming, the girl looks around.
“Gracias....” One of the only Spanish words she knows besides hola and señorita—which she calls the girl in her mind, having no idea how to pronounce her name.
The girl goes on grinning and chattering as she works. Ivy watches her frayed yellow shawl, then sky blue woolen skirt, worn thin, flutter about her ankles with few layers underneath. Jet black hair falls unbound about her back and shoulders as she moves. Ivy is too old not to put her own hair up. At least she was able to get a brush, plain sun hat, and handkerchiefs at the sparse general store the previous afternoon before she retired to the boarding house for the evening.
Señorita turns to her with a clay plate of tiny, bright red and yellow tomatoes.
Ivy repeats, “Gracias.” Though cannot eat, having neither fork nor napkin.
She sits uneasily, sweating beside the stove, plate in one hand as the girl goes on working and talking. Even Ivy’s foundation in French does nothing to help her make sense of the syllable whirlwind.
Soon, footsteps sound on wood stairs.
Ivy excuses herself, taking her plate to the table. She is just moving toward a chair when Melchior and Samuelson walk in, both looking starkly dressed without chaps, hats, or any manner of overcoat or jacket, though Melchior wears his gun belt, as well as jingling spurs. She has seldom seen him without—as if he may need to leap straight from the breakfast table onto the back of a horse. He refused even to take them off in the ranch house when his mother complained he gouged the earthen floor.
Conversely, Samuelson looks more natural without his wide black hat and leather chaps. Only the riding boots and bandana give away his recent history. This bandana catches her eye as he walks in. There must be thousands of red cotton neckerchiefs in the West, yet the resemblance to Melchior’s old one is uncanny. And her cousin returned from the drive with one of blue silk.
“Good morning, Miss Jerinson.” Samuelson steps around the table to pull out her chair.
Melchior merely grunts, dropping onto a bench so his back is to the wall.
“Did you sleep well?” Samuelson asks.
Ivy stares at him, her attention snatched from silk and cotton to bleeding entrails spilling through the torn flesh of a terrified horse sinking to his knees on a dirt track. She blinks, repressing a shudder.
“Fine. Thank you.” She looks away, stiff in her seat and unsmiling.
He takes the point, sitting beside Melchior in silence.
Ivy shakes out her stiff hemp napkin, then takes up knife and fork to slice her tomatoes.
“What happened last night?” She does not look up.
“Counted on more folks,” Melchior says, scowling. “Besides that, on folks giving a damn—”
“Melchior.” Samuelson casts him a quick, startled glance.
Melchior ignores him, shrugging as he looks at Ivy. “Didn’t miss a shindy. Wouldn’t’ve made a lick a difference if you’d come with no one inviting our jaw. Women in there though—must be all right in Santa Fé.”
“At least people know,” Samuelson says, looking from Melchior to Ivy. “We can spread word of what happened to you both.”
“None twigged either way,” Melchior says. “Reckon folks was warned months back—still trot along. Found out from the barman all hats are gone already.”
Ivy stares at him, a bit of tomato on her fork. Though he could be just as difficult to understand on the ranch, it never mattered before. They scarcely spoke to one another. Now....
“Not a military man left in town either,” he adds, looking up as Señorita brings in coffee.
Ivy eats, looking away to the bright window which frames adobe walls of one-story buildings across a wide street. When she remained in last night, Melchior and Samuelson visited a popular saloon. They seemed to feel women would not be allowed, even had she wished to go. Now, though she must speculate as to much of his meaning, it seems her cousin just told her this is not the case.
As morning sunlight flows in, Ivy shifts her gaze from windows to thick dust now illuminated in the dining room. Melchior and Samuelson are talking over their evening at the saloon when the girl of all work returns with breakfast plates. Still the only three for the meal. Are they alone in the boarding house?
Corn, peppers, an egg scarcely past raw, all piled on top of a beef tamale. Ivy loses track of the conversation for several minutes in her attempt to eat. When Melchior’s knife slips and bangs off his clay plate, she jumps.
“Hear tell he’s got a ... don’t know ... workshop, laboratory ... whatever they call them, on the north side of town. ’Spect we can drop in.” Talking to Samuelson, who eats his tamale delicately, keeping his right hand on his knife and left on his fork, while Melchior uses only a fork in his right hand.
“Does it feel peculiar that authorities have not already contracted him to improve defenses around the city?” Samuelson asks. He glanced at her when she jumped, now looking at Melchior beside him.
“Suspecting he’s no account?”
Samuelson shakes his head. “Of course, I could not say. If he is the only maker in town, as they say, he should be worth calling upon. Yet, I cannot help wondering why he seems little known and less in demand. A good maker in London has the public queuing at his door.”
“That is because London believes in progress and new ideas,” Ivy says. “It is not a backward village of mud houses and donkeys roaming the streets like stray cats.”
Both men look at her. Ivy stares at her plate, blood beating in her ears, face hot. Not the words of a lady. Nor tone. Stomach turning over, she goes on eating corn and gristly beef, sticky with cold egg yolk.
When silence stretches on—Samuelson watching her, Melchior gulping his breakfast in huge bites—she murmurs, “I am grateful for any hospitality of these people. But my vision is colored. I must return to Boston.”
“What’d you suppose we’re working on?” Melchior asks after a swallow and pushing back the end of the bench with a screech. “Getting you out of here. No train, no stage, too far and too dangerous to ride it. Means you need ideas.” He stands up. “Go ... fluff your hair, or whatever the hell it is you do, then we’ll visit this maker. If anyone has ideas, they do.”
He walks out, his plate clean though Ivy and Samuelson are less than half-finished. Samuelson sits stiffly, staring at his breakfast, flushed.
“It’s all right,” Ivy mutters after another painful moment of silence. “He speaks to me like that all the time.”
“He should not,” Samuelson says, still rigid. “I am sorry—”
“Don’t. Does it improve matters when a man apologizes for the sins of his friend?”
Samuelson says nothing.
Ivy sits back, turning her fork in gooey, cold egg, then pushing her plate away, longing to cross her arms. “My apologies. He should be given allowances. He has lost a great deal in the past week.” When her sole breakfast companion remains silent, also not eating, Ivy sighs. “I never understood what he said regarding your evening at the saloon. What happened?”
Samuelson shakes his head, not meeting her eyes. “There ... were not many present. They informed us they had already been warned. Mr. Cody Shannon, the proprietor, said all official personages were evacuated with the snowmelt. To where, I am unsure ... perhaps Fort Union. It sounds as if Santa Fé is no longer the capitol of anything, having no governing body. Many others followed them out. Those remaining, as Melchior implied, did not seem overly troubled by our news.”
“Then they are ignorant. They have no idea what they may soon face.”
When he again says nothing, Ivy regrets her tone. He has at least been civil. She should have offered her hand upon their meeting—even under the circumstances.
His gaze shifts from his own plate to hers, then back. After a moment, he says, “I should be glad to trade anything I owned, perhaps even my horse, for a meal of green salad and roast pheasant without a chile in sight.”
Staring at her plate, Ivy wonders what he received to eat at the Albuquerque jail. Or the trail. While it was not as if Aunt Abigail was an inept cook, the monotony of her own diet has been less than satisfying.
“A hot croissant from a bakery smelling of yeast and rising dough, rosemary and olive oil,” Ivy murmurs.
“A proper cup of tea,” he says without looking up. “Cucumber sandwiches, steaming scones with clotted cream just in from Devon.”
She glances at him. “Canard à l’orange with Pinot Noir. Or simply a fresh orange. Even an apple.”
“A whole fruit salad.” With a slight smile. “Cool Chardonnay. A sprig of mint.”
“Peppermint tea. Cream cheese and pear tarts with honey and lemon. Real luncheon with lobster bisque, clean linens, polished silver.”
Samuelson closes his eyes. “Really, I should trade all for almost any meal void of hot chiles, beans, and all forms of maize.”
He looks at her, head cocked, smiling. His gray eyes catch sunlight through the low window, dancing like the reflection off a stream. His hair, too dark to be sandy, yet too light to be brown, also glows, individual hairs standing separate rather than plastered across his skull with sweat and dust and hatbands—as if he brushes and washes it more than annually.
Ivy returns his smile, feeling her lips move almost stiffly with the unaccustomed action, sure it must be a sad smile. For now, she must try to take Melchior’s word that this young man was framed, unsure how long she can go on without at least one friend.



Fifth
The Maker
The building is timber-fronted, one side adobe, another steel sheeting, as if three planners and three builders could not agree. Ivy wonders, as she approaches what she must guess is the front door, what the back looks like.
She knocks, Samuelson beside her, Melchior wandering down the length of the structure, spurs clanking and boots knocking up dust, staring upward with his hat shading his eyes.
From within, a hollow, metallic sound echoes around the walls, as if someone rhythmically hammers steel or copper. Not ringing of a blacksmith’s forge, but a careful sound of fine work. The metal echo does not cease with her knock. No footsteps sound within.
Ivy glances at Samuelson. He studies the door, void of knocker or bell. Ivy has seen many an absurd device on makers’ doors in Boston. If one man has a brass lion’s head knocker on his and another has a clockwork lion leaping from a hidden nook to roar while answering roars reverberate through the workshop beyond, there can be no contest as to who finds more employ for well-paid trinkets.
Now, Ivy needs much more than trinkets. She needs a miracle. Her shoulders slump as she is met with no sign of either.
“Perhaps ... around back?” Samuelson asks.
Ivy knows he is thinking of society houses, entrances for servants and deliveries.
“Here,” Melchior says from twenty feet along the building, toward the metal side.
Clank, clank, clank. Hammering grows louder as Ivy approaches. Her cousin lifts a fist to knock on the plain timber wall.
“Morning,” Melchior calls to the wall.
Hammering stops.
Ivy and Samuelson glance around at Melchior, who, after a look up and down the wall, takes a few quick steps back.
Something rumbles, grinds, then the wall moves. Ivy jumps as Samuelson catches her arm, pulling her back. The whole wall, in a space wide enough for two coaches to pass abreast, swings outward from the bottom, rising into the air, over their heads, then retracting into the ceiling of the building, rumbling and clanking.
“I beg your pardon.” Samuelson hurriedly drops his hand, moving back from Ivy.
Melchior glares at them. “Thought you two was supposed to know about makers?”
He steps forward as the most pale-complected person Ivy has seen out West walks into the open front of the building to greet them, shielding light blue eyes against sunlight.
“Good morning,” he says brightly, smiling around at them. “And apologies. Had you been calling long? Only just heard. Might have opened the door hours ago—didn’t know it was morning. What is the time? How can I help you, good sirs and lady?” Noticing Ivy, he sweeps his tall hat off in a shower of wood dust and metal fragments. A cog bounces away across the road. A silver nib falls at Melchior’s toe.
Ivy covers her mouth with her handkerchief, all three stepping back, Samuelson coughing on sawdust.
“Goodness me, so sorry.” The pale man bends to snatch the nib, causing a fresh shower of fragments to scatter about his boots; from watch hands to screws, bolts, and a brass whistle—or is it a tiny smoke stack?
How can this man possibly wonder at the time? His person is hung all over with watches. One fixed to his hat, at least half a dozen dangling from chains of various lengths around his neck, two more on a belt, another pinned to the top of his boot. He wears spectacles covered in dust, though a pair of goggles is also fixed around the crowded hat. A once cream shirt, now going brown with dust, displays suede straps all down the sleeves at inch intervals which hold a variety of objects: the most minuscule pair of pliers Ivy has ever seen, a candle stub, a small roll of copper wire and neat row of spare watch gears held around the upper arm, several iron keys, and a few extra watches. More chains and tool handles poke from pockets all up and down the leather jerkin he seems to be wearing as a work apron.
He snatches handfuls of dropped objects, blows on his tall hat, resettles it on his head, drops the nib and other bits in jerkin pockets, then beams around at them.
“Welcome—it is bright out here. Goodness. Won’t you come in? Say hello to Isaiah. Isaiah, say hello to our guests, ah, uhm ... I’m sorry.” He squints at them. “I’ve forgotten your names. No offense, please. I do it all the time.”
“They haven’t said their names, Oliver.” Another man, younger, taller, and more practically dressed in leather apron and wool shirt, lays a small hammer down on a workbench, standing to greet them. “Isaiah James, maker’s assistant. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”
Ivy is unsurprised to see the young man is Negro. Though books, reports, even paintings of the Spectacular West filtering to Boston never mention the fact, there seem to be just as many Negro cowpunchers or settlers in the territory as Anglo—and far less of either than the long-established Mexican community.
Melchior only grunts at the introduction. Ivy longs to kick him, yet finds it reassuring to think he is not rude specifically to her.
Samuelson steps into the shaded workshop to shake hands with the young assistant. “How do you do. Conrad Samuelson.” He looks around for Ivy, but Melchior is beside him. “My friend, Melchior L’Heureux. His cousin, Ivy Jerinson.”
“Wonderful, wonderful!” Watches swinging and clanking, wood dust puffing off him, the maker scrambles to drag out chairs from overflowing work benches. “Have a seat, tell us why you’ve come. Here to help—” He rushes back to them, holding out his hand, half-covered in a glove encompassing his first finger, thumb, and part of the palm and back of his hand.
“Orvar Kjellstedt, maker, at your service.” He wrings Samuelson’s hand as if never having met such a splendid person, amending, “Oliver, everyone here calls me Oliver. Or El Hombre Inventar to the locals. Or ... tinker to those who came West precisely to avoid our kind of ideas.”
His smile fades and his hand drops from Samuelson’s. Ivy feels herself color. It is not a polite word in society.
“Oliver,” he repeats firmly. “You call me Oliver. A pleasure.”
“The pleasure is ours.” Ivy dutifully offers her hand and he kisses it, white dust falling from his hat to her dark sleeve.
Melchior takes the maker’s offered hand gingerly, as if something about the little man might be catching.
Without his hat, Orvar Kjellstedt is nearly a head shorter than Melchior and Samuelson, even lacking an inch or two on Ivy. The name, the blue eyes and blonde hair, all speak to Ivy of Norse legend. Yet this man is no Viking. More pixie as he dashes again back to chairs, waving them to sit, asking Isaiah to half-shut the door so they are not all blinded.
“Now, now, now, not a place for a lady,” he says, brushing frantically at the little chairs. A gear pops off his sleeve. The maker rushes after it while it rolls across the packed earth floor.
Isaiah brings forward his own chair, clean, solidly crafted, with a nod to Ivy and hint of a smile.
“Thank you.” She takes a seat with her hands folded, glancing about the workshop.
Isaiah turns a handle on the wall. The massive front wall, or door, swings out and partway down, lowering the light to a more pleasant level.
“Glendaleen will get us coffee or horchata, I’m sure,” the maker calls from under a long bench against the near wall. “Then we’ll catch up.” He emerges with the escaped gear in thumb and forefinger, spectacles lopsided, watches swinging and clicking against one another.
“There’s no need to fuss,” Ivy says, looking about the room, which bursts with an array of objects both familiar and bizarre: saws and leather punches, masks with pressure gauges, firearms with seven triggers, rolls of leather and sheets of steel, a glove made of glass, a clockwork horse the size of a house cat, and what looks like a whole human arm of copper draped across the bench the maker just pulled himself out from under.
“Quite right,” Samuelson says. “We shall not take a minute of your time.”
Orvar Kjellstedt, Oliver, pauses in the middle of the floor, fixing the runaway gear back to his sleeve. He looks up, from Ivy to Samuelson, who has also seated himself upon request, but leans forward at the edge of his chair. Melchior remains standing beside him, glancing around the room as if some object may come to life and devour him. In the moment of quiet, Ivy notices the soft rumble of ticks, whirs, hisses, and rattles. As if the room itself lives and breathes.
“Oh....” Oliver bites his lip, standing still for the first time since the wall door opened. “Well, now. There’s no need to dash. None at all. Won’t you take some coffee? Or cold horchata? We have ice, of course. Run an icebox on electricity. Steam and batteries. Freezes water in half a day.”
“Truly?” Ivy suppresses a shiver. She has not seen or tasted ice in a year.
Melchior raises his eyebrows, clearly skeptical.
“Oh, yes, indeed.” The smile returns to the maker’s face. “Isaiah? Would you be so kind as to ask Glendaleen to bring our guests drinks with ice?”
Ivy cannot help noticing Isaiah’s uneasy expression as he heads for a back door leading, presumably, from workshop to living quarters.
“Now, now, now....” Oliver leans back against a low table piled with metal scraps, impales his little finger on something sharp, yelps, and shakes his hand.
“You!” he cries, rushing forward to peer closely down into Samuelson’s eyes. “And you as well.” Looking up at Melchior. “You have bright eyes. Did you know lighter coloration in the iris is often associated with photophobia? In these blazing mountains and deserts, one sees native people with dark eyes. Of course, they have the sense, correct? Yet, we are made as we are.... What we can do—” He waves a finger in Melchior’s face. “Goggles! Sungoggles!”
With a flourish, he snatches a pair off the bench beside Samuelson’s chair and offers them.
“Now, young men, you must try these. Simply must.” His gaze darts to Melchior’s spurs and hat. “Imagine it: riding the range. You’re pushing a herd north and east. The sun has risen, blazing into your face. The hat won’t shield you. Dust pounds your eyes like a summer blizzard. What do you do? You cannot see a May beetle on the end of your nose. You must blindly rely upon your horse and hope to lose no cattle. Or ... sungoggles! Please, please, try them on, step outside, under the door, right there. Look straight into the sun, I implore you. You will not regret it. You will be amazed.”
He presses the dark-lensed goggles at Melchior, who appears interested, though Samuelson is smiling and shaking his head. Melchior pulls off his hat and drags the strap of the goggles over his head. With eyepieces fitted, he slips out below the door.
“What did I tell you, young man?” Oliver shouts after him, leaning under the door.
Melchior says something, then reappears, frowning and pulling off the goggles. “Damnation ... never seen anything like this.”
“Did you look right at the sun? Right at it?” Oliver is nearly hopping up and down on the spot, wringing his hands.
“Did.” Melchior rubs his neck, appearing grudging about the whole matter, yet unable to hide how impressed he feels.
“Wonderful. Simply splendid. You may have those, sir.”
“What?” Melchior looks up.
“Just tell anyone concerned where you got them. Every cowhand and lawmen and rider or traveler of any kind in the whole of the Territory should own a pair and this is the only place in New Mexico you can get them.” He slaps Melchior’s back.
Melchior grins. “Real good of you, sir. Oliver.”
“Only do me the favor of telling anyone who asks that you paid ... twelve dollars for them.”
Samuelson’s eyes widen.
“No, no,” Oliver goes on, shaking his head. “Make that five. How does five sound?”
“Sure thing.” Melchior nods. “Will do that. Much obliged.” He holds out his hand and they shake again, both beaming.
Oliver turns to Ivy. “Now, young lady.”
Ivy recoils, but catches herself, trying to smile.
“Excuse me, ah, Oliver—” Samuelson leans forward from his rigidly upright posture. “I beg your pardon, but we rather had business we wished to discuss with you.”
Oliver turns from Ivy to face him. “Yes, yes of course. I am sorry. What may I do for you?”
“It’s a matter of transportation,” Ivy says, sitting up straighter. “You see, I am not from here, Mr. Kjellstedt—”
“Oliver, Oliver!”
“Yes, of course. Oliver, I came to the Territory last year from Boston. Just at the time the whole East was closing down in quarantine in a last effort to stop Daray’s disease from spreading coast to coast. Now, it seems the West is no longer free of the sickness—”
Bang. The interior door Isaiah disappeared through crashes back against the wall, making Ivy start. Samuelson jumps to his feet. Melchior’s right hand flies to his holster.
Oliver winces. He turns to face the woman stepping through, tray in hand, with the apologetic air of a dog caught chewing slippers.
“Ah, sweetheart.” He dashes around the bench toward the scowling woman in a neat gingham dress, her hair done up at the top of her head. “Thank you—”
“Oliver, I would like a word.” Her gaze sweeps past him to the three assembled.
“Now, darling, it’s not how you think.” Oliver smiles so sweetly at her he is actually batting his eyes.
She pushes the tray at Isaiah as he steps past. “A word.” Then vanishes back through the doorway.
“Right. Yes.” Oliver looks around at Ivy and the two men. “Shall I ... be just a moment?”
Why is he asking them?
“Of course,” Samuelson says, sitting down. “No rush.”
Oliver closes the door behind him.
Isaiah passes clay mugs around. In wonder, Ivy clasps both sweaty hands about the cool surface. Inside, a chunk of ice floats among some light, cloudy liquid. A sip reveals a strong taste of almonds and cinnamon, too sweet, yet the most refreshing thing she has tasted in a long while.
“Did we do something wrong?” Samuelson asks as he accepts a tawny cup from Isaiah.
The young man shakes his head. He pushes aside several oddities to make a space for the tray on a table, then returns to his hammer at another. He lifts a soft length of buckskin to stretch over some roundish metal plate, apparently checking the fit or measurement.
“You’ve done nothing. She grows put out over callings on account of Oliver giving away half the things he makes because he can’t find a buying market.”
Samuelson and Ivy both glance at Melchior with the sungoggles in his hand. He glares back, draping the strap across the butt of his revolver for safekeeping.
“He came out here because there were no makers in these parts,” Isaiah goes on. “Oliver expected to corner the market. Get the West into these big ideas of progress and development. Trouble is, a lot of the West never seemed keen on it. He’s been in Santa Fé years and hardly scrapes enough of a living to keep from going hungry.” He shrugs, lifting a knife to slide along his piece of buckskin.
“Just the way it is. Some folks don’t like new ideas. Don’t like changing old ways. Wouldn’t matter if Satan himself invented those old ways if they’re comfortable and familiar. Anyhow, she’s got nothing against you. She’s mostly a fine lady and over the moon about him. They’re to be married shortly and she’s already started keeping house here and there. Been saving up a long while and I suspect she’s just reminding him of that before she let’s him back out here to talk with you all.”
He lifts the small hammer over a rivet, but pauses, looking up as the door opens once more.
Oliver shuffles into the workshop, watches clanking gently about his neck like wind chimes, rubbing his hands as if cold.
“My apologies,” he mumbles. “I did not mean to abandon you.”
“Not at all.” Samuelson smiles at him, but Oliver does not look up.
“Anyway.” He glances distractedly around the room, casts a vague smile toward his assistant, then spots Ivy. “Ah, yes. You were telling me a story, young lady. You came here from Philadelphia?”
“Boston.”
“Boston. Yes, it was Boston.” His broad smile returns, eyes wide and eager as a child expecting a gift. “Donataious and Dr. Frepson.”
Ivy manages a weak smile, feeling almost relieved by the sound of familiar names—something she understands in a world upside down.
“Yes. Donataious’s workshop was—is—only blocks from my family’s home.” Ivy takes a deep breath, wishing all four would not stare at her as if she is onstage. “Anyway ... they, the risers, came to the ranch. A horde. I have seldom seen so many at once. My cousin and I, and Mr. Samuelson, just rode into Santa Fé yesterday afternoon. The ranch was well south of Albuquerque, but not so far that both cities are not now in terrible danger.”
Oliver gazes at her, watches no longer clanking, lips parted and light eyes even more enormous behind small spectacles.
“It seems nowhere is safe these days,” Ivy says. “My aunt and uncle did not make it away from that ranch. Our only home here is destroyed. With all grounds being equal, I must find a way back to Boston and my father. So I beg your assistance. I am told trains no longer run. Stagecoaches and all other passenger vehicles are banned. Where I come from, there are fantastic devices, as you know. Dirigibles and balloons, self-propelled trollies, vast steam ships. If anyone in this Territory can help me, I pray you can.”
The maker stares and stares at her. He closes his mouth, wipes his brow under his hat with a handkerchief, removes and polishes his spectacles, then leans back on the metal scrap table.
“Miss ... uh....”
“Jerinson,” Ivy says softly. “Ivy Jerinson.”
“Miss Jerinson.” He pauses again, his eyes dropping from hers.
Ivy feels a sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach.
“Please,” she whispers.
He looks at her, opens his mouth, closes it, swallows. “I am ... terribly sorry for the predicament you face. You see ... I understand what it is like to be a long way from home. The fact remains, this ... Plague, as they call it—I heard it was coming West, though I did not know how close. Government orders close our roads across state and territory lines. What you are asking me to do, miss ... it’s breaking the—”
“All she’s asking is an idea.”
Ivy glances up, startled to hear Melchior sounding for once irritated on her behalf instead of irritated with her.
“You’re the idea man.” Melchior looks around the assorted room. “And you do have an idea on how she could reach Boston, don’t you?”
Oliver looks at him, Samuelson, Isaiah. Back to Ivy.
“I am not asking that you take me there yourself, sir,” Ivy says. “Only assistance, please, if you can. I’ll pay. I’ll do anything. I’m afraid you are my only hope.”
He swallows. “There is a ... plan—a vehicle I have ... long wished to make.” His glance darts again to Isaiah, who sits still, watching the maker now, instead of Ivy. “In such times ... with materials so terribly difficult to obtain, even black market—”
“It will be expensive to make?” Melchior again interrupts.
“Terribly,” Oliver mumbles, coloring as if ashamed to admit it. “Extravagantly.”
“But it can be made?” Ivy asks, breathless. “You know how? You can make a device which would travel faster than horses yet without railway lines? That could avoid military shutdown and run as far as Boston?”
Oliver glances around his workshop, as if concerned lest he be overheard. He swallows. “If one could obtain raw materials, plus funds for said materials and labor”—he looks up, meeting her eyes—“Miss Jerinson, I would guarantee it.”



Sixth
The First Time In Her Life
Ivy stands beside the rail fence, considering first crossing her arms on top, though it would be rude and unladylike, then leaning against a post despite filthy wood. She ends with neither, only staring into the corral with unfocused eyes below her cheap sunhat. Although it is well past lunchtime, more beans, rice, corn, or chiles did not appeal. She does not even feel hungry, her stomach a knot of uncertainty.
Before her, kicking up dust inside a small corral adjacent to the livery stable, Melchior works with the chestnut mare. Ivy can neither saddle nor bridle the little mustang on her own. Her heart aches for gentle, reliable Gambit.
“Shifting?” Melchior calls to Ivy. “Snails—got to handle her. Won’t do her hale to get friendly with me.”
Are horses always the first thing on his mind? Even after their meeting with the maker?
Ivy looks away.
“Blast it, girl. Only horse we’ve got for you. Don’t matter if she ain’t fine as cream gravy. Got to get along.”
Of course she wants to get along, feels proud to have her own horse. Only ... not right at this moment. He is the one who wished to bring the mare out as they tried to think of a plan. While Melchior seems to find the horses soothing, Ivy longs for shade, a book, another iced drink to stimulate her mind to productive thought.
“Ivy!”
“Let her be.” Samuelson’s voice, soft. He stands around the corral, closer to Melchior, grooming his own horse. Elsewhere, the handsome bay, good-natured, dependable, reminds Ivy so much of Gambit she can hardly look at him.
“Got to work things out with this mare sometime.”
“And you believe shouting at either will improve the relationship?” Samuelson continues brushing his horse.
Melchior says nothing, sending the mare away around the pen.
Ivy closes her eyes against dust. So much, so fast, that her thoughts, complicated by nightmares which replay recent events, cannot sort themselves into linear, practical paths.
Something brushes her boot. She starts and looks down, then lets out her breath.
“I didn’t think you would come to town.” She smiles—her third in one day—as she bends to lift Es Feroz into her arms.
The fox sniffs energetically around her collar, then into brown hair held up in too few pins, nibbling and rubbing her cheek across Ivy’s ear. Ivy presses her close, burying fingers in gold and gray fur.
Siesta time in Santa Fé must have made the city quiet enough to draw the vixen back to Ivy’s company. Or else Es Feroz, like Ivy, cannot identify the city as such, feeling she visits no more than a human-scented prairie dog town.
Ivy should be warning people, not standing here in dust, petting a fox while she selfishly tries to think of a means to pay her own way home. She should be at the sheriff’s office. If no such office remains in town, as Melchior implied, shops, banks, churches, hotels. But he said no one cared. No one was afraid. And how many people even remain? Are they her responsibility? Yes or no, thinking of them makes focusing on her newfound financial crisis impossible.
Oliver assured them either government or black market freighters with clever teams of men and powerful oxen, able to haul in steel and engine parts, could still be counted upon. But at what cost? So much needed. So little on hand. For the first time in her life, Ivy has nothing but the clothes on her back, her tiny handbag with contents, and two half-wild animals to her name. While she has every reason to believe her two human companions face similar circumstances.
She closes her eyes as she presses her face into Es Feroz’s shedding spring coat. At least the vixen looks healthy: fat and lithe. Ivy suspects she has been cleaning out the livery stable of vermin.
Melchior is mumbling under his breath. Something unfriendly.
Ivy looks up. “Melchior? Will you be able to pay our board tonight and the next?”
He makes a noncommittal noise in his throat.
She bites her cheek as the fox leaps from her arms to jog along the top rail. Did she expect him to speak with a civil tongue all of a sudden?
Melchior runs his hands down the muzzle of the chestnut mare, then reaches across her pole. When he touches her ear, Luck throws her head out of reach. He has her blindfolded with the blue bandana and she soon lowers her head as he murmurs to her. He repeats stroking the cheeks and nose, avoiding her ears. She keeps her head low.
“Mare’s had her ears twisted to mount,” he says.
“Why?” Ivy watches him rub Luck’s throat with his knuckles.
“Likely kicked. Grab hold of the ear, twist to drag her head around, then swing up while she’s bothered.”
“That is barbaric.”
Melchior shrugs. “Plum stupid. Makes a horse head-shy. Never get her headstall on without a fight after. I’d sooner tie up a foot if she kicked. Sooner try just about anything than hurt her face. Won’t forget that treatment. Problem for yourself at the time and for the horse her whole life.”
Ivy feels for the mare. At the same time, she wonders if she will have a place to sleep tonight. “Did you say you could get ours and their board in a card game?”
“Faro table at the Irishman’s saloon. If anyone’s playing, I can get it.”
“Are you certain? How much do you have left to gamble?”
Ivy notices Samuelson’s shoulders have stiffened.
“What is the matter?” she asks, glancing from him to Melchior.
Samuelson looks up. “Nothing, miss.”
She frowns, looks back to Melchior. “We could sell her. As a last resort, I mean, if we cannot get it any other way. Of course I do not wish to, but I shouldn’t need a horse now, should I? If I figure out this funding situation with the maker....”
“How you aim to do anything without a horse?” Melchior looks around.
“I was hoping to avoid doing anything which required a horse now that we reached the city.”
He unties the bandana around the mare’s eyes. “For a girl dead set on getting out of here, you’re mighty quick to throw away your only transportation.”
“It’s not that.” Ivy feels her face burn. “I am grateful for Luck, of course. I only thought I would ask.”
“If any of these horses are sold, it’ll be Chucklehead,” Melchior says as Luck follows him to the gate.
“What?” Ivy stares after him as he walks away to the stable door, Luck trailing on a loose rope like any docile pet. “What did he say?” She turns to Samuelson, brushing out his horse’s tail.
He glances from her to the disappearing Melchior, shifting something in his mouth.
“Where did you get those?” Ivy asks before he can speak, smelling peppermint coming from him even over the odors of the livery stable.
“The chemist on Water Street, miss. A pleasant chap, though he will try to sell you the shop if you enter.” Samuelson pulls a tiny paper bag from his hip pocket, unrolls it, then holds it out to her.
“Thank you, I shouldn’t—”
“The only delight I have discovered to rid the mouth of the taste of chiles and salt pork.” He smiles, though his gray eyes remain sad. “Even tooth powder here is nothing but salt and bicarbonate of soda.”
Surprised to learn he brushes his teeth, she accepts the sweet in filthy fingers, coated in dirt and fox fur: a round, pink object, smelling strongly of mint. Longing to save it, but with him watching her, she pops it in her mouth.
Bliss. Ivy closes her eyes. Not too sweet, but a sharp blast of peppermint oil. It even obliterates the odors around her.
“Thank you,” she says again.
Samuelson rolls up the sack, still smiling. “Take these and I shall get us more. We may need them.”
“I could not—”
“Please. No trouble and a larger bag next time.”
Melchior emerges from the stable as Ivy takes the parcel.
“City’s waking and got to find the best tables.” He addresses Samuelson. “Crave a look?”
Samuelson unties his horse to lead in. “Miss?”
“Don’t need her along.” Melchior interrupts before Ivy can say anything.
Samuelson blinks, shakes his head. “What would you have her do? Return to the boarding house for the whole evening?”
Melchior shrugs with an irritable twitch of his shoulders. “Don’t give a frig what she does.”
Ivy, who can tell Samuelson is struggling to follow, says, “My cousin means me to move about the city on my own, Mr. Samuelson.”
The Englishman stops as he turns his horse to the stable, staring from Melchior to Ivy and back. Ivy once more resists the boorish impulse to cross her arms. Why is he so startled to witness what a cad his friend is? Only from want of women on the drive to treat with distain?
Seconds pass before Samuelson recovers himself enough to answer Melchior. “Perhaps ... you should go on? Earn a few nights’ board if you can and we shall meet you for dinner?”
Hardly a compromise to abandon her with a man who is all but a stranger, yet her cousin demonstrates his lack of qualms by leaving them without a backward glance.
However, failing to find signs of life at the sheriff’s office or post office, they return to the boarding house after a short time out, noting a number of abandoned buildings along the way. Many are unfinished, including a potentially impressive hospital.
In from dust, flies, and sun, the two of them convey to the girl of all work that they would like wash basins and soap. Both fail to get across the concept of a tub bath or laundry. Still, Ivy reflects with her face underwater to her ears, there is much to be said for a warm, fresh basin.
Finding it even more impossible to think of her financial strains with the unsettling calm of the city haunting her, she hunts through her room and common areas for a book or newspaper without success, finding one of the latter in Spanish, none of the former.
Back in her room, she can only pace and fret and think of laundry, loosening her lace, wishing for a new dress. And her corset has seen better days: whalebone poking through, lace frayed, stained and shabby. New stockings would not come amiss either. And undergarments. A nightgown. Even a sanitary belt. How can she shop for these objects among establishments owned and run only by men? Señorita would assist. If Ivy could communicate....
She lies flat on her little bed, mattress stuffed with thick straw so it is barely less hard than sleeping on the ground. She shifts, easing whalebone points into gentler places, taking short, shallow breaths.
How can they defend themselves here? But that does not matter. She only needs out. To get out she needs thousands of dollars. Many thousands. How? Gambling and selling horses? Baking pies? Sewing for bachelors? How does one earn upwards of ten thousand dollars—the maker’s lowest estimate for the device he called a “steamcoach”—in a prairie dog town?
A gentle tap sounds at her door. “Miss Jerinson? Would you care for dinner?”
Relieved for a distraction, though feeling too sick to her stomach to be hungry, Ivy opens the door for him. “Please. And thank you.”
Samuelson steps back at once, hat in his hands. “I beg your pardon.”
Wishing Melchior was here to observe the proper way to respect a lady’s space, she follows him out and accepts his arm at the foot of the stairs.
He leads her through twilight to a relatively impressive two-story saloon on Palace Avenue: El Rio. This Spanish named establishment with its Irish proprietor, plains style of batwing doors, elk and bear heads mounted on walls, and international clientele, makes Ivy so uncomfortable in her first seconds inside, she almost abandons Samuelson. He spots Melchior at a table and leads her through the crowd of men and tobacco smoke so thick her throat burns.
A massive bar runs up the right side while tables fill the rest. Beyond these, another large room of card tables, perhaps billiards. Before the bar, a brass foot rail runs. Here, men stand in abundance, leaning on the counter, one boot on the rail, drinking, smoking, talking, spitting toward enormous copper spittoons which still fail to accommodate poor aim, as black stains all around them attest. Painted behind the bar is a young woman in nothing but a few draping bits of red silk, reclining on a chaise lounge. Her figure, chaise, and frame, twice life-size, take up much of the wall.
The only real women in evidence are saloon girls selling drinks and shouting backhanded compliments and remarks: “Howdy, Chip! Smelling twice as nice since we last met.” Or, “Wife throw you out again, or’d the dog beat her to it?”
Raucous laughter bursts from the gaming tables as men shout bets on cards, dice, darts, hot chile eating, whiskey shooting, arm wrestling, spitting.
So this is where everyone has been hiding in sleepy Santa Fé.
Flushed, struggling not to cough on smoke, Ivy refuses to sit as Samuelson, clearly uneasy about having her here, tries to pull out a chair.
“You expect me to remain here for dinner?” She leans over the table to face Melchior since he does not bother standing when she arrives.
He has his hat in his lap, lifting his eyebrows as she addresses him. “Told you, didn’t we? Let women in around here. Shannon’s not even checking gun belts.”
“What is that supposed to mean? You fear I will not wish to remain in this—place due to the rules being too strict for my taste?” She starts to turn, Samuelson still hovering anxiously at her side.
“Hold up. Stop her, Sam.” Melchior finally bothers to stand from the tiny, round table while Samuelson makes no move to restrict Ivy. “Where you aiming to angle? Want supper or not?”
“I’ll get it at the boarding house.”
“Fixing to pay for that how?”
Ivy looks at him through smoke. “Do you have money?”
“Sit down.” Glaring, Melchior drops back into his chair.
She twists the chain of her bag tight around her fingers.
“Miss, I am sorry, we should not—”
“Know how grub works in a saloon?” Smirking at her now, arrogant, handsome face making her want to slap him.
“There is a proper hotel on Washington Avenue. Perhaps we might—”
“Free,” Melchior goes on, talking over Samuelson. “Good half of it’s free. Strike their claim on drinks, don’t they?”
“Miss—”
Ivy sits, more to get away from the apologies and drop below the worst of the billowing smoke and stares than for free food.
Samuelson pulls out a chair for himself.
A tiny candle glows in the center of every table. Being encased in smoky glass with holes at the sides, they scarcely add light to oil lamps set along the walls.
Watching this candle flicker, Ivy tries to take a deep breath, coughs, sits up straighter. “Did you secure our rent?”
“Under the table,” Melchior says from the side of his mouth, leaning forward, gazing toward the bar.
Ivy stares at him.
“Go on,” he snaps, glancing at her. “Hat’s under the table. Add to your city bag so we needn’t draw more attention,” he mumbles to the candle.
“Put your hat in my handbag?” Ivy grabs the hat, now pushed into her lap.
Melchior sits back, glancing lazily around the busy space. “Girl, you take the rag off. Brains to fill a spoon. What’s in the hat?”
“Now you listen to me—” Clutching his stupid hat with shaking hands.
“Notice.” Melchior lifts his right hand from below the sticky, stained top to drop a battered scroll between them. He turns unfurled paper to face her and Samuelson, jabbing a boney forefinger at the massive, black header proclaiming: $2,000 REWARD.
Ivy closes her mouth. As she reads, her fingers find their way into the hat and discover a heap of coins. She transfers this to the handbag, all out of sight.
 
Be it known that the shootist and outlaw known as “Lobo” has a $2,000 reward upon his head. Cash paid on successful delivery of same to the hands of the law in Santa Fé, Albuquerque, or Fort Union. Said outlaw shall be returned alive for additional compensation.
Withal: “Lobo” rides company with no less than five to seven men forming La Manada de Lobos. Capture, with confirmed identity, of any one of these persons, shall bring a bounty of $150 dead or $250 alive.
 
While Melchior watches her, hands behind his head, elbows out, Ivy rereads the poster with images of wondrous maker devices, steam engines, dirigibles, and clockwork beasts filling her mind as if dancing across the soiled page. With those bounties, Oliver could be as good as paid upfront.
Yet ... the thrilling leap in her heart gives way to frustration. Her nineteen-year-old cousin and his English friend are hardly sharpshooting lawmen.
Ivy shudders, snaps her handbag shut, then shoves the hat, still below the table, back to Melchior. He hasn’t the manners to keep it off his head at the table, but drops it in place before starting to roll a cigarette.
Beside her, Samuelson shakes his head, his expression a mixture of alarm and incredulity. “Where did you find—?”
He gets no further as a saloon girl plunks a basket of broken, fried tortillas on their table, then pushes their candle aside with a dish of pickled peppers and onions.
“On the house,” she says, smirking, gaze dashing from Melchior to Samuelson, ignoring Ivy completely, then settling on Melchior. “What can I get you gents to drink?”
“Whiskey. Got real beefsteak?” Melchior licks the paper of his cigarette, glancing up at her. “Not the kind what’s cooked till it’s tougher than a boot heel? Drowned in hot pepper jelly to hide the meat’s turned a month back?”
“What’d you think we’re running here, cowboy?” She winks, tossing her head so the feather in her auburn hair flutters, and leans forward. “Got whatever you need.”
“Whiskey and beefsteak.” He reaches for tortilla strips.
The smirking hoyden turns to Samuelson. “What’ll it be, handsome?”
He is looking at Ivy, as if waiting for something. When she sits as a mannequin, he prompts, “Miss Jerinson?”
Ivy manages a shake of her head.
Samuelson shifts back to the saloon girl. “Do you have any vegetables, miss?”
“Course we do. Cotton we’re aiming to get you all scurvy?” She points to the oily bowl of onions and peppers on their table, into which Melchior plunges a fried tortilla.
“Of course.” Samuelson smiles. “Anything ... green?”
Her own smile falters.
“Or potatoes?”
“Got hot tortilla soup with corn and beans. Them’s vegetables.”
“Yes....”
She brightens. “And flapjacks. Best flapjacks in the city.”
Samuelson lets out a breath. “The flapjacks, please. Two plates. With boiled eggs and tomatoes?”
She hesitates, clearly confused.
“Means tomatoes,” Melchior says without looking at her, his own pronunciation so unlike Samuelson’s they may as well be different languages.
The saloon girl beams. “Sure enough.”
“And two drinks.” Samuelson diligently retains his smile. “Anything besides whiskey and beer? Soda pop?”
She twists her head. “Where you from, mister? We’ve got lemon or cherry.”
“One of each, please. Thank you, miss.”
Ivy has to avert her eyes from her cousin devouring tortilla crisps and pickled onions, unlit cigarette in his off hand, as the girl bounces away.
He stabs a finger at the poster once more and swallows a large bite. “Start on your money. Could be all. You need it to get home and we need the work.” He glances at Samuelson. “Cattle market at a standstill.”
Ivy fights her thoughts back to the bounty poster with difficulty. “I don’t understand. Of course we want the reward, but what does that have to do with our obtaining it?”
“Only got to bring them in, even a few, how it says. Know the name ... La Manada de Lobos. Famous bunch in these parts.”
“Clearly. Melchior, you are no marshal. I cannot see....” Ivy trails off, shaking her head.
“And marshaling’s not doing a lick a good, is it? Any man who brings one of this bunch in gets cash. No one cares who does it.”
“Mel....” Samuelson frowns at the page. “Where did you get this notice? The post office was closed and we saw no other bulletins.”
Melchior lights his cigarette with the tiny candle, then leans back in his chair. “Sheriff Thurman. Is still a sheriff in town.”
“What are you doing?” Ivy interrupts.
He blows out smoke, lifting an eyebrow. “Sitting. Working out a plan—like talking at posts.”
“What is wrong with you?”
“Figure you’re about to enlighten us....”
“First of all, it is unnatural and unhealthy to smoke—”
“Can’t conceal your ignorance for a solitary moment so we—?”
“My father—”
“Don’t count. Doctors’ always coming up with something new that’s good or bad for a person. Don’t make it—”
“If a man is in a burning house, why does he duck below smoke and—?”
“Wood smoke. Not tobacco smoke. Different as a hen from a harmonica. This is medicinal.”
“Secondly, you are sitting at a table with two other people who might not enjoy—”
“That a bluff, or you mean it for a real play?” He takes another pull. “Ain’t twigged this fine establishment is already thick in smoke?
“If I had not known Aunt Abigail to be the courteous lady she was, I should think you had never been in the company of any decent, polite individual in your life.”
He chuckles. “Not me so blasted indecent. You not having seen much world.”
The floozy pops up at their table with Melchior’s whiskey, no sodas, but is called away before she can perform additional winks or hair tosses.
Ivy sits still, back straight, chewing her tongue, glaring at the candle as if she can will it to explode.
“Mel,” Samuelson murmurs. “Would you mind?”
He also keeps a beautiful pipe which she saw on the trail. Yet a moment with a pipe of an evening while out of doors in open air seems very different. Even many of her father’s peers smoke a pipe or cigar on occasion.
Melchior lifts the cigarette from his lips and stubs it out against an already black table leg before dropping it to the floor—a similarly common use for that surface. He goes on eating, pushing the basket at Samuelson, though the latter does not join in.
“You met the sheriff?” he asks Melchior. “We could not locate one.”
“In when I stopped,” Melchior says, scooping onion and a clove of garlic from the bowl. “Thread shy on a done patch, maybe. Told him I was looking for work, good shot, good horseman. Didn’t sign me on as deputy or such, but gave me this notice. Said he’d only just heard from a churn-twister the band’d been sighted in the area. Don’t know where they set digs, but thought we’d have as good a chance as any if they’re near.”
“As any what?” Samuelson once more looks alarmed.
“Rabbits,” Ivy says under her breath.
“At least we must find two or three chaps with whom to partner.”
The saloon girl returns with two bottles for Samuelson, facing Melchior. “Name’s Marian, by side. Marian Lander.”
“Really.” Melchior goes on eating. “Same initials.”
“No.” She gasps. “What’s your middle?”
“Charles.”
“Too bad. I’m an F. Still, feels like some kind of providence, don’t it?” Leaning almost into his face. “So, what’s your name?”
“L’Heureux. Melchior.”
“The horse trainer’s son? No fooling? Mr. Shannon says Charles L’Heureux is the best horse trainer in the Territory. No mustang scrub from him, but a real fine riding horse with all the best blood from European stock. They say his family brought French horses when they immigrated. That true?”
“Marian!” Cody Shannon calls from the bar, leaning over to hold out bottles.
As she whips around, Samuelson asks if they might have two glasses. She brings them on her way past a moment later and he pours each soda, offering both to Ivy.
“Lemon, please,” she says with a tight rigor still in her voice. “Thank you.”
He takes the cherry and returns to gazing at the poster. “We know nothing about these men. We would not know which way to start—even had we skills to pursue outlaws. I beg your pardon, Melchior. It is a good deal of money, but I cannot see how—”
“Could be right on finding doubles, Sam.” Melchior drinks, then meditatively rubs his sharp chin with a knuckle. “Any number of men around here might be savvy on a cut. Trouble is that, ain’t it? The cut.”
“That is the only trouble you see?” But Ivy once more bites her tongue. Why are they discussing the matter? She drinks, savors the sweet, warm, fizzing liquid a moment. “We will think of something else.”
The saloon girl bounces past with an armful of empty dishes, batting her eyes and tossing her feather at Melchior. He swirls a tortilla around pepper and onion brine, frowning at the bowl.
With thumb and forefinger, Samuelson flips a bottle cap face up, then face down, over and over on the table.
“Such as?” Melchior looks at Ivy.
“That remains to be seen. But risers and miles hamper enough without adding outlaw gangs to our troubles.” She stares again at the candle.
“Reckon we could take a shot at a hunt.” With a glance to Samuelson, who does not meet his eyes. “The hell we aim to do without other prospects?”
A shadow falls across their table as a tall man appears beside them, steps soundless in the babble, blocking the nearest oil lamp from sight.
All three look up, Ivy and Samuelson having to turn in their chairs.
He wears a shabby morning coat with gun belt below: revolver on the left, decorated by a horsehair tassel on the holster. Left-handed, he touches his battered and stained broad-brimmed hat to Ivy, holding a full shot in the same hand, while his gaze seems fixed on the poster at their table. With his face silhouetted, she can scarcely see the patch over one eye and two days’ stubble across the jaw, yet has no trouble reading both expression and stance as forbidding.
“What is the nature of your interest in La Manada de Lobos?” He addresses Melchior, voice surly as a hostile dog, gaze on the poster between them.
Melchior blinks. “Makes a difference to you?”
Ivy feels a twinge of satisfaction to imagine even her cousin can find some people rude. Her gaze goes from the shot in the stranger’s hand to the brown patch—of linen or leather?—over his right eye as he looks from Melchior to the poster.
“It makes a difference to me to ascertain if you are stupid or desperate, cowboy.” Tone even lower, threatening.
Melchior’s back stiffens. A teasing saloon girl may call him cowboy—rather than cowhand or puncher—but certainly not a man. “Got nowhere else to be, blue? Can book you at the bone—”
“We find ourselves short on cash,” Samuelson says quietly, though still silencing Melchior, who has pushed back his chair. “Nothing more. It is a matter which concerns you, sir?”
“Desperate and stupid then. I shall make the situation plain so you may both follow.” Staring at Melchior. “You will find a blind trail on your own, while I am already acquainted with their course. Fifty-fifty is an ace-high offer you will not hear repeated.”
Melchior, who seemed about to interrupt, closes his mouth, then rallies: “Only one of you, bounty hunter. Seventy-thirty—if you really know something of the band.”
He smiles, yet it is not a friendly expression, revealing the shadow thrown by a scar running down his jawbone below the missing or damaged eye. “Did I say I was here to negotiate? I do not recall saying that.”
Melchior leans back. “Call fifty-fifty just terms when there’s more of us than you?”
“When the side holding two are incompetents.”
“Three,” Ivy cuts in, ears ringing. “There are three of us, sir.”
Samuelson looks at her with alarm as Melchior snaps, “Two of us.”
The one-eyed man stares at her, then returns his attention to Melchior as if Ivy is a talking parrot. “I don’t take infants on bounty hunts. However, if you two cannot be parted, I will make it seventy-thirty for myself having to stand the crying.”
“Miss Jerinson—” Samuelson starts.
Ivy’s blood feels flaming. A minute before, she could not consider such a thing. Fading cries of her aunt beat in her ears with this man’s words: ranch on fire, snapping teeth, ripping fingers setting into Gambit, Santa Fé unprepared, unworried. Then they have the nerve to suppose “out there” is dangerous while “here” is not. And expect her to follow along.
She cuts Samuelson off: “Do you have any idea what’s out there?” She turns to Melchior. “You know how close we came to death. You—” She looks up. “Have you ever even seen a riser, let alone faced a horde? You do know they are here, don’t you?”
He says nothing.
“I have.” She pushes back her chair and stands slowly, staring into his eye. “I was there when it started. My father is a leading expert in the field of Daray’s disease. I know everything that is known about them and I will be the only one standing between you and a gruesome, disgusting, horrifically painful death when they find you. And they will find you. They are here already. They will know where you are and how to catch you because you have no idea how to keep them from you. And they never wait until you are dead to begin eating. They comprehend no pleas or entreaties, no threats or bribes.
“You don’t know what it is to look into the eyes of something which has lost its soul, its heartbeat, coming to consume you because that is how it exists. You don’t know the smell, sight, sound, feel of them in the air. You don’t know how to run from them, hide from them, end them. You don’t even know what attracts them, do you? I bet you didn’t know they can think. They learn and adapt to changes. They will learn to hunt you better if you give them half a chance. And you will—unless you are gone too fast.
“Go on after those outlaws alone, sir. Go. Your bones might as well already be fertilizer. But at least you can feel secure in your own independence. So good luck out there.”
Silence beside blood beating in her ears and noise, now a distant murmur, of the enclosing saloon.
Melchior stares at her. Samuelson’s gaze is averted as if she shouted at him. The stranger stands still, looking into her eyes with his one.
He throws back his shot, drops the glass on their table with a clatter, then turns. “The girl can come. Still fifty-fifty.”
“When do we leave?” Ivy asks.
“Sunrise.” He walks away, slipping through the crowd, pushing between saloon doors and out, into the night.



Seventh
Bounty Huntress
With stores closed for the evening, a dash to the boarding house after dinner to find Señorita still up and working secures them beans, rice, lard, canned peaches, salt pork, coffee, and a tiny Dutch oven.
At first light, Ivy runs to the strange workshop while Samuelson packs their bags and Melchior tacks the animals.
Isaiah greets her, telling her Oliver has only just gone to bed, then smilingly insisting she keep the twenty dollars she brought from Melchior’s gambling.
“I’ll tell him you called and you’re prepared to pay, miss. Don’t you worry about that. He’ll be delighted to get your steamcoach in the works and, while you’re away, we’ll see if we can secure freighter news. We’ve a good amount of steel and materials for now.”
Breathless, Ivy thanks him before racing back to the nearby livery through cold morning fog. Cloak tight about her, shivering, she clings to reins and Luck’s warm mane as Melchior lifts her to the saddle. Luck’s ears lie flat and her tail swishes, but she does not dance away or bite.
“Could’ve waited till after breakfast,” Melchior says as she mounts.
Ivy bites her cheek to keep her teeth from chattering. Luck follows Chucklehead into the foggy, gray street. Ivy tries folding the sides of her hat to pull up her hood, but Luck spooks at the sound of Elsewhere’s saddle creaking, nearly unseating her and forcing both hands back to the reins.
Melchior looks around at them. “If you’d worked—”
“We’re fine,” Ivy says.
She feels glad of no breakfast, though hot tea or coffee might be welcome. Her stomach seems bunched in a fist.
Luck balks, turns in a circle, twists to nip Ivy’s skirt, and ends by refusing to budge much past the stable alley. She snorts, tosses her head, peering anxiously into fog, skittering about in place.
Melchior rides back on Chucklehead, muttering as Ivy struggles to move the mare out. “Use this.” He thrusts a leather quirt toward her, the soft end waving past Luck’s head as he leans over.
At the same time Ivy lifts a hand to grab the object, Luck springs away from flapping suede, all four feet leaving the ground at once. Ivy feels her left foot jarred from the stirrup as she lunges forward, desperate to clutch anything in reach. Luck pivots, rears, then throws herself backward through the stable doorway.
Melchior shouts. Luck stumbles. The massive timber frame narrowly misses Ivy’s head, instead catching her knee with a sickening wham.
Force of the blow spins her backward and left, wrenching her right leg from the brace. Still holding reins as if a rope on a cliff, she feels open air below and behind, a vast nothing as she flies from the saddle, down and snap. Ivy’s hands and Luck’s bit connect in a joint-wrenching pop which takes slack from the reins so forcefully, Ivy is thrown forward several feet to the stable floor while Luck is jerked around to face her. The terrified mare neighs as she rears, forehooves lashing above Ivy, whose breath is driven from her body by impact of packed earth, leather finally torn from her fingers.
Melchior is still yelling. Something flashes over her head besides flying hooves. Luck spins away, this time free to gallop along the stable between stalls, reins flapping behind.
Ivy cannot breathe, can hardly see, black spots crowding her vision among popping white stars. She makes no effort to rise, even when she feels hands through her cloak on shoulder and arm.
Lie still. Bed rest and a quiet room. Not these rushed voices talking over her.
She tastes blood, grows aware of hammering pain in her left leg, still can hardly draw breath. Not bed rest either. First she must inflate her lungs. And murder Melchior.
By the time she is able to sit up, Melchior still lectures about letting go of her reins in a fall, pitching herself clear instead of risking her life just to hold a flighty horse. Samuelson kneels beside her, water bottle and handkerchiefs to hand, encouraging her to drink, wetting cloths for her to clean her hands and face.
Besides biting her own tongue, and that not badly, she does not seem to have lost any skin or to bleed anywhere. Her dress appears scraped and dirty, but it was dirty before. She will live. Only her left knee feels badly hurt. She can ride.
As she goes on sitting, then gingerly stands, leaning on the wall and Samuelson’s offered arm in a moment of peace while Melchior fetches and calms Luck, she imagines all she would like to do to her cousin. What she will say, how she will say it, the points she will make. Finally, she will tell him just what she thinks of his treatment, his attitude. No more allowances. No more concessions for what he has been through in the past week. The loss of his parents did not turn him into a self-centered, condescending, reckless, pig-headed jackass. Her mind seethes with every detail, every inflection, every word and phrase in her vocabulary to employ.
Yellow sunlight streams through silver mist on the road. Luck and the other two horses stand quietly. If they are too late, will the one-eyed man leave without them? It seems almost certain.
Samuelson started ten minutes ago about her needing to remain here, that she should see a doctor and rest. But Ivy knows perfectly well what is wrong and what is indicated.
Protesting anxiously as he does so, Samuelson holds the mare’s head while Ivy makes her aching, trembling way to the saddle.
“Ready?” Melchior turns to help her up.
She looks him in the eye. Vivid blue eyes, just the shade of Aunt Abigail’s and her own mother’s. Her own mother, who also could not escape a horde in the end. Who would be ashamed to know half of what Ivy means to say. Who was so correct, so proud of her little lady. Who valued manners over comfort, over health, over any form of reprisal or self-satisfaction, over nearly anything.
“Thank you,” Ivy says.
Melchior lifts her to the saddle and sets her foot in the stirrup.
None say another word as the others mount.
They start up the silent, foggy road, now bathed in golden light. Sunlight through mist illuminates outlines of buildings, trees, hitching posts. A rooster crows. Luck starts and looks around, then walks on.
Melchior lights a cigarette, breath already forming clouds in chill air. He glances along the street. Samuelson points ahead. Ivy sees a large shape move through glowing mist up the road, heading north, out of town.
They push their cold horses to a jog and catch the rider in warm light spilling through broken fog.
Ivy’s left leg throbs. Her arms ache to the shoulders. Her tongue hurts. Her eyes burn and her breaths remain short, intensely aware of Melchior’s lack of apology, even acknowledgment. He did something which made Luck turn, possibly saving Ivy’s life before a hoof landed on her skull, yet she would not have needed saving without....
She swallows, staring ahead, thinking of her mother, ignoring worried glances from Samuelson.
Their companion does not look around as they ride up, though his buckskin horse flattens his ears. Dressed now in what Ivy first takes to be a cotton overshirt, but is truly a buckskin garment with rainwater fringe and several pockets, the whole thing so old and worn and stained it looks more like brown cloth than tawny hide. He wears no chaps, nor carries rifle, shotgun, or lariat. Only the gun belt with the silver revolver. Water bottles are tucked in pommel bags. Saddlebags and small packs rest below a bedroll on the back. At his horse’s heels, though drifting away as the three new horses approach, trots a mangy yellow cur.
“Good morning,” Samuelson says when no one else speaks. “I am afraid we were never properly introduced. Conrad Samuelson.” He rides beside the stranger, offering his hand. The buckskin horse again lies back his ears while Elsewhere ambles on as if lost in thought.
The man turns his head for the first time, staring at the offered hand, then gazing to the trail ahead.
Samuelson glances around at the other two, going on as if the man’s behavior is perfectly normal: “The lady is Ivy Jerinson. Her cousin, Melchior L’Heureux.”
A long pause greets these words. They are almost out of town when the man says, “Grip. You can call me Grip.”
“How ... do you do. We look forward to better making your acquaintance, I am sure.”
Grip shifts in his saddle to stare at Samuelson. “Not one of the Samuelson family of Bristol owning shipyards from Southampton to Wales?”
Samuelson blinks, his already uncertain smile faltering. “Small world....”
“Your family are among the murdering sons of English bitches responsible for a genocide, Mr. Samuelson. I shall appreciate you keeping your distance lest I allow my feelings on the matter to show.”
Easing Elsewhere away from the buckskin with a neck rein, Samuelson says, “I beg pardon if I have caused offense. If you are referring to the Irish Famine, I was not even born when it occurred.”
“Nor I.” Grip again looks ahead. “That does not make the event less one of the greatest unjustifiable, unpunished crimes against humanity ever to take place.”
Samuelson says nothing, his face flushed in the misty dawn, his horse slowing more to expand the distance between them.
“L’Heureux....” The stranger says. “Son of the French amansador L’Heureux?”
“Maybe.” Riding beside Ivy and Luck, Melchior goes stiff, watching the man’s back. “He’s dead.”
“Unfortunate. I saw him in Albuquerque working colts. A savvy man with a horse.”
“I suppose....” Melchior relaxes somewhat, glancing toward Samuelson.
“¡Déjalo!” the man shouts.
Ivy jumps. Luck throws back her head.
“¡Ven aquí!”
As Ivy looks around, Melchior and Samuelson reining in beside her, they see the ugly dog trot from an alleyway between the last two structures on their way out of town: a farmhouse and chicken coop.
Head low, the cur catches the rider, then trots on as if nothing happened.
Scarcely another minute has passed beyond town, Ivy’s thoughts with her horribly bruised knee, when their dour companion says something else not nice and not under his breath. Ivy recoils as his horse bursts away into a canter, the man shouting in Spanish.
Ivy tries to look along the misty road while fighting Luck’s head. The little mare dances backward, jarring Ivy in the sidesaddle, nose toward the sky.
A lone, dark rider on a dark horse stands in the center of the road, facing Grip as his buckskin canters to them.
Surely they have not ridden straight from Santa Fé into outlaws. There must be searching, tracking, riding about this mountainous countryside....
Melchior and Samuelson glance at one another. Melchior draws his Colt Single Action Army revolver and pushes Chucklehead to follow. Samuelson, who hauls both a French MAS 1874 revolver and a Henry repeating rifle, does not draw, remaining beside Ivy.
“—and return home before you are dragged there!” Grip switches mid-sentence to English.
“Usted va—”
“¡Manténgase alejado de él! ¡De todo esto!”
“Take your own advice!”
Ivy shortens Luck’s reins to keep her seat, staring around at Samuelson to find his shocked expression likely mirroring her own: the voice shouting back at Grip, sounding just as angry, is female.
Melchior reins up behind Grip and the buckskin as the pair stop before her. Grip throws out his left arm, indicating Santa Fé, though his voice has dropped too low for Ivy to hear more than the angry tone.
“What are you doing with them?”
Ivy catches the woman’s words when she and Samuelson reach Melchior, Luck settling as she sidles against Chucklehead. Melchior’s revolver is loose in his fingers, his mouth open.
“Go,” Grip says in a growl.
“At once,” the woman answers, tone changing. “And you come with me.”
“Rosalía—”
“Hasn’t it been long enough—?”
“Esto no te importa.”
“I wish that were true.” Her horse tosses his head, prancing in place as if awaiting a starting pistol.
Ivy stares at the slight woman on the large animal with her own cheeks burning. She averts her eyes to the buckskin between as soon as she realizes what she is doing. The Mexican woman rides astride in an old vaquero saddle with wide horn and tapaderos. More astonishing, she wears heavy wool trousers and a split overcoat which falls to each side. On her head rests a bluish gray Stetson. A carbine hangs in a leather sheath from her saddle.
Horrified, breath shallow, Ivy keeps her gaze fixed on the black mane of Grip’s horse as the young woman goes on, now looking past him to Melchior:
“You know why you’re here, don’t you? Bullet lodestones. Grip won’t ride with anyone anymore. Gets his feelings hurt too easy to partner.”
“Return to town and remain—”
“What’s he paying?” She talks over Grip, calling to the three behind him. “Something generous? Fifty percent? Because he doesn’t hunt them for dinero and doesn’t expect you back alive. You’re here to draw fire. He doesn’t need any—”
“I’m honored, Rosalía,” Grip interrupts, knuckles of his left fist white on the rope running to his stallion’s bosal. “Vete a casa.”
“Can’t you stay away from him?” Her horse fidgets at the once more sharp voice. “Now you lead lambs to the slaughter because you won’t let anything rest—nunca.”
“Yet here you are.” Grip’s tone is vitriolic. “As if holding a moral advantage—”
“I can talk with Everette! You cannot!”
He shifts the buckskin, starting northwest toward the misty pine forest of the mountains, blue, gray, gold in dawn light.
“Stay away from them, Grip. Please....”
He does not look around. Silently, the dog trots behind.
Rosalía watches him go. Fast breaths steam about her face to mix with receding fog. Her horse, which Ivy took to be black but is a seal brown with golden fuzz about his velvet nose, remains still, also watching the single rider away. His ears flick back to his rider, then forward as if in question.
“Don’t be fools,” the young woman mutters at last. She no longer sounds angry, only tired and grieved as she looks at them. “He’s using you. He can hunt them alone ... if he must.” Again she stares after the retreating figure, her voice dropping to little more than a whisper: “It won’t be the first time.”
No one answers. Even Luck hardly stirs, leaving a hush about them in spreading morning light and fading mist. Melchior and Samuelson exchange a glance.
The woman looks at the three of them. “Yes?” Her tone holds an edge once more.
“Beg pardon, miss.” Samuelson drops his gaze.
She frowns, stares at Ivy, taking in the sunhat, dirty skirts, and sidesaddle, her frown deepening, then turns her horse and starts north, not following Grip’s invisible trail.
Melchior returns his revolver to the holster at his hip, nudging Chucklehead forward. Elsewhere and Luck follow the stallion of their own volition.
“Strangest damn place I ever saw,” Melchior mutters as they go.
Samuelson glances at Ivy, then rides up to Melchior. “Do you suppose we should listen to her?”
“Who?” Melchior looks at him. “Belle Starr? Didn’t say anything we don’t know. If I asked to partner in a bounty hunt, what’d it be for? Catching lead. Go alone, you’re the only thing to shoot. He figures we’ll draw fire and she’ll inform him about risers, just in case.” Jerking his head at Ivy.
“I ... do not like this. It does not sound like a ride we wish to join, Mel.”
“Worrying too much. Expected a risk-free manhunt?”
“I was expecting less personal attachment to the chore and more transparency from the man leading us.”
Melchior grins. “Talking foolish. Only transparent man’s one shot full of holes. If you’re meaning a fellow to walk up and strike an honest deal with you, you haven’t been West long enough.”
“A distressing possibility.”
“Ivy.” Melchior twists in his saddle. “Want to drift back? Find some other way of getting a few thousand dollars for a couple days’ work?”
She rides on, staring past him.
Melchior chuckles and faces forward. “Didn’t reckon so.”
The sun climbs as they do, first across a wagon road, then up narrow trails through pines as the last of the fog burns off. Tension makes Ivy’s head ache, her back sore, her throat tight. The chestnut mare shies at every dancing leaf, every swaying branch, tossing her nose high, then dropping it to her knees, nearly yanking reins from Ivy’s sore hands. When not balking, she sidles up to Chucklehead, who prances and tries to face her, prompting Melchior to curse all three.
She spends so much time fighting Luck, herself jumping and looking about at every sound through the pine forest, waiting for an attack, by an hour into the ride, Ivy feels as if she has been on the trail a week. Hungry, stiff, sore all over, left leg more painful by the moment, hands burning from leather ripped through her fingers, she once more jabs Luck away from Chucklehead with her left heel. Luck steps on a branch with a violent snap. She bolts alongside Elsewhere, crashing into Samuelson’s knee with her shoulder, as Ivy, tears in her eyes, fights her mouth.
Elsewhere does not even turn his head, only flicking back his ears and plodding on.
“I am sorry, Mr. Samuelson.” Ivy must pant her words through a constricted throat. “I don’t know what is wrong with her.”
“Quite all right, miss.” Samuelson pulls his bashed foot from the stirrup to stretch it gingerly. “Perhaps she has never traveled through forest?”
Behind them, Melchior snorts. “What ails that mare is her rider.”
Ivy twists toward him, face hot. “I do not know what I have done to so offend you, Melchior, but I—”
“Ain’t kicking up a row with you.” He raises his voice to cut her off. “God’s truth, you’re like a scared pup carried by the slack hide of its neck, aggravating your horse and wearing yourself to a nub.”
“You are the one who mostly taught me to ride!” Trying to face him, Ivy pulls her reins so short Luck backs several steps.
“In a corral on a patient old horse. You’re on a filly in strange country. Don’t retain your lessons, besides.”
Ivy fights to control her voice with limited success. “Perhaps you should be offering advice instead of criticizing everything—”
“Drop your hands. Throw you if you hold like—”
“Goddamn it, people!” Fifty yards ahead, Grip has turned his horse to face them. “Are you out to stir the deceased? Hobble your sarding lips and move along. If you remain incapable of such, shift yourselves to whence you came.”
Ivy slacks her reins before the mare’s backing plunges can turn into a full rear. “If you have nothing helpful to say,” she starts in an angry hiss.
Melchior knees Chucklehead past her, moving after Grip.
Shaking, Ivy digs her heel into the mare’s left side to make her follow. Her reins are still short and Luck backs, lashing her tail.
“Miss...?” Samuelson remains motionless on Elsewhere.
“Are you full of advice as well?”As soon as the words are out, Ivy longs to apologize, yet pride and anger trip her tongue.
He goes on as if she had not spoken: “Would you care to trade mounts for a time?”
Worse. How is it that all three men make her feel ten times worse with everything they say? Still, neither Melchior nor Grip made her feel as bad as Samuelson.
“I rode colts from the remuda on the drive,” he goes on. “I am no expert—the reason I purchased this sedate creature from the foremen. But I would be glad to see if I can do anything with Luck.”
Ivy says nothing, her throat burning, head pounding. She looks to Melchior, vanishing among the trees. Grip and his ugly dog are already out of sight.
“We’ll be left behind,” she mumbles at last.
“We can catch up.” He dismounts while Elsewhere snatches a mouthful of aspen leaves.
Samuelson takes the mare’s reins, stroking her neck as Luck stretches past him to see what Elsewhere chews.
Ivy blinks at her horse’s mane. “Thank you, Mr. Samuelson.”
He helps her down, then steps back as Ivy finds her feet, taking all her weight on her right. “You may call me Sam.”
She looks up.
“I am unsure why, but many Americans do.” He smiles, gray eyes like quartz in sunlight.
She cannot return his smile, but nods, tears still in her eyes, before he turns to change their saddles.
“I should not fret too greatly over those outlaws just yet,” he says as he works. “Our guide seems to be going somewhere. We will know when it is prudent to worry.”
By the time he helps her back into the sidesaddle on the munching bay, Ivy still has said nothing. He hands her the reins before mounting the fidgety mare.
Ivy reminds herself that they also have no reason to believe risers might be in their shadow yet. She remembers her teaching from Frantzisko and Melchior. She sits up tall, supported by her corset, heel down in her one stirrup, trying to relax, making her hands easy. Elsewhere walks with his neck extended, ears level with his spine. She strokes his black mane, lying a stray lock over on the correct side.
Samuelson rides beside her. “All right, miss?”
She glances at him. Still smiling at her. As if she did something to deserve it. She still looks down.
“Ivy,” she whispers. “Thank you.”
He touches his hat.
When they reach Melchior, thirty yards behind Grip and looking around for them, he nearly succeeds in spoiling her feelings by greeting them with, “The hell, Sam?”
Samuelson grins. “This one will not throw me. I assure you.”
Melchior looks away. “Should never have touched that High Noon colt. Cowhand’s got to see a fellow thrown to feel superior. Only reason Carter and Sidlow wanted you on him.”
“This country has a peculiar sense of humor.”
They go on talking about the cattle drive, the reprobate High Noon, and other horses with whom they worked, as Ivy follows in silence. The blue roan stallion and chestnut mare walk side by side—him with his neck arched and extra spring in his step, her still with a high head, snapping for leaves.
Ivy and Elsewhere trail, Ivy taking long, slow breaths. Trying not to think of the pain in her knee. They will not die out here. The one-eyed man knows what he is about. Likely no risers in this region yet. She is only along to stay in the background. Out of the way. She does not even have a gun—which, all at once, seems incredibly stupid.



Eighth
Under the Stars
By nightfall, Sam has not asked for the return of his horse and Ivy has not offered. No outlaws, nor risers, have been seen all day. The air feels thin as ever, the temperature plunging, the horses tired, their riders sore, Ivy’s leg in agony.
She is scared to light a fire, compounding tensions of evening camp. Grip keeps some distance from the rest, not saying a word, eating from his own rations. Melchior grumbles about coffee until Ivy tells him to go ahead and build a fire, as long as it’s a mile away.
As her hands tremble on saddle leather and blankets to construct a bed, teeth chattering, breath puffing silver in faint twilight about her face, even Ivy feels she would rather be seen by both risers and outlaws than not get a single hot meal or drink all day. She says nothing, eats tough pork and cold peaches and water for dinner, and faces the worse task of going to bed.
Never has she been so sore as she eases back flat, corset smashing her lungs, on that unforgiving ground with a bedroll and cloak for comfort. Not when she fell down stairs as a child and her father placed her wrist in a brace. Not when she was knocked down in the human stampede during the Great Fire. Not when she rode days and nights in a bumping stagecoach. Not when she made the journey north on horseback with her cousin and Sam. As if every muscle, every bone, every inch of skin, right down to her eyelids and the tips of her fingers, has been beaten, bruised, or broken.
With grit in her eyes and dirt in her nose and ears and mouth, hair dirty, muscles cramped, corset binding her, she lies on her back, staring at silver stars, listening to the hobbled horses graze nearby and Melchior and Sam build their beds.
She sees Kitty Norris’s face in stars, laughing, calling her attention in a whisper to the wonderful novel she found.
“I should be ashamed to be seen reading it, Kitty,” Ivy whispered back in the little shop.
“You are never seen reading it. You place it inside a great work and read anytime you like with a firm, interested look on your face.”
Despite their agreeing on nearly every subject, Ivy never could understand Kitty reading those dime novels. She told Ivy of the ridiculously handsome and talented heroes and their brilliant steeds, rescuing young ladies from Indians or charting new courses through unknown lands. Boys’ books, yet Kitty was not the only young lady who read them.
How is Kitty now? The Norris family did not have people out West as Ivy’s did. They packed up months before Ivy left Boston and started north for Canada. Ivy had not been able to send a letter to her since arriving. Few even to her father. Can mail go out from Santa Fé with rails closed? Does Santa Fé even have a telegraph operator?
Slow breath out: sharp pain. Slow breath in: worse pain. Stars wink, dance, blur, shifting into the face of her father, glinting spectacles, dark beard flecked with gray, leaning over to point something out to her: “Until blood clots it will flow unchecked. This is how one bleeds to death and why a tourniquet or pressure must often be used. If there is dangerous infection to an extremity, tourniquet and immediate amputation may also save a life. Now—”
“Arthur, really. Teaching a young lady about veins and arteries. What are you thinking?” Her mother sweeping in.
“Mother, I think it is fascinating.”
“There is nothing more fascinating than the study of science, Elizabeth.”
“Each man imagines his own hobbies to be the most interesting. Ivy, have you finished your lessons?”
“All save piano. And this one.”
“Then along to the piano, my dear. Scoot.”
Gleaming mahogany, perfectly tuned. Mother would soon be in with pecan drop cookies and light tea with milk when she heard Ivy hitting every note.
The moon rises, making stars seem weak and distant. Itself nearly blotted out by the electric lamp in Ivy’s room, throwing the whole place into day if she wakes from a nightmare and her father rushes in, kissing her forehead. In minutes, he has her laughing, telling her a story of eager wool growing up on the backs of lambs which become sheep, sheered for garments, carpets, bedclothes, horse blankets.
Lying back, falling asleep with the lamp off, only a candle burning, him telling her of the lamb who wished to grow one hundred rugs of wool. Soft, deep bed, packed with a million goose feathers—fluffed and straightened by Dolly, the housemaid, a confidant of Ivy’s in her youth, who understood monsters under beds and curiosity about things like clotting blood.
How many years ago? How many lifetimes?
Flat on her back, held stiffly in place, unable to curl into a ball, Ivy closes her eyes on stars and moon blurred to silver pools, feeling cold tears run down her face.
She would not have thought morning could be worse than night. Not until her eyes snap open to dawn, her body numb and trembling. She knows at once she cannot sit up. How can it be this cold at the end of May?
Rigid as a plank, she tries to take deep breaths only to find her ribs will not expand. A choking feeling adds to her panic. She rolls sideways with a terrified, clawing effort, gripping weeds over moist, frigid rocks until she can push herself up on one searing, aching elbow. Her left knee feels smashed, her head aching, her back a knot of pain running from the base of her neck all the way down her legs. Breathe. A frantic struggle for the smallest wisp.
Boots crunch over stones, leather creaks, something bumps across earth. A man’s voice speaks in a murmur.
Ivy looks up.
Grip stands twenty yards away, saddling his buckskin stallion, talking to the animal in Spanish. He leaves the cinch loose—there is only one, though Melchior and Sam have roping saddles with both flank and girth cinch—and fits a hackamore over the buckskin’s head.
“Can’t shift without coffee first,” Melchior mutters nearby.
“It appears you will be left if you insist upon such luxuries.”
“Smoke at the very least. Look, bastard’s packing up.”
“Melchior—”
“She’s asleep.”
“She is not. Unless she sleepwalks.”
“Sorry.” A grudging grunt only, and to Sam, not her. “Need a quirley if he’s in too da—too much of a hurry to light a fire.”
Ivy pulls herself to her knees, still wrapped in blanket, cloak, and skirts. From this position she can see Sam and Melchior, their boots near her own. Melchior lies on his back, his head on saddlebags, propped up enough to see as he rolls a cigarette. Beside him, Sam is on his feet, shaking out his own bedroll before folding it over, then rolling it up on top of Melchior’s blankets to avoid laying it back in dirt.
Ivy tries again to catch her breath. So, so cold. And damp. Everything damp. She fumbles for her soiled handkerchief to wipe her wet, grimy, frozen face. Grip’s words in the saloon add shame to intolerable tears.
“Stop past dark, get nothing done, didn’t even check my damn—”
“Mel—”
“Didn’t check the Colt last night. Can’t see a thing and no sar—no fire. Now he’ll ride off and leave us if we’re not up. What the—what’s he eating? Cold rice? Snails, what kind of grub is that for the trail?”
“I would rather have one of those rice cakes than cold salt pork. Get up. I can roll your blanket. Perhaps we can stop earlier tonight.”
“Light?”
“In my bags. Under your head. Get your chaps on, old man. He is tightening his cinch.”
“Doesn’t that rip drink coffee? Never trusted a man who—”
“His dog has started down the trail.”
“Snails.”
Ivy has as much breath caught as she ever will. Time to try standing. She has at least to splash water on her face and go off for a pee before—yet the thought makes her want to scream—getting back in the saddle. Left foot in the stirrup, right leg arched and braced, never moving, never stretching out, hour after hour. She cannot let Sam place the sidesaddle on his own gentle mount again. She must take responsibility for her horse.
It takes her a full minute to stand while the two young men pack their kit and buckle on chaps.
Grip rides slowly away, his left hand on his bosal rope, right at his side, not a word to any of them.
Melchior is swearing freely under his breath now, around his cigarette, as Sam catches their horses. Hoping none have noticed her tears—and they certainly seem too busy—Ivy limps and staggers up a wooded slope for a very rushed moment of privacy.
“No, Sam, please don’t,” she pants as she hobbles back to find Sam already has his own saddle on Luck and the sidesaddle on Elsewhere. “I will take her back today. It was kind of you—”
“Quite all right.” He glances over his shoulder as he drops the stirrup off the saddle horn. “We must move along. I shall trade with you later. Mel, can you get a bridle on this animal?”
Sam has only the rope halter on the mare which she wore overnight. Melchior is having difficulties with his own horse, however. Chucklehead, still cross-hobbled, walks sideways, bending his neck around to Melchior’s rope, flirting his tail, trying to return to Luck. Melchior follows with the saddle, calling him names Ivy has never heard.
Sam shakes his head. “Let me give you a hand.” He steps forward to help her mount, looking right at her for the first time all morning. “Ivy? How is your knee? Are you all right?”
“Only ... sore. And tired. I’m sorry,” she adds, pressing her hands together to keep from trembling. She has not come along to complain.
“It takes some getting used to.” He glances at her saddle on Elsewhere. “More so for you than us. We shall make a proper stop for lunch to take a hot meal.”
She looks at him, worried eyes, brows creased, and wishes she had said nothing. His concern makes it that much harder not to sob.
“I will be fine, truly. Thank you.” She can say no more without her voice breaking, but steps as briskly as she can to Elsewhere’s nearside to mount with Sam’s aid.
Behind them, Melchior is still wrestling with Chucklehead: “—goddamned, pig-nosed, bentneck, nailed up, mudsill son of a bitch—”
Sam throws the lead rope over Luck’s neck, hangs her bridle across the saddle horn, then swings into the saddle.
The exquisite pain of following Sam and Luck at a jog nearly jars a cry from Ivy. She sets her teeth, blinking, remaining at the mare’s flank so Sam cannot see her. She needs a peppermint, yet they are trapped somewhere in her saddlebags and the idea of shifting to rummage while riding is even more agony.
When they catch sight of Grip winding down a low, open trail into a broad valley, they slow the horses to a walk to allow them the chance of warming up. Watching his yellow dog far below, Ivy wonders what has become of Es Feroz. Has she followed? With that dog around, will she ever show herself?
Melchior canters up behind, Chucklehead bouncing around, nearly bashing into Luck.
“This fishtail’ll be tied if he can’t take a saddle in the mornings.” Melchior drags the stallion’s face away from Luck as he slows to a walk beside her. “Sweet on that mare and aims to give me hell about it. Why we don’t run mares in the remuda.”
“She was all they had.” Sam’s voice is soft.
“Know that. Ain’t blaming you.”
Ivy reins Elsewhere down, eyes stinging, wishing for her horse back, or Es Feroz in her arms—since wishing for anyone more understanding, any greater comfort, feels too ludicrous even to imagine.
Something hot, thick, trickles over her lips, into her mouth, a crimson drop splashing onto her skirt before she can discover she has no handkerchief in reach to combat the flow. Aunt Abigail told her it was dry air, the elevation; nosebleeds would stop with time. They nearly had. On the ranch. Now it seems a major artery has been rerouted through her nasal passages.
She tries tipping her head back, pinching the bridge of her nose. Blood runs down her throat while still pouring over her lips. Finally, with breathtaking pain throughout ribs and back, she leans to the right, over the empty side of the saddle, allowing blood to run freely off her nose, splashing to the mountain trail below.
Hours later, by the time they find Grip paused at a brisk creek, sun blazes from a sky dotted in whipped cream clouds, air sparse and dry, not overly hot. As Elsewhere ambles up behind Luck and Chucklehead beside the rapid creek, Ivy sits still and dumb, reins dangling from dirty fingers, wisps of greasy hair falling across her face. Not another dismount. If she gets down it means she must soon get back up.
All three men are on their feet, Melchior having a one-sided argument with Grip—couldn’t he announce his intentions? Was it his aim to leave them up here? Didn’t he eat breakfast?—while Grip acts as if he does not exist and Sam opens his own packs on Luck.
Lunch would be nice. She could even take that detestable Arbuckles’—which her cousin regards as the coffee gold standard—just for a drink of something hot. But moving to get it?
“Since we cannot build a fire during darkness, perhaps now is the time?” Sam suggests, making it sound like a question.
There is so much no one tells you about ... life. She knew people living out in the wilds like this slept on the ground. It would be hot or cold. Maybe it would rain. Maybe it would snow. Maybe a bear or a rattlesnake would attack.
“Can’t shin out like that, not a word, and think an outfit will shift without breakfast or smoke,” Melchior says. “Got to get something hot today.”
“So I have discerned from your previous noise,” Grip finally answers, rinsing a water bottle while his horse drinks.
“Then give sign, you rip.”
“If I gave sign I heard every word to pass your lips, Mr. L’Heureux, I should look like a man taken with Saint Vitus’ dance.” Grip gives a flick of his stained buckskin sleeve to knock away water.
But no one tells you about the soreness. About the flies and dust. The pain, stiffness, and the kind of dirt and filth that reaches under your nails, into your eyes and ears, ruining your hair, coating your nose, working its way into your undergarments, your socks, even grit on your teeth.
“We can all find an agreeable schedule.” Sam has his hand on Melchior’s arm, standing between him and Grip, the latter on the far side of the creek with his horse and dog. “Even if we wished to travel all day, the horses need a chance to graze. We can build a fire, combine breakfast and lunch, and give them a rest now.”
“Too joined a plan to interest our bounty hunter,” Melchior says.
“Enough, please. Grip, I should hope we can work together that we might—”
“So I have also discerned.”
No one warns you of having a crazy horse. That your friends may be little better than your enemies. That you listen to more arguing than crickets or coyotes on the trail. That there is no getting out of it once you’re here. No changing your mind. No finding someone else to ride beside. No one says you won’t know the way back to town, even if you wished to flee.
Melchior throws together a fire while Sam pulls coffee, pork, and rice from saddlebags.
No one tells you about the pain.
Sam walks up to her and Elsewhere, looking alarmed. “Ivy? What happened?”
She stares at him. “Excuse me?”
“You have blood all over your face. Did he walk you into a branch?” He glances at his own horse, reaching up to help her.
Melchior looks over, saving her the need to answer: “Nosebleeds.”
“I ... could not reach my handkerchief when it started,” Ivy manages as she allows Sam to help her dismount. “I’m sorry—I must look a mess.”
Sam gets a clean one from his bags to wet at the creek and bring to her. He smells of peppermint and horse and pipe smoke. She longs to lean her head on his shoulder as he guides her to a rocky slope up the near side of the creek. Here, she sits carefully, trying to wash face and hands with the wet cloth while he takes care of the horses and Melchior gets their little pot on the fire.
Ivy extends one knee, then the other. Aching ribs, searing back, left leg especially stiff. She wants to look after Sam, but feels Grip just across the water, rolling a cigarette, and keeps her face neutral, her eyes on her own hands.
On the third day, Ivy adds hunger to filth and aching.
On the fourth, it becomes clear why they must eat so little, being nearly out of food with a minimum of a four-day ride back to Santa Fé.
Though Melchior is all for hunting, Grip says more to them than he has in days when he asserts they must not shoot due to noise alerting those they track. Ivy has her doubts about this tracking, not having spotted so much as an old hoof print, even along a riverbank, much less catching sight of anyone ahead on their trail.
It’s late afternoon on the fourth day when she leaves the men at a break along a creek and limps upstream with Luck following on her reins. The company has been descending toward a treeless, dry valley all day. Now Ivy can see the drop of a canyon and jagged rimrock far across which makes her uneasy, as if she already faces the edge.
Out of sight of the men, she kneels with difficulty along the water to wash face, hands, and neck as best she can by means of handkerchiefs and clear mountain water.
Ivy sits back on her heels, legs trembling, back and knee aching so much she must use the dangling left stirrup on Luck’s saddle to drag herself upright. Luck backs, snorts, but allows the indignity without an explosion. Ivy leans against the mare, panting, stroking her neck as Luck regards her, muzzle dripping, ears back. Then the ears spring forward, her nostrils flair, eyes widen. Ivy turns uneasily.
Thirty feet away, a mule deer buck stands at the edge of the timberline, just making his way out for water, now frozen, gazing at them with his head up, ears lifted.
“Melchior,” Ivy whispers, eyes fixed on the deer. But she has moved far upstream.
Easing her body against the mare so they can move together, she starts slowly back down the path to the men. The buck watches, unmoving.
Limping, almost jogging now, she descends the slope. No one looks up as she approaches. Grip is already mounting the buckskin, El Cohete. His ugly cur, Yap-Rat, crosses the stream toward the canyon farther down their trail.
Sam fills water bottles while Melchior scowls and grumbles after Grip.
“Melchior,” Ivy calls in as loud a voice as she dares. “Deer.”
Melchior lifts his eyebrows and glances at Sam, who shakes his head, then Grip, who has his back to them, starting away after his dog.
Melchior pulls the Henry rifle from Elsewhere’s saddle.
Sam stands, looking alarmed. “He seemed more than a little concerned by us firing anything.”
But Melchior and Ivy exchange a look of uncommon understanding—the peaches, rice, and pork are gone, beans almost gone. They will never get back to Santa Fé on what they have.
He opens the chamber to check the Henry is loaded, pushes Chucklehead’s reins into Sam’s wet hands, then starts cautiously up the path, past Ivy and Luck.
Crack. Ivy jumps. Luck rears, jerking Ivy almost off her feet by the death grip she has on the unreliable animal’s reins. Chucklehead and Elsewhere throw up their heads. Sam and Melchior spin around, looking toward the canyon. Luck plunges backward, shaking her head against her bit, dragging Ivy with her.
Melchior runs to them, catches the other side of the mare’s head, and pulls her down the trail to Sam, Ivy hardly hanging on. Mind reeling, she is just now catching up to the fact that they heard a gunshot. And it did not come from her cousin.



Ninth
Pursuit
The forward momentum of Melchior dragging her seems to settle Luck, who stands while he lifts Ivy to her saddle. He throws the Henry back into the sheath on Sam’s saddle, leaps onto Chucklehead, then turns the stallion toward the canyon. After pulling his sungoggles over his eyes, he draws his Colt. Sam swings into his own saddle and all three canter to the trailhead which swallowed Grip.
By the time they reach it, they find no sign of him besides settling dust. Ahead and below, a sheer wall looms outward which they cannot see beyond. Reins in his left hand, revolver in his right, Melchior starts Chucklehead down the narrow trail, followed by Sam and Ivy. Luck balks as she feels her hooves slide on gravel, sending Ivy’s heart into her throat as she sees over a drop of seventy or eighty feet into bedrock.
Hands shaking, holding her breath as she leans back, fixing her eyes on Sam’s waistcoat, Ivy draws up her reins still tighter. Luck inches downward behind Elsewhere.
Ivy’s head is spinning by the time Luck steps into the canyon floor, gasping for air through the corset. Soaked in sweat, still shaking so violently she feels she will fall, she allows Luck to pull up beside Elsewhere.
Chucklehead stops at the jutting edge of the canyon wall, Melchior leaning forward to look across the length of the now eerily still canyon. He flicks two fingers, beckoning Sam and Ivy up to look.
Far down the length of the gully, a single rider gallops away on a buckskin horse. But the amount of dust is disproportionate.
“After someone,” Melchior says.
“The group we follow?” Ivy asks.
Melchior looks at her. “Plague-sick run if you chase them?”
She shakes her head.
“Can’t figure anyone else handy. Could be over three thousand dollars riding down that stretch.” He pushes Chucklehead forward.
“If that is the whole La Manada de Lobos company, why are they running from a single rider?” Sam asks, but Melchior starts at a canter.
Sam follows, telling Ivy to wait at the base of the trail for them. She holds Luck, but the mare pitches a fit when she sees her equine companions leaving her behind and Ivy cannot blame her. When she gives Luck her head, they are off on Elsewhere’s heels, lengthening stride into a gallop. Ivy’s eyes burn with dust, following almost blindly in the wake of the two men.
Two hundred yards flash by in seconds before more gunshots ring out, accompanied by men’s shouts echoing around canyon walls. Blood hammering in her ears, Ivy can just make out the shouting is in Spanish as they run. More shots. Chucklehead veers and slows, dashing almost headlong into a jutting outcrop of red rock and scrub brush as Melchior jumps from the saddle in motion. Sam pulls up behind, dismounting with his rifle and running with Melchior up the rocks, both to drop on their stomachs in concealment at the top, weapons aimed.
Luck blunders up to Chucklehead as she stops, flanks heaving, sweat and dust coating her, Ivy clinging on, now able to see little but red earth walls and dust. Chucklehead ignores them, ears pricked as he listens to gunshots and voices.
Ivy can make nothing of the Spanish, then Grip’s voice changes and she hears, “What are you afraid of, Hoyt? I’m not here for you.”
Crack. A bursting explosion of rock and earth struck by a bullet not far ahead. Luck rears, backing blindly while Ivy clutches her mane, trying to force her against the canyon wall.
More Spanish, some angry, sounding like oaths, some conversational.
Crack. Melchior’s Colt, just when Ivy had Luck turned for the wall and crash. Her aching body cannot hold her any longer and Ivy finds rocky ground rushing to meet her with startling speed. She would not have thought she could hurt much more than she did already, but pain shooting across her arm convinces her it has broken.
Even in a gunfight, she is killed by her own horse. Something else no one ever warned her about....
Blood in her mouth, dust and grit covering her, a broken arm turning her world into a million dark shades of pain, gasping. And her ribs: daggers. No, the broken whalebone is what stabs her.
A dark, velvety nose pushes into her face. Elsewhere. She snatches his cheek strap, fighting to make her lungs expand, cling to anything, press her forehead against his soft muzzle.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Strange. A deeper and harsher voice than Melchior’s. And she’s certain Elsewhere would never speak to her like that.
Ivy looks up. The one-eyed bounty hunter kneels over her, his hat and dark buckskins covered in dust. He seizes her shoulder with his left hand, pulling her to a sitting position, sending more searing pain through her ribs. This is where one faints. Instead, she rocks and trembles, tears streaking her face.
“Did you break anything?”
“My arm.” And all the ribs in her body.
He grabs her left arm above a long, bloody rip through her sleeve. Blood this time, staining teal fabric down her elbow nearly to her wrist. She jerks away from him.
“You’re fine.” Grip stands. “Catch your breath and stay out of the way. Do not continue being so stupid.”
She longs to trip him as he hurries away. Instead, sits gasping, staring at blood on her arm. Something tore across her elbow, running inches down her forearm as she hit, yet ... he could be right: her arm does not seem to be broken. It moves at her command. And she can inhale, so perhaps her lungs have not been pierced by broken ribs. She may be dreadfully bruised and the corset broken, yet not about to die. Even more unfortunate, not about to black out.
With Grip gone, Elsewhere noses back down to her, ears pricked and eyes wide as if he cannot make out why she would sit in dirt like this. She holds his face, working for each breath.
Men still shout, though shots cease.
After a minute, she can catch her breath enough to try standing with Elsewhere’s assistance. Good arm across his lowered neck for support, she staggers onto the rocky outcrop Melchior and Sam previously sheltered behind.
With dust clearing, five men are visible in the shadow of the canyon wall: Melchior and Grip stand over two strangers. Sam behind, nearer her and the horses, rifle at his side. One man on the ground clutches his shoulder, blood running between his fingers, cursing horribly. Perhaps he pulled the other down with him when he was shot because the second man appears unhurt besides scrapes and cuts from the fall, his gun belt, revolver, and Bowie knife all in dust at Grip’s feet. He leans away with an ingratiating smile, his hands over his head.
“Can’t blame us—only what we’s told—” the smiler addresses Grip.
“Cállate. I’ve no quarrel with you, Billy—if you hadn’t just emptied a chamber—”
“Told us to, right? We’ve nothing—”
“If you cannot—”
“—mean nothing by—”
Grip bends quickly to press the nose of his revolver between Billy’s eyes. “Close your mouth.”
He does, also drawing a shutter over his wheedling grin.
Grip’s voice is so low, Ivy can hardly hear him over continued moaning of the bleeder. “Where is he going, why, and how long does he mean to remain?”
Billy swallows.
Melchior steps forward, his own revolver in his hand, though not seeming to feel he must cover either man. “Grip...?”
“He ... we’re ... heading,” Billy pants, “to the border.”
“We are past the border,” Grip says.
Are they really? Into Colorado or to Arizona Territory? No wonder the trail felt so long.
“Get a heap more for them alive,” Melchior says.
Billy’s eyes roll toward Melchior, back to Grip. “Lobo ain’t down here....”
“So I have discerned.”
“Only going across the border—don’t know all, do I? He figured you followed so he sent us back. Canyon all night, then run into difficulties what slowed us up. Lagarto spotted them—spineless bastard now running off with our horses at the first sniff of trouble. How do you like that? Leaving two fellows afoot in—”
Grip draws back the hammer on his revolver.
“He was going on about evil spirits. Me and Hoyt go out for a look. Craziest sons of bitches I ever saw. Real pale, silent curly wolves, walking around in rags, wouldn’t call a howdy. Not heeled or nothing. No ride. Just seen them when they’re running at us. Our horses liked to have jumped three counties. Got us all lost. Finally riding in here, meaning to back-trail, but there you was. Don’t even know where Lobo is now, Grip. God’s truth.”
“Which is why you cannot tame your tongue into giving a straight answer regarding his destination?”
But Ivy can hardly hear the men now, ice cold and trembling. She hears her own voice ringing above the cursing man on the ground and Grip’s words. “What happened to the risers?”
All five men look around.
Billy’s jaw drops as the revolver is shifted slightly off his head. “What in hellfire?”
“Those ‘men’ you saw,” Ivy snaps. “Pale, silent men—what happened to them? Where are they?”
“The hell—sorry—the tarnation you doing with a little girl out here?” Billy sounds appalled, not impressed, as he stares again at Grip.
Sam, who looks nearly as shocked as Billy to see her there, hurries to her.
“What did happen?” Melchior asks. “Where’d you see them?”
“I ... I....” Billy says, glancing again at Ivy as she takes Sam’s arm instead of Elsewhere’s neck.
“North and east, low country,” the injured man gasps. “Half a day back, something awful....”
“Ivy?” Sam’s face is chalky as he stares at her bloody arm. “You should not be—”
“Didn’t down any?” Melchior asks.
“Hoyt got a shot off,” Billy says, nodding at his panting companion. “Saw it go clean into his chest as we got away. Didn’t fall—nothing. Didn’t even see blood. Know something about those critters?”
“Where is your horse?” From Sam, though Ivy tries to follow the others.
“She does.” Grip jerks his head at Ivy. “We’ll get to them. If you can manage to explain where Everette—”
“Telling you square, I—”
“We must get out of here,” Ivy addresses all of them, heart pounding, hardly aware of her arm any longer as her whole body feels weightless with fear. “At once.”
Grip remains standing over Billy, questioning him. Melchior looks around from the injured man to Ivy and Sam through his sungoggles. Then back, staring north along the canyon floor.
He lets out a slow breath. “Grip? You ... uh ... looking to meet up with a few more from the outfit?”
Grip turns, leaving Billy to pant as he lies back against the canyon wall.
Sam and Ivy squint up the blazing canyon, Ivy realizing she lost her new hat in the fall and shielding her face with her hand.
A small group of riders flies toward them, throwing up dust clouds, now leaving it trailing far behind. Galloping figures rippling in heat waves, yet clear as canyon walls.
“Billy, I recommend you sit with Hoyt to keep yourselves out of the way,” Grip says softly, not taking his gaze from the approaching cloud. “If I suspect you are about to take action to hinder us, you shall be shot.”
Billy hastens to grab Hoyt and tug him off along the wall.
Sam backs Elsewhere behind their former cover outcrop, Ivy shifting to hold the horse for support once more as he turns back to Grip and Melchior, dropping to their stomachs on the rise.
Grip glances at Sam as the latter joins them with the rifle in his hands. “How proficient are you with that weapon, Mr. Samuelson?”
“I am unsure.” Sam picks his way up the rock bank with the Henry aimed in the direction of the approaching riders. “I have never shot it.”
Both Grip and Melchior jerk their gazes from distant horses to the Englishman beside them.
“Damnation, Sam,” Melchior says. “What are you packing it around for?”
Grip clenches his teeth.
Ivy and Elsewhere retreat farther behind the ridge as the three men watch above it. Melchior snatches the Henry out of Sam’s hands, pushes his own Colt at him, and drops to his chest on the rocks, aiming the rifle. Sam and Grip lie flat on either side of him, each now with a revolver, out of range of the approaching riders.
Ivy reaches unconsciously for the blue roan stallion’s reins, more to give herself something else to hang onto than because she thinks he may bolt. Elsewhere stands easy while Chucklehead and El Cohete, the buckskin, lift their heads, ears pricked and nostrils flared, as if they can see riders through the outcrop.
Melchior presses the butt of the rifle against his shoulder and leans his face, eyes protected by sungoggles, into the sight. He pauses, finger already squeezing the trigger.
“Grip? Able to see who that is in front?”
“My eyesight would not be so savvy even had I two.”
“Sure as thunder looks like that Mexican woman on the dark horse.”
“Sard.”
“She ... part of this Lobo’s gang?”
“Do not shoot.” Grip scrambles to his knees.
Melchior does not move, finger on the trigger. “Leading them right at us.”
“She has a carbine in her hands.” Sam sounds alarmed, squinting in dust and sun toward the galloping horses.
“Don’t shoot!” Grip repeats, standing.
“The hell you doing? Kill you if—” Melchior is still aiming the rifle.
Grip whirls, leveling his revolver at Melchior’s skull. “Put it down.” A cold, deadly growl. “That is my sister.”



Tenth
A Reason to Run
The dust cloud builds, descending upon them. Ivy hears pounding hooves, feels earth vibrate beneath her boots.
“Certain that’s going to keep her pals from firing on us?” Melchior shouts to Grip as the latter climbs down the rock and scrub ridge to meet the riders.
The woman calls out as she nears: “Go! Get out of here!”
Melchior and Sam scramble to their feet. Ivy tightens her right arm across Elsewhere’s neck and her left hand on Chucklehead’s reins.
“Rosalía—” Grip does not move.
“Please, they’ll kill you!” The seal brown horse slides to a halt, along with three others, two of which are being led and riderless: the missing steeds of Billy and Hoyt. On the fourth animal is a wiry man who appears terrified by the sight of Grip.
“If Everette rides behind you—what are you doing with Lagarto?”
“Ran into one another. Listen, all of you, if you do not—” Her horse tosses his head, dancing in place.
“Where is he?” Grip interrupts.
“Grip, please.” She casts a panicked look around to all of them.
Grip also breaks his gaze from her to look at his three companions, then away. “Maldito. Billy, shall I shoot you, or would you like to ride with us?”
Melchior catches Chucklehead’s reins and leaps into the saddle, then turns to help Ivy up behind as Sam lifts her. “Where’s the mare?”
“She ... retreated.” Ivy catches his shoulder to steady herself atop packs and bedroll, hardly aware of pain or blood. “You told me never to hold the reins in a fall.”
“Don’t recall saying ‘never.’”
Sam mounts. Grip is in the buckskin’s saddle. The woman on the seal brown horse, astride in her dilapidated vaquero saddle, canters past, pushing the prisoners to ride ahead.
Ivy feels nearly unseated with every stride, clutching Melchior for her life. Each tooth will be jarred from her head in a moment, hardly clinging to the powerful animal or her thin cousin. Any second she will fly off—smashed to pieces on the ground below.
Someone calls out beside them. Melchior leans back, pressing against her. Slipping. Going to fall, losing her seat, opening her mouth to shout, scream. Chucklehead slows to a canter, then drops his hindquarters and slides to a stop through dirt. Fresh dust fills nose and eyes and mouth. Choking, unable to scream now if she wished, Ivy falls, the folds of skirt and chemise and petticoat slipping, the rump of the horse vanishing out from under her, she swings through open air like a rag doll in a dust storm.
Thump, landing on her feet. As she hits the ground and crumples, completely blind in the cloud, she realizes she only dropped a foot from the animal as he slid.
“Get her head.”
“Is she hurt?”
“If she can run, she’s dandy.”
“Whoa, Luck, easy. She must have caught her reins and tripped. Ivy?”
Blinking, Ivy clears her eyes enough to see through boiling dust.
Melchior, still mounted, walks Chucklehead up to the trapped mare against a mess of dry canyon brush. It appears to be the only clump of such vegetation in the area, yet she struck it, now tangled by trailing reins. Sam has jumped off Elsewhere, Luck’s reins in hand, trying to undo knots as he talks to the chestnut mare, also looking around for Ivy.
“Shhh, easy....”
“Damnation, Sam, cut her loose. Ain’t got till sunset.”
“I have nothing to cut through leather.” Sam slips one rein free, able to reach the shivering animal’s head, rub her throat.
Melchior leans over to pull a short blade from his boot and presses it into Sam’s hand from the saddle.
Ivy catches motion from the corner of her eye. The rest of their party has reached the trail out of the canyon, slowing to a walk up the narrow cutoff. She glances back to see only a solid wall of dust from their own horses, finding the lack of visible adversary no comfort.
She turns away to conceal spitting dust and blood, then tries to gain her feet with one bad arm, one bad leg, broken whalebone jammed into her sternum. Blood on her sleeve is matted into a black-brown paste with filth. Her legs shake so violently she fears taking many steps, but tries to approach Luck.
Elsewhere flicks an ear at her as she hobbles past, his gaze on his rider. Sam has the mare loose, but she throws her weight back in fright, his boot heels scraping up more dust as he holds on. Melchior knees Chucklehead around to cut her off. She backs into him, kicking out.
“Ivy,” Melchior shouts. “Hop on this critter so we can skin out.”
What does he think she is trying to do?
Sam pulls the unwilling mare toward her, reaching to catch Ivy’s hand. “Can you ride on your own?” His worried eyes sweep her bloody arm.
Melchior again turns the stallion so he can hold Luck’s head, allowing Sam to help Ivy mount.
“I’m all right,” she mutters, though she has never, ever, been less all right in her life.
When he places his hands on her waist to left her, snapped ends of bone dig into her flesh. Tears in her eyes, she hisses out her breath through clenched teeth and gathers her reins, one of which is now so short, she fears losing it.
Melchior and Chucklehead herd Luck toward the canyon wall as Ivy fights with her reins. Sam climbs into his own saddle and follows.
Chucklehead starts up the trail, Ivy leaning forward and clicking to Luck to make her walk on. Elsewhere brings up the rear. It seems their fellows have vanished above, though Ivy dares look at nothing but the ears of her horse as she pushes her on.
The drop grows greater and greater, each shifting pebble falling ten feet, twenty, fifty, each setting down of right hooves crunching against the sheer edge.
Nauseated, praying silently, Ivy fixes her gaze on those ears and leans farther forward. Sixty feet. A yellow jacket buzzes past the mare’s head. Luck balks and takes a step back.
“Pull her left, keep her in,” Sam says behind them. “Talk to her.”
Hands trembling uncontrollably, Ivy pulls the left rein, moving Luck’s head close by the canyon wall. “Walk on, that’s it,” she just manages to gasp, voice shaking.
Chucklehead gives a hop with his forelegs and climbs onto level ground. A moment later, Luck has followed with a final bounce, jarring Ivy backward.
Five riders move toward the timberline ahead. Melchior hisses, prodding Chucklehead with his spurs, and the stallion flies after them. Luck chases him without signal from her rider.
More galloping, more teeth-jarring, muscle-tearing flight. Now she wishes they had left both her and Luck behind. She cannot keep this up.
Uphill through scrubby, rocky country, across the stream they paused at coming in, a slow canter to maneuver safely, fifty yards behind the others, then tortuous wood trail up a slope into foothills before true mountains lift beyond. At last, they must slow to a jog.
The woman rider has disappeared, though Ivy sees Grip through trees, pushing the three outlaws ahead on their tired horses. Over a crest, into a slight valley before reaching the mountain trail. Here, Ivy glances back with streaming eyes, still seeing nothing in pursuit.
Running water, spring streams flowing fast down rocks and slopes. Slowing to a walk, horses puffing, Ivy shaking so much she can hardly keep her seat. Up, along the mountain trail, water runs louder, faster, feeding a small waterfall plummeting into a rocky pool, then sliding on down its narrow way.
In a wooded spot full of shade and sun patches like a quilt, Grip allows the three men to slide from their horses for a drink and breath for the winded mounts.
“Rosalía,” he calls up the slope. “¡Vuelve aquí!”
Ivy nudges Luck up the trail to the top of the waterfall, away from the men—though the fall is only as high as her head and this ridge does not exactly place her out of sight. With careful, agonized motions, she slides from her saddle, crumpling to earth as she touches down, legs folding like wet paper. Tears run down her filthy cheeks as she wraps Luck’s long rein around a young poplar, then eases herself to shallow water.
She lowers her face to the icy mountain stream, rinsing out blood from her bitten cheek. She soaks two handkerchiefs to scrub her face, working on hands and neck, drenching sleeves and collar as she tries to wipe dirt from her skin. Finally, she leans down to rest her whole left elbow in the stream as the current turns the color of rust.
When she looks up, Rosalía has graced them with her presence, returning to face Grip. He pulls pieces of frayed rope from his packs, presumably to tie the captives. Melchior stands over them while Sam tries to find a cloth to cover Hoyt’s wound.
“Yes?” Grip asks, apparently to Rosalía as she only dismounts and says nothing.
“We should keep moving,” she says, glancing back the way they came.
“Why is that?” He throws a length of rope at Melchior.
This makes Billy’s eyes widen, following the rope. “Can’t be fixing to take us in?”
Grip looks at him.
“Me and Hoyt and Lagarto ... just in for dimes. Lobo and Vin and Buitre the trouble ... who you want. You know that. Can’t be meaning—”
“What can I not mean?” Grip faces him.
Billy opens and closes his mouth. “You know we ain’t the bad ones.”
Lagarto, the wiry newcomer, older than the other two, who nearly made it away with all their horses, looks from Billy to Grip. “¿Quieres que nos cuelguen?”
“Sure he don’t,” Billy cuts in, tone and expression slightly manic now. “Don’t mean to fetch us to a necktie party, does he? We’re not the—”
“Tell the sheriff.” Grip faces the young woman. “What happened?”
“I saved all your lives. You’re welcome.”
Grip waits, but she appears finished. “Yet ... I heard from Billy that Everette was far ahead. A full day even?” He jerks his left thumb over his shoulder to indicate....
Ivy blinks, her own daze making her unsure of her sight. The yellow cur approaches along their trail, huge tongue dangling out one side of his mouth, though Ivy never saw him follow them out. He laps water and flops down in the shade. The young woman’s dark eyes follow him until Grip speaks once more.
“He was not in the canyon.”
Ivy cannot think if he means the dog or Everette or Lobo ... both the same person? Losing track of words as faces blur.
Rosalía says nothing.
“So why,” Grip says, tone softer, yet more menacing with each syllable. “Why did we run?”
She stares back into his one eye. “We must all head in the right direction at least some of the time.”
Melchior, who has been amusing himself with a variety of knots on Billy’s wrists, looks around. “Had us run scared over nothing?”
“Not nothing.” Her voice is angry once more. “You all would have been killed if you kept on that trail.”
All. All would have been killed.... Strange, silent, pale men. But she speaks of another kind, the kind who shoot back.
Grip’s fist trembles with his rigid hold on a twist of rope. Is it her imagination, or does he only use his left hand? Even saddling his horse in the mornings ... has he ever used his right? What ails it?
Ivy holds cold, wet cloths over her face.
Angry words below. Spanish again. That young woman and Grip seem to be shouting at one another. Sister? Did he say she was his sister? How is that possible? He looks Anglo to her. Dark complexioned, though much of that could be suntan and lack of bathing.
“¿Así que prefieres suicidarte? ¿Con ellos?”
“¡Tu no decides que hago!”
Her head throbs worse with the noise and she feels unexpected relief as Melchior’s voice cuts in: “Se acabo. ¿Verdad? Take it easy.”
She has seldom heard him use his Spanish. It makes her wish more that she could do the same. If only she spent all those years on Spanish instead of French. Why couldn’t she have been sent to France? If only Uncle Charles returned there after his marriage ... yet, she could not have gone there instead ... no official sailings to the Old World for ... has it been years? Not allowed....
“Can we move this along?” Still Melchior. “Or you aim to go back in after him?”
Ivy re-soaks her cloth. This sudden view of the world about her makes her so dizzy she would fall over if not already prone.
Grip stalks away with his mount. Rosalía also turns, leading the seal brown horse up the trail and across the flat where the top of the waterfall forms and Ivy lies along the stream, her elbow still in frigid water.
The woman’s gaze falls on Luck, then Ivy as she pulls the bit from her horse’s mouth for him to drink. “What happened to you back there?”
Ivy blinks.
The woman kneels by her, brows creased. The satin brown eyes no longer glare daggers. She appears troubled. Ivy cannot help staring at the dark trousers and overcoat. She seems to feel no shame in exposing herself like this.
Finally able to avert her stinging eyes, Ivy looks instead to Luck, who has eaten half the leaves off this side of the poplar. Is it all right for horses to live on leaves?
“What’s your name? Rosalía and this is Volar.” She jerks her thumb at her horse in a dreadfully masculine gesture.
The face blurs. The woman pulls off a worn leather glove and reaches out with a light, delicate hand to hold Ivy’s shoulder.
“What happened to your arm? Can you hear me? ¿Puedes oírme?”
Ivy shakes her head. She feels strangely aware of tears on her face, blood on her dress, cold stream tugging at her, while this woman seems dreadfully far away, as if reaching to grab her from across a field. She should say the woman’s name back, acknowledge the introduction, but she is not sure she can. That rolling R and the accent of it ... she may need coaching.
“You,” Rosalía snaps, her tone changing, no longer looking at Ivy. “Is this girl with you?”
“My cousin.” Melchior’s voice. He does not sound upset, as Rosalía does.
Sam says something, but she cannot make out the words. A hulking, red animal shifts above her. Water sparkles.
The overcoated woman leans forward, pressing the backs of her fingers to Ivy’s forehead, frowning, though she does not appear angry. She looks ... worried. And sad.
Ivy opens her mouth to say she is all right. But there’s blood. Blood on her tongue, perhaps running down her chin like tears running down her cheeks. The world glows, dims, twisting away. She drops with an icy splash into the stream, feeling a moment of hands on her face, her arm, her back, two voices over her, before she is gone.



Eleventh
Removal of Bones
Ivy inhales, feeling pain of bruises and cuts, shifting of her own light body. Mostly, she feels an endless expansion of lungs and ribs. Another breath. Deep. So much air in the world. Sweet smells of wood smoke, something cooking, sap, pine trees, fresh vegetation enfolding her. Ivy smiles.
She opens her eyes. Long shadows and green, glowing, vibrant leaves shift overhead. Each branch stretches out like spiders’ legs. Each leaf twitches in mountain air.
“Ivy? How do you feel?”
Startled—for half a second feeling the tree is speaking to her—Ivy turns her head.
A stranger sits cross-legged beside her, something gleaming metallic on a blanket in her lap. A rifle—no, carbine—the chamber open for cleaning.
“Who are you?” Ivy whispers, barely stopping herself from asking, “Who am I?”
The woman smiles: smooth, youthful face, not many years beyond Ivy’s, thick, black hair cascading past her shoulders. “Rosalía. We made acquaintance previously. How are you?”
Ivy still smiles. Surely not the same woman in the Stetson and bandana and stained leather gloves who has yelled at them every time Ivy has seen her. She looks so young, almost angelic, the bedroll covering her lower extremities like a skirt, and her shirt, though a boy’s, looks soft and delicate compared to the former overcoat.
“Fine,” Ivy says, keeping still as her sore body warns her movement could break the spell. “I feel ... light.”
“Little wonder.” The woman draws a cord and cotton through the barrel. “I expect you can finally breathe.”
“Yes.” How does she know? “Where is everyone?”
Rosalía jerks her head. “Making themselves useful. I told them to steer clear for a spell, though they have their merits. Would you like something to eat?”
“I cannot,” Ivy says, feeling her cheeks heat. “We have almost nothing left and there is the journey back.”
“You’re behind the times.” Rosalía grins. “Your ... cousin? The hubristic cowboy shot a mule deer three hours since with the Englishman’s rifle. It’s been a bloodbath ever since.”
“Has it? My apologies—I should sit up. How long was I ... asleep?”
“The sun’s on its way down. You look as if you could use some venison and hot broth after you lost so much blood. Stay here. I’ll fetch a plate if the fearsome hunters can part with it.”
“Where are we? Not still in the woods by the waterfall?”
Rosalía puts the carbine back together with deft movements. “We found an out of the way spot, kept Grip from riding after Everette, and the horses needed rest. No one griped about stopping over for the afternoon.”
“What about the ... prisoners? Shouldn’t we be hurrying back to Santa Fé?”
“Don’t worry about them. Too scared of Grip to do something silly. All that old dog is good for is tracking.”
“Are you referring to Grip or the actual dog?”
Rosalía laughs as she stands, shaking out her blanket. “Yap-Rat. He sniffs trouble and vanishes, sniffs cooking and shows up again. Grip won’t feed him—lets him take care of himself. But he can track.” She starts away.
Ivy feels cold at the idea of lying here like a wounded animal, alone in this wood with the sun nearly setting. Even if food and fire are a short distance off.
“Rosalía—I beg pardon ... I do not believe I can pronounce your name properly. Would you be so kind? I’m not sure I can sit up on my own.” But why is she using the woman’s first name? And why does she use Ivy’s?
Rosalía cocks her head, looking down at Ivy. “Where’d you learn to speak like that?”
“I am from Boston.”
“Ahh.... Your cousin said you were from the Big City. But that could mean Denver or San Francisco or Wichita.”
“Boston,” Ivy says again, closing her eyes. “I am attempting to get home.”
“Not at this rate.”
“No ... not at this rate.”
She feels Rosalía’s hand on her shoulder and helps push herself up, looking around for the men and fire, though they remain out of sight. And she sits ... smoothly, easily. Her waist bends, her lungs expand, her back feels loose and soft as fresh jam. Her spine feels ... wrinkly, as if she may fold up like an accordion....
Ivy clutches her sternum, ignoring pain in her left arm. “Where is my corset?”
Rosalía snorts, a derisive sound reminding Ivy of the shouting woman she first saw on horseback in the mist. “That contraption almost killed you; broken to pieces, sticking in your ribs. I don’t know how you could draw breath.”
Ivy stares at her in horror, feeling sick, even more afraid. “One cannot be seen without it. It can be mended—”
“It’s gone,” Rosalía says. “I threw it away. You cannot wear that beastly instrument and ride and live out here. Have you truly been sleeping in the thing? I’d rather be flogged.”
Ivy recoils, clutching herself. “That was not your right.”
This woman must have opened her dress, perhaps cut through layers to slice off the corset itself. Her chemise would still be below that, yet she may as well be in bare skin. Hardly even another woman. Certainly no lady. Not someone who can understand.
Tears burn her eyes, leaning away as Rosalía tries to rest a hand on her shoulder.
“You needed those bones removed. You were killing yourself,” Rosalía says. “I’m sorry.”
“I was making my own choices.” Nearly the only thing she has—had—left to her name: free will.
Rosalía walks away, returning in moments with a tin plate, cup, and fork. Ivy longs to refuse, but she trembles, body crying out for the food and warmth. Rosalía wraps her blanket around Ivy’s shoulders and sits down beside her.
Tears run silently down Ivy’s cheeks as she eats, growing aware of her throbbing head, aching ribs, burning arm, sore back, hurt knee, as hunger pains in her stomach recede.
“I am sorry,” she manages at last, staring at her plate as pink and violet light fades in the western sky. She is not sorry. She wants to shake the woman and scream. But her mother and father would be ashamed to think she could sit in silence and not acknowledge someone trying to help her.
With her plate empty and the burning tin cup held through folds of blanket, Ivy goes on. “I appreciate your kindness, I am sure. I should not be cross with you, but I do not appreciate my personal belongings and myself being mauled without my consent or knowledge.”
“No,” Rosalía says softly, watching her. “I don’t expect any of us appreciate that. Your friends, and myself, were worried about you. If I put a gun to my own head, I like to think there’d be someone around to pull it away. Even if it belonged to me. And they had to break a few fingers to get it.”
Ivy says nothing, wondering if Melchior and Sam, her “friends,” know what has happened to her. Melchior certainly was not worried.
Where is Luck? How can she be seen by anyone until she is able to obtain proper undergarments? Where can she even purchase them? She cannot walk into a shop in her current attire, even if one stood around the corner.
Light fades. Ivy clutches the cooling tin cup as a chill smothers the air, making tears on her cheeks feel icy.
She sits upon one wool blanket from a bedroll, another draped across her shoulders. Her green cloak covers her to the waist. She remains in dress, chemise, petticoat—what she had before, it seems. Except she feels nothing touches her. As if her garments hover around her skin. And the damage. Her left sleeve is ripped almost to her shoulder. Bloody strips of this sleeve have gone to binding a cotton cloth about her wounded elbow. Her skirts were already torn and damaged. Now there are cuts and loose lacing.
Tears drying on her face, she regards her left arm in failing light, bending it gingerly. It will not extend well, nor be drawn up all the way, but the pain is only a sharp sting now, the arm swollen.
Rosalía still watches her. “It’s a savage wound with the grit driven in. We cleaned it in the stream, then poured alcohol over. You must see a doctor the moment you’re back to town so fragments can be removed.”
“One more event to which I may look forward,” Ivy mutters.
Rosalía sits with her knees drawn up to her face, resting her chin on them, arms around her shins. When she does not speak, Ivy glances at her and sees she is smiling.
“I am sorry for trouble I have caused,” Ivy says, hardly able to see any faint light in the sky now. Yet, there is a glow, just down the slope, through pines to the west and south. The men’s fire she has been smelling.
“Everyone deserves the chance to cause some trouble now and then,” Rosalía says, stretching out her booted feet.
“Here.” Ivy tries to press the extra bedroll on her. “Is this yours?”
“You keep that. I ride with all the blankets I can carry. The other’s by the fire to warm up. Besides, I have this overcoat.”
Ivy sips the last of her broth. It might be nice to be down there, warm blankets by the fire. But she cannot see the men in her current state.
She sets cup and plate and fork together, now by touch as much as sight.
“The Englishman was worried when you collapsed,” Rosalía says. “He anyone special?”
Face flushed, Ivy shakes her head, as much shocked as embarrassed by the inappropriateness of this casual question. “Of course not. I barely know him. He only worked with my cousin on ... some sort of stock drive.”
“English worked a drive? Doing what? Singing steers to sleep? He does not behave much like a cowpuncher.” She chuckles.
Ivy feels even hotter, angry now, biting back a retort that Sam did a swell job. But how does she know? More importantly, why should she care?
“Anyway, English asked after you—”
“Sam—” Ivy says before she can catch herself. “Samuelson. That’s his name. Conrad Samuelson.” More burning face, grateful for darkness.
“Mr. Samuelson asked after you, I meant.” Almost laughing. “I’m going to gather my blanket and turn in. Any message for the boys?”
Ivy shakes her head.
Rosalía stands, taking Ivy’s dishes, and starts down the little slope toward skipping firelight. Light. Moving to light....
As if something solid hits her over the head, Ivy feels panic burst through her. What is she thinking? Why didn’t she say something? Why hasn’t Melchior stopped them? He knows. They should all know by now.
“Rosalía!” Ivy shouts with her heart in her throat. “The fire! Make them put out the fire! Hide the light!”
“What?” Rosalía turns, an outline in darkness, but the terror in Ivy’s tone, or wild urgency, silences any further questions. She hurries out of sight and Ivy hears her call, “Kill the fire!”
Men’s voices, indistinct, then light disappears. Ivy is plunged into darkness broken by stars and moon through shimmering leaves and pine needles.
Stupid. What is she out here for if not to protect them from this kind of blunder? One which even now could be leading to their deaths.
Ivy sits and shivers, listening for Rosalía’s return. So dark. And still. She shudders, looks about, feeling dark presences through the trees like a pack of phantom wolves. Yet far, far worse.
A shadow moves, approaching, stepping through trees. Upright, nearly silent. Heart pounding, palms sweating, skin clammy. It must be Rosalía. It must. But it says nothing. Ivy cannot call out, cannot scream, the dread, dark figure moving closer. She has no gun, no flame. Closer, breath catching in her throat.
“Ivy?”
“Rosalía?”
“I nearly stepped past you. Are you all right? Your cousin told me these Plague-sick follow fire like moths. Is it true?”
“Something like that.”
“I never heard such an oddity. They say you’re an expert. Are they really starting into these parts? You think they could notice our fire?”
“It’s not worth the risk.” It is never, never, never worth the risk.
Rosalía settles beside Ivy with her second bedroll, pulling her overcoat tight.
Ivy curls up inside blankets, the cloak pulled to her head. She lies on her side, drawing up her aching legs, curving her spine, longing to cry again with the simple, amazing comfort of such free, warming movements.
“I’m sorry, Ivy,” Rosalía whispers. “This must be terribly difficult for you.”
Ivy says nothing, swallows, grateful Rosalía said “must be” rather than “I know” or “I understand.” As if anyone out here can understand.
Finally she says, “Thank you again for your kindness.”
“Buenas noches.”
“I’m sorry, I don’t—”
“It means, good night.”
“Good night.”
She lies awake, almost warm enough in the wool and the ball she makes of her aching body. The warmest she has been in five nights. Listening to soft, sliding, rustling, blowing, calling night sounds. An owl. A mouse. A breeze.
Then something brushing, tickling, touches Ivy’s brow. Like spider legs. She recoils, lifting her hand from blankets to brush at ... something. In the same moment, another touch: a cold, wet touch. Like the tip of a clammy, dead finger.
Ivy screams, throwing herself backward in blankets, lashing out with both hands, kicking, thrashing, shouting with the newfound strength of lungs inflating fully for the first time in many days.
Beside her, Rosalía is up in a second, her carbine in her hands.
“What?” Rosalía gasps, looking in all directions as Ivy thrashes herself back into a sitting position, also looking every way. “What happened?”
Frantic, choking. Nothing. Nothing but trees and moon shadows.
“Ivy?”
“I felt something. Something cold and wet.”
Rosalía lowers the weapon. “A snail?”
Men’s voices call from down the slope.
“No es nada,” Rosalía shouts back to be heard.
Ivy trembles, desperate for a light, even a wall to lean back and face darkness. She feels a sneaking suspicion Rosalía just told them nothing was wrong. But how does she know that?
Being seen by the men, living souls and armed to the teeth, all at once seems highly appealing.
“Rosalía,” Ivy starts, swallowing, hands trembling as she pulls cloak and blanket close. “Do you think we could—?”
A light: tiny, bobbing candlelight, sheltered by a hand. Ivy wants to cry with relief as she sees the slender figure walking toward them up the slope.
“What happened?” He pauses at a respectful distance.
“Sam, bring your candle. There was something here.”
“You know, you two may join our camp. We shall not crowd you.”
“There.”
“What?”
“I saw something. Move your hand from the light.”
As Sam, kneeling a few feet from the two women’s bedrolls, uncovers the stub of candle and holds it over his head, Ivy sees a flash of green and yellow light: star-like orbs through darkness.
“An animal,” Rosalía whispers. “Why didn’t it leave the country when you shouted?” She again lifts the carbine. “It could have hydrophobia.”
Ivy sags back in her blankets with a rush of relief and giddy excitement. “No,” she whispers. “She’s not rabid. Come here. I’m sorry I scared you.”
She holds out her arms. After a pause, with quick steps, darting glances, then a final slink forward, Es Feroz crawls into them. Only whiskers and a cold nose after all.
Rosalía stares, carbine sagging in her hands.
Sam smiles. He rubs the vixen’s chin with his fingertips after she sniffs over his hand, then leaves candle and matches with Ivy.
Ivy lifts the cloak and bedroll. The swift fox plunges among covers like a den, digging with tiny paws. For a nocturnal hunter, she adores a human nest. Ivy finds herself almost laughing as the vixen rearranges and slides through blankets in the dark.
As she curls herself down once more with Es Feroz, Ivy strokes the little body, feeling warmth across her chest and arm. Tears again on her face, whispering, then thinking, thank you, again and again, Ivy holds tight to the only animal she has ever seen able to sense risers miles away.



Twelfth
Dead Silence
Ivy’s worries rush back at dawn when Rosalía wakes her with a burning cup of coffee and says they must be off.
Trying to let the tin cool, having already learned how dangerous it can be to fingers and lips, Ivy watches Es Feroz slink away.
After rolling her own blankets, then finding Ivy still unmoved, Rosalía says, “I’ll help you lace your dress tight. And you can keep that cloak about yourself all day.”
Ivy shakes her head over her coffee, already missing her fox. “I cannot be seen.”
“You haven’t a choice.” Tone stern again. “I know you want those bones back, but this is what you have. Forgive me for saying you need not be as troubled as you behave. You’re little more than a girl and will hardly appear indecent with your dress laced in well and the cloak about your shoulders.”
Ivy scowls into her mug. She is not that flat-chested. But what else can she do? Ask Rosalía to bring Luck up here? Presumably after she has first asked Melchior to saddle and bridle her, then ride one hundred yards behind the company all the way back to Santa Fé? What of ... well, bears for example? Mountain lions or monkats? Outlaws? Risers?
Getting to her feet with aching muscles, she allows Rosalía to help her with her laces. Though she struggles more over this “Thank you,” than she did on the one to Melchior on their way out of Santa Fé.
She is settling her cloak, taking a few experimental steps and deep breaths, when Yap-Rat jogs up their slope. He pauses, regarding them steadily from twenty paces.
“Go,” Rosalía calls, waving her arm at him. “Git! Tell Grip we’re coming. Don’t be so impatient.” She shakes her head as the cur trots away.
Ivy takes blankets while Rosalía carries her saddle and kit down to more open ground of the men’s camp. Ivy can see why Grip is impatient. He has already mounted, along with the tied outlaws, whose horses Grip’s buckskin walks around like a sheepdog.
Melchior saddles Chucklehead. Sam ties his bedroll on Elsewhere’s saddle, holding the saddled Luck’s reins. Only Rosalía’s seal brown mount, looking black in misty morning light, stands hobbled and grazing, unadorned, thirty yards down the slope.
“Thank you.” Ivy offers Sam back his candle, taking Luck’s reins. Someone has knotted the end of the cut one to tie on a length of hemp cord, extending the rein a few feet.
He smiles. “Melchior dressed her for you. But you are, of course, welcome. Do you feel any better? You look well.”
Does she? She can breathe this morning. Perhaps it makes a greater difference than she realized. Rosalía glances at her, nearly smirking. Ivy only nods, face warm as she avoids his eyes.
She packs her bedroll over saddlebags, keeping her cloak as close about as possible while struggling with leather ties on the saddle. No one seems to notice her. Sam has gone back to his own packs. Melchior buckles his loose flank cinch. The outlaws are morose, not looking at anything beyond the necks of their horses. Grip watches Rosalía heave her heavy saddle on her horse and remove his hobbles.
Ivy tries another deep breath before Melchior walks over to lift her to her saddle. He does not even bother bidding her good morning. Much less gape at her. Perhaps ... not such a sight. It would not be like him to avoid comment or staring out of politeness, after all.
They move out, Ivy and Rosalía trailing, Grip leading, with the sun hardly risen. Feeling more than ever that she has grown an accordion spine, Ivy cannot sit up straight for more than a few minutes without her accustomed support. Arm aching and stiff, back and ribs sore, even if limber, she must fight to keep upright as the first trail hour slips by.
They stop for lunch, building a real fire, enjoying more venison. Ivy sits away from the men—Rosalía staying with them now—feeling barbaric with a plate of nothing but roast meat. She still has a bit of flour in her saddlebags. That’s all from the Santa Fé provisions. It never crossed her mind bounty hunting could be so time-consuming.
They turn in after dark with no fire, only cooked meat and cold water for dinner. In dense, high forest of ponderosa pines, with little for the horses to eat and not much open space for eight people to make camp. Rosalía and Ivy hardly move away from the men to find their own spot. Sitting up against a tree, chewing cold venison, her stomach shouting for more, Ivy watches and listens for Es Feroz.
The fox does not appear, but footsteps from the men’s camp approach. Ivy looks up, expecting—hoping—for Sam.
She can just make out the swinging rainwater fringe of Grip’s old buckskin sleeve in shadows as he stops above them. He holds his left arm out to her.
Ivy smells something sweet and reaches to find one of his small, flat rice cakes pressed into her hand.
“Thank you,” she says.
He walks away.
So they have been thinking of her after all. Ivy feels as churned as a bowl of bread dough.
“He likes you more than me,” Rosalía mutters.
Not an amused tone, though Ivy smiles as she breaks the dry cake in half and passes one to Rosalía in the dark. It is not hard, as it appears, but light, almost fluffy, and easy to chew. Tastes of sweet, wild honey, cinnamon, a spicy, savory bite in the background, wash over her tongue. Heaven. The most wonderful food—the only wonderful food—Ivy has tasted since she left the ranch and Aunt Abigail’s and her own cooking.
She chews with her burning eyes closed, swallowing each small bite with regret.
At last, she says, “Or he assumes I need more help.”
By the next day, her arm is stiffer than ever, left hip badly bruised from the fall. Yet the rest of her feels alive again. She finds Luck almost easy to manage all day. Although this could be from the mare’s exhaustion. Also, at last, the mountain air does not feel quite so thin.
They fix savory pancakes with lard and salt, even a relatively pleasant texture accomplished by the baking soda in Rosalía’s possession, along with more meat and coffee. Rosalía provides edible herbs and some kind of white, extremely bitter root for a touch of variety. Now the horses are in poorer shape for feed than they are, out of packed grain, scavenging for grasses and leaves, unable to find enough to eat in these mountains at night, losing condition. Besides this, the gun-shot man, Hoyt, develops a fever with his wound all but untreated.
Once more, Ivy beds away with Rosalía, watching for her fox long past sunset, finally curling down in wool alone.
Remarkable how quickly she can fall asleep on the ground, in the cold, in pain these days. Sheer exhaustion of the trail leaves her nearly able to drift off in the saddle.
Tonight, however, she cannot be certain if she just dozed off, or wakes to the ear-splitting sound of a scream seconds after curling up. Either way, she is back on her feet as if yanked there by wires, cloak around her, every nerve vibrating until her teeth chatter and chills race up her spine. Rosalía is also on her feet, carbine in hand.
Screaming. Not only screaming—a tiny light in camp, match or candle.
Ivy runs toward them, turns, crashes into Rosalía, nearly knocks both flat.
“Do not shoot,” Ivy gasps, catching Rosalía’s shoulders. “Do not call out. Remain as silent as you can. No matter what.” Even as she speaks, a revolver shot from one of the men rings out through their camp.
Running. Light flaring up, the match knocked from the careless hand, miniature golden flames bursting knee-high among underbrush.
Horses neighing, calling from their hobbles nearby, trying to bolt, tripping and stumbling in brush and their binds.
Crack of a revolver from Grip, jumping backward as a dark shape flies past him, leaping like a panther onto the screaming man, already set upon by a black figure. Silent. Them silent, only eating, tearing, one with Billy’s arm nearly torn off in its teeth, the other biting into his face. Sam clubbing one with the butt of his rifle. Hoyt pulling Billy with bound hands. All a dark blur with the sparking point of light spreading. More coming.
All in a second as Ivy reaches Grip, catches his arm, “Out.” Voice tight, panicked, but not a shout. Never a shout. “Away. Do not shoot. Do not speak. Now. Or we will die.”
Black shape, running, rushing for flames, snapping brush, clicking teeth. Hot, powerful, rotten odor filling her nose, filling the camp, taking her breath.
Wham—something smashes past her as she grabs for Melchior, trying to deliver the same message. She pitches against him, both thrown to earth as the cold form smashes into Hoyt. Billy’s scream rises to a single, piercing note which sets every fine hair on her body on end.
“Do not shoot—” Again the message, the panic, controlled. Control the panic to act, get out, or die.
Another figure races over the top of them, kicking Ivy’s shoulder, falling, then lunging forward with open mouth and arms. Hoyt’s agonized scream lifts as Billy’s is cut short. More feet around them, more forms rushing in.
Rosalía pulls Sam back, eyes huge in reflecting firelight. Grip grabs Lagarto. Melchior, scrambling to his knees, catches his saddle horn and heaves it with packs attached out toward the horses, then two others in quick succession. Rosalía and Sam stagger backward, her clutching his rifle, trying to pull it away from him, or else keeping him with her. Grip drags Lagarto, hands and feet bound, by an arm, the slighter man hopping and falling against him.
Ivy backs toward the horses, breath fast, so shallow it seems each one comes at the speed of her racing heart. More black figures, dead eyes, lightning motions. Dashing in, sinking teeth into the thrashing, screaming Hoyt, who beats in a frenzy at cold, clammy backs and heads and hands with his own two bound.
Grip passes her with Lagarto. All this side, herself now the closest, still backing, still watching, still silent. Gasps, leather creaking, horses snorting, throwing saddles onto frightened animals in the dark. Panting breaths, faint whispers.
“Shhh,” Ivy hisses like the breeze, gaze never leaving the fire, the frenzied, scrabbling shapes, diving in for more mouthfuls.
The flailing Hoyt thrashes his way into brush flames, emitting another shriek as he is followed, pinned there, twisting and writhing. In the next second, the fire is smothered. Light vanishes. A smell of smoke fills the air as thick as that of rotten flesh.
Blackness.
More screams, cries, then this too is cut off.
Teeth ripping, bodies shifting against one another, pressing, forcing in, snapping down, fabric and flesh tearing away in chunks. No human voice. No earthly noise. Chewing, grinding, slide and press of dead flesh across dead flesh.
Cinches tightened in darkness behind her. Horses snort, paw. A bit jingles.
Ivy steps backward, moving slowly, setting down each heel with infinite care, one arm extended behind. Her hand runs into a butter-soft hide and seam of a breast pocket. Grip.
“Up the trail, where Rosalía and I camped.” A breath, hardly a sound. “Then you know our course toward Santa Fé?”
He shifts away at her directions, leading his horse, walking with great care, though only so much may be done about movement of the horses. Ivy hears huffing breaths, snapping twigs, heavy hooves, as the company moves by inches from the spot.
Again she waits, never turning, never taking her eyes from the dark spot of motion. With the fire gone, her vision can take in the faintest silver outlines by starlight, shifting, heaving backs and arms and heads, all feeding.
Strong fingers press into her shoulder, the hand trembling as violently as she does. Ivy half turns, taking Luck’s lead rope from Melchior, walking with him and Chucklehead, slowly, carefully, up the trail, holding his hand with her free one so she can keep her gaze fixed back on the spot of the camp as she departs.
Ahead, Rosalía finds their two saddles. She tacks her horse while Sam brings Luck’s. She can tell he is about to speak, but again whispers, “Shhh,” and no one makes a noise beyond the gentle saddling, then mounting, just as carefully as they walked up here.
With Grip in the lead, then Rosalía and Lagarto, Ivy, Sam, and Melchior, they ride at a slow walk through the darkness of their valley camp, into tall pines, up a hidden trail through a black forest, all in dead silence.



Thirteenth
Like a Regular Fine City
The candle: three captives kept up late in a bunch by the feverish Hoyt. Melchior, being the responsible party on watch, thoughtfully lit Sam’s candle stub for them, allowing them light enough to roll cigarettes with tied hands. Lagarto corroborates the story that Billy refused to return the candle once they were all smoking, or blow it out. He warmed his hands, cradling the stub between his knees until Melchior grew suspicious that he may try burning through his rope bonds. Then he was struck, the screaming began, and the flame was knocked into grass, where it took.
All for a candle and a smoke.
Ivy tries not to think of the loss of five hundred dollars, two-fifty once split with Grip, as they ride the next day toward Santa Fé. On their final afternoon, with the adobe city visible a mile off, riding down a slope among sparse pines, she keeps her thoughts on her horse, her posture, steamcoaches, blue skies.
Two human lives. Not two-hundred and fifty dollars. Two lives.
Would they have been hanged anyway? If that was the case....
Hot water. Surely she can have a bath somewhere. She must find a way to communicate her need to the girl of all work.
The sun is still well up, the afternoon hot, as their horses find the grooved road leading into Santa Fé from the north. Ivy feels a rush of mixed emotions for the place. On one hand, a cage. On the other, relief. Not exactly riding home but—hungry, exhausted, filthy, arm burning, horse tired, still feeling half-naked—the next best thing.
Ivy and Sam turn for the livery stable while Rosalía heads the other way and Melchior and Grip go on through the center of town to take Lagarto to Sheriff Thurman.
“Grip!”
Ivy starts, though Luck hardly lifts her sagging head.
An Anglo woman in eastern-style homespun dress dashes from a side street toward the buckskin rider now nearing the Plaza.
Ivy and Sam pause, watching, and Ivy notices Rosalía turning Volar.
“Not a word!” the woman goes on, racing to reach El Cohete. “I was so worried—thank the Lord—”
Grip leans away in his saddle as if a savage dog leaps at his knee.
Melchior and Lagarto only stare, but Rosalía pushes Volar to a trot and hurries after them.
Several spectators, mostly men and children, turn from their business along porches and portals before adobe buildings to watch with evident appreciation for the diversion.
Ivy can no longer hear what the woman says as she reaches her quarry and no longer shouts.
Grip seems to be mumbling replies, head bowed below his hat, his horse sidestepping, which Ivy suspects is at a signal.
As Rosalía dismounts to take the woman’s hand, Sam nudges Elsewhere on and Ivy reluctantly allows Luck to follow. She glances back several times. Grip and the two men move on while Rosalía, one hand on her horse’s reins, the other arm around the young woman’s back, turns off once more.
Ivy catches hints of their words before they vanish.
“—thought I’d never see him again.”
“How is your mother, Winter?”
Bath. Ivy hears the magical word in her head as she leads Luck to a stall, feels the water around her as she helps Sam fight the headstall off her ears, smells lavender soap as she waves away flies. Sam talks about doctors, telling her to sit down, he will take her. Ivy hardly hears him over the gentle sloshing water on the sides of a porcelain tub.
They are on their way out when Melchior arrives, leading Chucklehead.
“If you can see about our rooms, I shall take Ivy to the doctor,” Sam tells him. “Any idea where there is one?”
“Dr. Hintzen. Near the river. ’Specting he could be the only fellow left in town.”
“Then let us hope he remains in good health himself. Ivy?”
She has started past them, toward the boarding house.
Melchior turns with Chucklehead. “Ain’t that way. Have to go south.”
“Ivy—”
Ivy whips around, almost crashing into Sam, who steps back. “I am going for a bath, Sam. I will see you presently and accompany you to the doctor after.”
“Please, you must—”
Why can he not understand? Why can no one understand anything important around here?
Ivy cuts him off. “I just lived nine days like a mountain man. I’ve been bitten by horses and mosquitos and spiders and flies. I half-starved and half-froze. I was thrown from my horse—whom I battled every one of those days. That after narrowly avoiding death on this very doorway. I’ve been shot at, slept in dirt, fallen in dirt, sat in dirt, lived in dirt and dust, and suffered personal indecencies and humiliations. I have not been properly warm and dry and comfortable and fed, all at once, in weeks. I have not had a solid night’s sleep or a balanced meal in equally as long. I realize I need to see a doctor. I will go. Please make an appointment, if you wish. I shall go this evening. Now, I am returning to our boarding house for a hot bath and I do not wish to be disturbed for any reason for at least two hours.”
Cloak pulled tight about herself, Ivy stalks away, moving fast up the main street, hardly limping, past men, women, and children who regard her with interest, to Mrs. Acker’s boarding house on the east edge of town.
Grateful now for Isaiah bidding her keep the money she tried to pay the maker, Ivy presses twenty dollars in coins into the matron’s hand the moment she opens the door and, for the first time, sees the old Englishwoman smile.
“Please, I cannot speak Spanish. Will you tell the girl I need a store-bought dress, chemise, corset, underclothes, hat, stockings, handkerchiefs, hairpins, soap—everything imaginable. I can make alterations myself if you have a sewing kit. While she is out, I would like a bath. Do you have a tub in the scullery? My cousin will be along promptly to pay for our rooms if you have same available. This is only for the shopping and bath and yourself.”
Miracles.
Smelling like a chimney, Mrs. Acker whisks Ivy to the kitchen, shouts for the girl of all work, assures Ivy all her clothing which can be saved will be saved by washing, then switches to Spanish as Señorita arrives with a curtsey.
After helping Ivy draw the bath into a zinc-coated tin bathtub in the scullery and bringing in cotton towels, Señorita dashes off shopping, all chatter and excitement over her task.
Ivy drags a heavy barrel against the shut door before peeling off layers.
Steam lifts into her face and she must ease, one foot at a time, into precious water. Sixteen years old and all this time she imagined libraries, beautiful music and works of art, streets lined with shops, a night at the opera and great cathedrals, clockwork creatures, dirigibles sailing above the harbor, electricity and gigantic steam engines were all riches—life’s wonders and miracles.
Only to discover cash creates miracles, while soap and warm water are the pinnacle of all possible achievement.
The metal bathtub is far too small to submerge. Almost too small to wash in. But Ivy pretends to soak, scrubbing her hair, burning her eyes on oatmeal soap, then spending twenty minutes on her fingernails with the little bar. Though red, raw, painful, and still open in a few places which need stitches, her left elbow does look much better than it might as she holds it underwater.
She tries draining and refilling the bath on her own, but has only cold water without the girl’s pots and kettles from the kitchen. Rinsing in warm but muddy water, or cold and clean? She tries some of the cold, with the result that her teeth are chattering and she is hopping in place with towels about her in the tiny scullery when the girl of all work knocks at the door. She leaves new attire outside so Ivy can grab it all with the towels around herself.
A clean chemise of soft cotton, a simple yellow dress of no special cut or fit which she can take in at the waist and shoulders. No extra frill, very little lace. The stockings are rough, the new handkerchiefs of poor quality.
For corset, Señorita has brought only a strange, dense piece of material, apparently layered canvas, with cotton cord and eyelets: a girl’s corset, small, yielding, it has no bone, steel, or wood slats, but offers some support if tightly laced.
Sam awaits her in the foyer, still dusty himself and flinching from Mrs. Acker, who is barraging him with a tirade about ... something. Social reform perhaps. Ivy feels certain it has been nowhere near two hours. Do they choose to ignore her, or truly misunderstand? She knows Sam possesses a handsome silver pocket watch and, unlike Oliver, has seen him consult it.
Sam smiles at Mrs. Acker, though he looks pale as he eases away from the matron.
“It can be just the same in the States, right enough. Out here, not a hope of—”
“Yes, Mrs. Acker. Quite so, I am sure.” He spots Ivy, stepping toward her with an ingratiating smile still in place.
“Doesn’t take a body long to gather which way—”
“No, of course not. Thank you, Mrs. Acker.” He holds out his left arm to Ivy. “All right? The doctor is expecting you.”
“Can it wait a moment? My hair is soaked.”
He gives her an almost beseeching look.
Ivy lets out her breath, tries to smile, fails, rests her hand on his dirty sleeve and follows him out.
“How is your arm?”
“Did you secure our rooms again? What happened with the sheriff?”
“Scarcely. She did not wish to let us have two at all. It seems a large number of people have entered the city while we were away. She claims this is due to the wedding, though I wonder if more small farmers and ranchers than we realized are suspicious of the nearing sickness and also seeking shelter.”
“Wedding?”
“Our friend Oliver’s. Melchior says a wedding here is an extravagant event which will make the place ‘a regular fine city again.’”
Ivy squints through low sunlight and dust below her second new hat. “It sounds as if everyone is invited.... I do not have anything to wear to a wedding.” Then closes her lips to keep from going on with her greater concern: how much of Oliver’s time will this wedding take up?
Sam smiles. “You look lovely the way you are. And, yes, it seems taken for granted that all are invited. More a community event than the formal ceremony you and I may be accustomed to.”
She looks ahead, hoping the flush does not show in her cheeks. “What of our bounty?”
“Melchior had to return with Grip to the jail in an effort to meet with Sheriff Thurman. I am uncertain as to the man’s trustworthiness. It seems he is not an elected public servant at all, according to Grip.”
Ivy frowns. “They think we may get ... nothing? After all that?”
“I have no idea. Since he gave Melchior the notice in the first place, I certainly hope he can honor its claim.”
Ivy is still stewing over this when she spots a two-story timber house in a row not far from the north bank of the river. Out front, a wooden sign proclaims that here resides Doctor Hintzen.
The doctor’s wife greets them and shows Ivy into a side room just off the entrance. The chair, table, instruments, all remind Ivy vividly of tools from her father’s trade. But not in a good way. Some which should be in surgical spirits simply lie on a low counter. Others have rust starting. Still others are museum pieces.
Ivy sits uneasily, wishing Sam had been permitted to stay with her.
She is on the verge of getting up to call him when another door opens and the broad-shouldered, bearded doctor steps in. He is a German man with a marked accent and abrupt manner which does something to sooth Ivy’s nerves despite his equipment. Some of her father’s most skilled peers at home are Germans. He always told her it is a nation of tremendous scientific, philosophical, and social intellect. Her mother, who was of Danish heritage, chided him not to forget neighbors when he said so.
After introducing himself, Dr. Hintzen sits opposite her to examine the arm and ask how it happened.
“Yes, yes, yes,” he mutters under the thick beard. “You kept it well. It must be probed and every fragment removed. Then stitched.”
Ivy nods. She knows what needs to be done. This is not what worries her.
“Now....” He turns in his chair, studying rows of instruments and glass bottles. “There is a great shortage with rails closed. I can inject cocaine in a sparing dose. It will scarcely numb the arm.”
Ivy lets out her breath, for a moment having been sure he was about to say he could give her nothing. “That is quite all right.”
“You will need to keep your face turned. I can ask Gratia to—”
“Really, I am all right. I’m not squeamish. I can look away and will be fine with the needles.”
When he does not appear convinced, standing up for instruments and moving to the door, Ivy adds, “My father is a doctor.”
“Ah.” He smiles for the first time. “Around here?”
“Boston.”
“I see.” The smile slips.
Ivy is unsure what she said, but the man seems even more businesslike, deft and precise as he moves about, gathering what he needs on a steel tray.
She does not mind syringes—her father says they are wonderful things. As her arm begins to tingle, it strikes her that he is the reason for Dr. Hintzen’s stiff manner. Saying your father is a doctor in Boston means something out here. Perhaps this man feels she will be going home to tell tales of the sorry medical profession out West.
Indeed, as he works, he drops little remarks like, “You will forgive our low stock at the moment.” And, “I do hope we might have new instruments in from Denver by and by. One falls behind so far from the manufacturers.”
She expected the drug to be given sparingly, yet feels nothing as he extracts rock fragments from her flesh, then cleans the wound, stitching in two places. In fact ... she rather suspects he overcompensated....
The room shifts. His words slur in her ears, growing louder, then fainter as if a door is being opened and closed while he speaks.
By the time he helps her return to the waiting Sam, she walks with difficulty, leaning heavily on the doctor. Not only her left arm, but most of the left side of her body feels numb.
Dr. Hintzen says something to Sam about her, though Ivy cannot hear despite being right beside him. Sam, looking concerned, answers in equally near silence, gives the man something, then helps her out.
Maybe Señorita will fix dinner. She must have other guests now. Perhaps she already has duck and cranberry sauce and roast potatoes. How Ivy would love a roast potato. And lobster. She has always dearly loved lobster, despite her mother looking down on it as poor man’s fare and too hideous to bring one into the house. Strange. They were not so terribly rich, though more than comfortable. And her mother was not one to put on airs or overplay her place in society. Yet, there were those few things, like more than proper evening attire if going to an evening event. And no lobster.
How Ivy longs for a lobster and roast potato. A bit of parsley and pat of fresh, melting butter.
She will go home and sit down to lobster and potatoes with green salad while Mother is out. Last time Mother was away visiting friends for a weekend, Ivy and her father brought home two huge lobsters and ate like lords—or inmates, by Mother’s view.
Strange how she does not seem to be reaching home. In fact, she is not even walking. She is floating. Her feet bob gently in the air, her body relaxed.
Well ... this ... she is unsure what to make of this. She knows she has never floated home before. Perhaps ... someone carries her. Not Josiah White from down the block, surely. That tempestuous boy. A year younger than Ivy and Kitty, but sure he knows everything there is to know about society in general and young ladies in particular. How far off he is. She would die of shame if Josiah White had to carry her home one evening. Is he even stout enough? He is hardly taller or broader in the shoulder than herself. Father then? Yes, he could take her home and show her the lobster for a surprise. Or maybe he is taking her up to bed. She feels vaguely that she rises along a dim corridor. Stairs, a hall, up to her own bedroom. Best—though she is so dreadfully hungry—to rest first. She would nod off at the table if taken there. Even over lobster.
Her father carries her into her room, then rests her so, so gently on her bed. It must be her bed, though it feels stiff, almost solid. She wriggles down, sighs. Oh, well. Still good to be home. Good to be in bed. Good to look forward to lobster and salad. And a wedding. She cannot remember who is getting married, but she smiles also at the thought of a wedding. So much to come.
His fingers touch her face, she thinks, or else he kisses her forehead. Funny, she cannot feel the scratch of his beard. But she smiles more, delighting in the feel of her whole body as limp and light as fresh snow, before she drifts away.



Fourteenth
Wedding Dances
More settlers and ranchers drift in, filling hotels and boarding houses, staying with friends or moving into abandoned and unlocked homes. No one seems to mind. As if the locals expected new neighbors at any time. Some for the wedding, yet many arrive with tales of demon sightings: eight-foot beasts with dripping fangs, slouching through darkness, visible by gleaming red eyes. Far from striking terror into the hearts of the natives, men laugh while women cross themselves and go back to work.
After a day of bed rest with a pounding headache, watching out her window toward the invisible Plaza—central gathering point of markets, hangings, public meetings, celebrations—Ivy feels slightly overwhelmed by crowds and decorations swelling town. Not that the place has become a metropolis overnight, but where there used to be strands of dry chiles or garlic hanging from roof awnings, now strings of paper lanterns fill the Plaza and line streets, smells of cooking fill the air, endless commotion hums with preparations of outdoor dance floors and horse races. Where there used to be two or three men standing about the casas reales portal on a Thursday afternoon, now there are twenty or thirty. The casas reales itself is also prepared to host the wedding reception. This structure, which Ivy hears most Anglos call the Palace of the Governors, or only the Palace, is so unlike a palace, she at first assumed the term to be ironic. A one-story, adobe building, extraordinarily long with many doors and tall, narrow windows, it more closely resembles a giant, elderly caterpillar than a palace or manor house. The front “portal,” a covered porch, runs the length of the Plaza, which it faces across wide Palace Avenue. Now it feels as if the caterpillar is bursting from a cocoon, spreading wings, taking over the whole of the Palace, the Plaza, plus surrounding streets.
All this for the man she is counting on to build her a way home. The man she owes at least ten thousand dollars. As much as she wishes to feel happy for him, weddings take up a great deal of time. Not to mention marriages. What about a honeymoon? How much will his work be interrupted?
Grip was able to get the unreliable Sheriff Thurman to turn over their reward, but they must hold some back to keep paying their own and their horses expenses.
Now Melchior has their cash. Sam and Ivy wait to meet him beside the Plaza while he pays off the livery owner, Mr. Quiles, before they are all supposed to be meeting Oliver and coming up with ideas for financing the steamcoach.
Tapping her foot below the yellow skirt, Ivy shifts her gaze from men pacing off a sprint line for a horse race—is it safe to have them downtown?—to glance at Sam. She already apologized for anything she may have done or said under the effects of the doctor’s painkillers. Sam only smiled, saying he had not previously seen her look so happy.
“Shall we find him?” she asks. “We cannot go on. He has the money.”
Sam nods, then looks past her, his brows knitting.
Ivy follows his gaze to a lanky, bow-legged man leading a horse up the street toward them. Ivy blinks, stares at the horse. Taller than most cowhorses, with a dangerous look in his dark eye; black head, legs, mane, and tail, with a blue-gray, roaned body. He walks with his ears pinned down, lashing his tail.
Sam is still frowning at the horse as Ivy steps forward before the man can pass them. “Excuse me, sir.”
“Miss?” He touches his hat, pausing.
“What are you doing with that horse?”
He lifts his eyebrows. “I just bought him, miss.”
“Bought...? That is not possible. That animal belongs to my cousin.”
“Your cousin Mr. L’Heureux? Son of the horse trainer Charles L’Heureux?”
“Correct.”
“Sorry to hear about the loss of your uncle, miss. I just bought this stallion from the son, as I say. Tells me he’s not proper broke and his father never got much of a chance to work him before his untimely demise. A sad business, but I’m glad to help out. The young man did seem to need the money powerful bad.”
“Is that so? Well....” Bewildered, Ivy looks at Sam, who remains mute behind her. “We are grateful, I’m sure.”
The man walks on, the horse following, then lunging ahead, nearly knocking the rangy man down.
Ivy spins around to Sam. “What do you know about this?”
He will not meet her eyes. “You may wish to speak to him about—”
“I am asking you—” She stops herself, catches her breath. “I beg your pardon, Sam. But what is going on?”
Sam looks up and Ivy turns to see Melchior approaching in dust tracks just left by his horse. Grinning.
“Got you another bundle,” he calls before Ivy can speak. “Ready to see your maker pal?”
“Have you forsaken your mind? You truly just sold your horse? I wouldn’t even sell my horse and she has been a problem since the day we met—no offense, Sam, you know I am grateful to have her.”
Melchior looks as smug as before, holding up his cash pouch to show her. “Aiming to turn down forty-five? Want to hand it back?”
“Forty...? What? That man said you sold him untrained.”
“Said he was a mean cuss too.” Melchior pockets the coins. “Don’t get all flighty. He’ll be back.”
“What? That man is returning him?”
Melchior shrugs. “Sometimes they bring him in to spit at me. Sometimes he comes on his own. Either way, they don’t ask for their money back. I never sell them anything but a plug. Such a fine looker, don’t matter.”
Ivy stares at him. “You lied to that man. You have ridden that horse since I’ve known you. He is not untrained.”
“All down but nine. Sold him before, haven’t I? Can sell him any old time I’m short.”
“Until you are murdered over it,” Sam murmurs.
“Way the two of you carry on—look,” he says to Ivy, “had to get cash for my life on my first drive. Sold him to a rancher on the way and aimed to ride remuda stock. Four days later, he shows up. On his own. Then I sold him at a stopover. That man brought him back the next day, cussed me out something terrible, going off about how I sold him diablo caballo. Never asked for his money back. Made better pay on him than the job. He’s in apple pie order and a powerful fine looker, see?”
Ivy shakes her head.
“Done it a handful now. Sam thinks I’m scooping in, but this is Simon pure. Never talk that horse up to sell him. Never steal him back. Comes on his own or they bring him for the chance to abuse me. Should hear the language. Tell them he’s a nackle-ass rip and they still reckon they’re getting a dandy. Not my fault.”
“And what if someone gets so cross with him they shoot him?” Ivy asks. “Or you? Have you never thought of that?”
Melchior makes a face as if she is only being difficult. “No fellow’s going to shoot that horse. Too savvy. Unnerves folks.”
“He—what? He is not a lion—”
But Melchior watches decorations going up, fingering coins in his pocket. “Aiming to catch that maker while it’s daylight? Wedding’s tomorrow. Might miss him. Two of you ought to have a pair of those sungoggles while we’re over. Spandy, those. Going to the fandango tonight?”
“What if this man does want his money back?” Ivy asks.
Melchior lifts a rolled cigarette from his waistcoat pocket. “Hand it back.”
“You will? How will you do that if you mean to give it all to Oliver?”
“Cards for it, get it back—sard, Ivy, you’re particular on this as Sam.”
“We would never want that, would we?”
He strikes a match.
Ivy would not mind support from Sam on the matter, yet it seems he has been through this conversation before. And what can be done now anyway?
They start toward the workshop, though Melchior grows distracted by stopping to ask locals what sports will be held for the fandangos. More chances for income through gambling. Perhaps the wedding will be some use after all, if Melchior does not bankrupt them.
When he turns off for a second time, Ivy says, “Sam?”
“Ivy?”
“How did you stand him on the trail for weeks on end?”
“He is fine company over steers and the assorted criminals and drunks banding together for a drive. This particular one, anyway. We were stuck together working drag for most of the trail—him because he had that savage horse and the foremen despised him, I because of being ‘green.’ I suppose it was natural we should strike up a friendship.”
“So much in life is, after all, relative,” Ivy whispers. Something her father used to say and of which Ivy is increasingly reminded.
“It sounds absurd to you, who see all the worst in him, but he is the best friend I have known out here. He saved my life. And he paid my way out of jail. I did not imagine....” He trails off, glancing at her. “I have spoken to him about his behavior toward you—”
“Sam.” She rounds on him. “You did not. I can fight for myself with him.”
“I beg your pardon, Ivy. It is difficult for me to sit by. The way he speaks before you would never be tolerated in my family. My grandfather disowned for less.”
She looks at him, staring at the dirt road between them. She wants to say she is sorry he is so far from home. To ask why he came here at all. To tell him she is sorry Melchior is the best he could do out here for a friend.
She says only, “Thank you.” Then takes his arm as they continue along the street.
Sam smiles as he glances down at her hand.
Melchior dashes up behind to tell them about the shooting contests and races planned. As if he has a horse.
They find the front wall of Oliver’s workshop lifted to let in sun and, apparently, invite well-wishers. There was no one about the two previous times Ivy visited. Now half a dozen people are inside and out, leaving parcels or speaking to the maker.
Oliver—startlingly fair, draped in clocks, pins, gears, buttons, glinting glass, and humming machinery—welcomes everyone with thanks and a broad, eager smile, trying to press devices on many in return. All offers are declined.
Ivy, Sam, and Melchior wait several minutes before getting a chance to speak with the maker in the cluttered workshop.
“Good morning, good morning!” he finally shouts, catching sight of them.
Ivy tries to smile, wondering what time it is.
“We hope you are well, Mr. Kjellstedt.” Sam holds out his hand and Oliver wrings it, beaming.
“Well as a flea with three cats. You’ve come to check progress? Hmm?”
He trots away, waving them into the shop. Ivy finds it remarkable how much he looks like an eccentric child’s toy. All gleaming bits and swinging chains and constant motion.
Isaiah sits inside, near a blazing forge which had not been lit on Ivy’s previous visits. He gives her a smile, but goes on working without a greeting so as not to interrupt the maker.
“We had enough to start a frame and axles. Can you see how spectacular? How beautiful she’ll be? The most sophisticated small steam engine in the world, I daresay. Goes without tracks, without rest, without needing to be grazed and watered. She’ll run like a titan. Wagon roads, rocky ground, sandy desert, she’ll even be able to cross water, oh, three, maybe four feet deep.”
Relief washes over Ivy to know the man and his assistant have begun construction. Just as fast, a sinking feeling overwhelms her. She can see none of Oliver’s vision. She hoped, if progress was made, there might be wheels, a bit of a body. She sees a few very long pieces of steel stretching from one end of this corner of the sprawling workshop to the other. Across these lie a few enormous steel rods. That is ... all.
The maker goes on at breakneck speed about the virtues of the steamcoach, as if trying to sell them a finished model: “Will revolutionize modern transportation in a way yet unimagined. How the steam ship revolutionized the seas, the Transcontinental Railway—like the dirigible, electricity, steam-heated plumbing. Do you know? Can you guess how important this could be?”
“Oliver?” Ivy says as the little man pauses, glancing around at them with the wild anticipation of a child waking on Christmas morning. “I meant to have a thousand dollars for you today to start with materials and your time. I’m afraid we have ... about one hundred and fifty. Will that keep construction going while we earn more?”
For a moment he goes on beaming at her, pale eyes giddy behind his spectacles. Slowly, the smile fades. He removes the glasses, polishing them on a handkerchief.
“Ah, well, you see, miss.... There’s a freighter coming in. They won’t give exact word on time—not supposed to come at all and being in difficulty if the authorities found out. Steel and iron and tools and parts from Chicago.... And I don’t believe there will be a great many opportunities for another like them.”
Ivy swallows. “How much will you need to buy their stock?”
“Miss, it would have taken four or five hundred in normal days with the rails coming in and freighters only the last bit of the way to Santa Fé. Now....” He replaces the spectacles, eyes downcast.
“Three or four times that?” Melchior suggests in the silence.
Oliver nods. “Perhaps a good deal more.”
Ivy clears her throat. “When, by your best guess?”
The deflated maker rubs an ear with his thumb. “A week? Two or three?”
“We will get you the money.” Ivy swallows, throat dry—unaccustomed to lying.
Oliver’s smile returns. “That would be lovely. We should really be able to get her underway then.” He glances at steel beams as if seeing a magnificent sight whole before him.
“One-fifty for now then? Will that suffice?”
“Thank you. We do appreciate it.”
She glances at Melchior, who, with reluctance, pulls the silver coins from his pocket.
Sam lifts his hat. They all wish the man good day and congratulations, telling him they look forward to participating in the fandango—more lies—then take their leave. Ivy’s heart races and her palms sweat as she walks away.
Back at the boarding house, Señorita shows Ivy her teal dress has been cleaned remarkably well, yet the mangled sleeve and other rips.... The girl chatters eagerly, pointing out damage.
Ivy nods dully, thanking her. It appears beyond repair. A wreck of its former self and no more a dress for a wedding than this new yellow one which she has already begun alterations upon. Compared to this, the old teal dress from Boston still seems like the cut and fine silks and satins of an evening gown. All relative.
She goes back to working on her yellow dress for the afternoon, mind speeding over one pointless idea after another for income. She needs more than ever. Faster than ever. Baking pies will not cut it. And this while Oliver is getting married and Glendaleen ... what of the bride? She disapproves business practices of her betrothed. What if Glendaleen—Ivy shudders as she sews—gets Oliver to charge them even more for the steamcoach? A horrifying prospect which paints visions of Ivy leaping to her feet in church at the moment the question of objection to the union is raised: Yes!
Deadly hush. All eyes turning toward her.
And why is that, young lady?
What could she answer that would not stir greater misunderstandings?
Selfish, of course, and her face burns thinking of her mother. Still, why now? Of all years, all months, all days, did the only maker in New Mexico Territory have to get married tomorrow?
By evening, the city has come alive with the pre-wedding fandango. The streets burst with lanterns, cooking fires, musicians, dancing, and games as the sun glides down a cobalt sky. The Plaza glows with one hundred paper orbs dangling from cottonwood trees over a dozen long tables lined with food from fresh flour tortillas to a whole roast pig. Saloon owner Cody Shannon rolls a huge keg of beer down the street to much cheering and offers of assistance. Cigarette and pipe smoke mix on the air with the aromas of cooked meat, chiles, garlic, agave nectar, lime zest, cinnamon, beer.
Self-conscious in her still unfitting dress and no proper spine support from a corset, left arm aching, Ivy feels reassured by the number of cowpunchers and ranchers in their work clothes. The local Mexicans seem overdressed by comparison: white shirts, black trousers, vivid reds and yellows, flowers in the women’s hair and beautiful circle skirts flowing like water, a vivid variety of rebozos and sarapes in every imaginable color.
Standing out of the way of musicians, running children, and a stray burro beside Sam, Ivy catches a glimpse of Oliver and Glendaleen on the edge of the crowd. She feels slightly sick at sight of the woman and turns away.
A beaming man takes a metaphorical stage as musicians fall silent and dancers pause, bowing or curtsying. He turns, holding up his arms as attention shifts to him. With many sweeping movements and cheers from the crowd, he expounds over ... something.
Ivy glances at Sam, who shakes his head.
Melchior almost crashes into them, a clay mug of warm beer in one hand, catching Sam’s shoulder with the other. “Want one?”
“Thank you.” Sam accepts the mug pressed at him, but does not drink. “Would you be so kind as to help us with the announcement, Mel?”
“On about the dance competitions. Partners and groups and squares and all the Mexican dances. Purses in it, but....” Melchior all but curls his lip as he explains. “Holding partners shooting. Savvy one? Can’t throw knives, can you?”
“What do you think?”
“Shift anyway.” Melchior tries to drag him off while Sam resists, looking to Ivy.
“Go on.” Ivy watches plates heaped with pork and tortillas pass. But not only those: cabbage, fresh grilled sweet corn not submerged in hot sauce, and green soup in earthenware bowls. “I will be all right, Sam. I won’t remain out long.”
Melchior tugs him away as the announcer finishes his speech about the dance challenges. More applause and cheers. A group of little boys dash past. Dogs bark. A crowd surges around the beer keg. The band strikes up, others joining on the side with whatever instrument they possess, along with dozens more clapping as couples take to the floor—all twirling skirts, rapid music, spinning, stamping.
Ivy hunts for something green. She knows how to waltz and two step, of course. Her mother favored old fashioned English country dancing and Regency styles quite out of date with young people in Boston, where polka was the fashion in Ivy’s girlhood. Ivy and Kitty enjoyed both old and new steps. Yet this ... this is neither. No one wears gloves. No one respects body space. And there are certainly no hoop skirts; no crinolines or even layered petticoats to create barriers.
As she passes long tables of food, several women press dishes at her, greeting her in Spanish. None with green vegetables besides chiles or spring onions. Where did that cabbage come from? And the soup?
Ivy declines a chicken taco with queso fresco and heaps of grilled peppers as politely as she can when she spots an old woman with a cauldron. She struggles through the crowd, so distressed by many bumps and jostling from men, women, children, even dogs, that she almost flees without dinner. Bursting from a crush beside the cauldron, she opens her mouth, but the woman ladles out a scoop into a bowl, squeezes on lime, drops in a wooden spoon, and passes the bowl to Ivy without a word.
“Gracias.” Ivy gasps, face sweaty and hair coming undone as the woman nods, smiling.
There seems to be no place to sit, everyone eating with fingers or knives or spoons from clay dishes, or no dishes, while watching dances or card games or talking in groups.
She struggles to lessened chaos at the back of a crowd watching dancers and lifts her spoon, holding the heavy bowl in her left hand though it makes her elbow sear.
“How are you feeling? I see you found Madre Paredes’s huauzontle soup.”
Ivy looks up. A slight woman stands before her, adorned in a crimson skirt and fluttering white silk and cotton top without sleeves, showing bare arms toned with muscle. Strands of close-set, tiny wild flowers twine many times around one wrist while silver bracelets set with turquoise adorn the other. The outfit would be shocking on the streets of Boston, yet Ivy cannot take her eyes from the woman for a moment. Smooth skin gold and copper in flickering firelight, lustrous hair bound with a row of white flowers, dark eyes.
Remembering she was asked a question, Ivy says, “Well, thank you.”
But why was this woman drawn to her to ask at all? Was Ivy crushed worse than she imagined in the crowd? Her stitched arm is covered. She no longer limps.
The elegant woman puts her head on one side, amused. “Are you? Were you well cared for by Dr. Hintzen? He’s a good man, though he charges too much. Then a ‘row,’ according to English, with your cousin over a horse? Everything really all right?”
Ivy gasps: “Rosalía?”
The woman cocks her head the other way, now looking puzzled. “What?”
“You—I did not—I’m sorry—I—” Ivy lets her spoon sink back into the bowl. “I did not recognize you. I apologize—”
Rosalía laughs. “You’re not the first I’ve startled.”
“I thought you ... I....” Ivy trails off. What can she say that is not inappropriate? “What kind of soup did you say this is?”
“Huauzontle—”
A young man in black and red appears beside her, sweeping off his hat. He bows in an exaggerated fashion which Ivy would find put on if she had not seen others doing the same to their female partners. “En el momento que ha estado esperando—”
But Rosalía, again laughing, interrupts him. “Stop it. This is a favor.” She takes his hand as she looks back to Ivy. “He wants to win a dance purse so he can buy a horse he covets. Enjoy your soup.”
The man notices Ivy and seems all for an introduction, beginning a bow to her as well—“Will win a purse for a horse, señorita.”—with a wink as if they are well acquainted. But Rosalía drags him off.
“¿Quién es tu hermosa amiga?” He asks, glancing back to Ivy.
Rosalía’s tone is sharp: “Déjala en paz, Íñigo.”
Ivy stares after them until they are swallowed by the crowd. She slips between spectators as the new dance begins, clutching her bowl though forgetting to eat.
The sun has fully set, true night closing in, the scene lit by lanterns and cooking braziers. Rosalía’s skirt twists and shimmers as if part of firelight. White flowers in her black hair glow like stars. Her young partner moves with just as much grace around her, feet, hands, head, all a part of the movements.
Never in fables or life has Ivy seen or imagined such a dance. She longs to pull away the children, hide her own eyes, but she does not move, breathless, as the crowd stamps in time to music with a faster and faster tempo. Red skirt flies like a bonfire around intense figures. Men whistle and clap.
Ivy tears herself away, forcing her thoughts to her soup, though she tastes nothing as she gulps. She leaves her bowl on a table, then hurries alone, out of breath, to the silent boarding house, her face burning.
She sits at the window of her tiny room a long time, watching the fandango as an orange glow above single-story buildings.
“What is done in one culture is not done in another,” she whispers. Her father’s words. That does not always make one wrong and one right. If you travel in Switzerland and do not taste the chocolate, visit Germany and do not sample the meats, wander the South of France and do not drink the wine, why did you leave home?
She closes her eyes, digs her nails into her palms. “I did not want to leave home.”
Curling down on her hard, flat, straw-stuffed mattress, she wonders if risers are even now being drawn to those flames. But what does it matter? No one wants to be worried about Daray’s disease out here. No one wants her advice. Now ... she realizes she may misunderstand them just as utterly as they misunderstand her.
Morning dawns slowly about the city.
Ivy lies in bed for an hour fretting over money and weddings and the pain in her arm. She is still first down to breakfast, but not before discovering a scrap of paper torn from an old envelope has been slipped under her door. The jagged handwriting looks like that of a schoolboy, who, though instructed in penmanship, cannot be bothered by the finer points:
 
Horse back already. Didn’t want you fretting on his account. M
 
Well, isn’t that just incredibly thoughtful. Her cousin’s gloating, sarcastic voice rings in her ears as Ivy shreds the paper on her way downstairs.
She discovers the girl of all work flushed, jabbering at her, yawning many times as she works, clearly behind.
After breakfast, Ivy slips out on her own to look for her fox at the edge of the lavender and sienna city, sun rising behind her. The cathedral is already buzzing with preparations when she returns, unsuccessful, to the house to get herself ready. Are Oliver and Glendaleen even Catholic? Makers are broadly stereotyped as agnostic, if not atheist, back East. One of the reasons for their less than warm welcomes in certain communities.
She has hardly sat down in front of a tiny mirror with her hairbrush when there is a fast tap at the door. Señorita stands there, a mound of teal dress and white chemise in her arms. Complete with sleeves.
Ivy gasps.
The girl has removed most of the intact sleeve and painstakingly stitched each rip. With the good sleeve she cut away, she replaced the top, around the shoulder of the left one. Then, using material cut from extra folds around the chemise skirt, she constructed two flowing white sleeves like no fashion in either Boston or the West Ivy has seen.
Ivy hugs the girl, thanking her, then scrambles through her handbag for every cent she has left of what she has collected from Melchior for her own use. Señorita, in tears, seems far more overwhelmed by the riches of the two dollars Ivy turns out than Ivy is by the magical dress. “Gracias, señorita. Es para mi familia. Gracias.”
If there must be a wedding, at least she need not feel embarrassed to attend. With her hair in place, handbag on her arm, and the only piece of jewelry she still owns, her mother’s ring, on her right hand, Ivy sets out for the cathedral on her own—having run across neither of her male companions and willing to skip seeing Sam if it means she can also avoid Melchior.
She finds a queue just starting and joins in with ladies in Sunday best and gentlemen in black frock coats with wide lapels, white shirts, and neckties. Ivy feels grounded as she steps below the vaulted ceiling. The indecency of the Territory fades as she smiles at polite men with scrubbed faces, tipping their hats, and clean women in at least a touch of lace and trimmed hats. Even if their dresses are not from Boston.
Her own goodwill has just about blotted out thoughts of cash and devices when a cool, mocking voice says, “How in thunderation did you get that rag back? Thought it a goner.”
Ivy whirls to face her cousin with her chin lifted and her hands resting at her sides. He is also adorned in clean frock coat—did he just buy it? Grinning at her. Though there are dark circles under his eyes, his face is shaven and clean, exaggerating his sharp, crisp features. So terribly handsome ... so unfair. Like so many things out here.
“You will kindly keep your distance this day, lest you spoil it.” She turns, head up, shoulders back, and makes her way to a seat near the front.
The ceremony is formal, yet short. Ivy almost laughs to see Oliver in tails. He fidgets as if looking for a knob or gear until the bride appears in pink and white and his whole aspect melts into soppy adoration, eyes filling with tears at sight of her. Watching him, Ivy wonders if she will ever be lucky enough to find someone who looks at her the way he looks at Glendaleen. If only that lady herself was not such a menace—no, hardly fair. Glendaleen has not prevailed upon Oliver to overcharge them. Yet.
After the ceremony, the party moves to the Palace. Its portal provides midday shade where long tables have been laid with growing quantities for food for the wedding party brought in by local women. Inside, all has been cleared for musicians and dancing, while doorways into former government offices are locked.
In honor of the bride and groom, a European waltz is struck up. Ivy’s shoulders relax as she tries to forgive Glendaleen her faults. She does move with grace, though Ivy suspects Oliver would be better at making a contraption to dance on its own than doing the dancing himself.
Ivy remains by the wall with the rest of the party until, two by two, couples break off from spectators to join in—not one of them in gloves.
She resists a sigh. Josiah White would have attended a wedding with her. Him in fine white gloves, her in silk elbow gloves, elegant dress never having known a spot of dirt. For the first time ever, Ivy wishes terribly to see Josiah. For all his flaws and immaturity, at least the boy can waltz.
“May I have the pleasure of a dance with the loveliest lady here?”
Ivy looks around. Sam holds out his left hand to her.
He wears the apropos frock coat, yet similarities between him and their company end here. While they seem stiff and uncomfortable, tugging at collars or fidgeting in chairs, Sam, in starched, clean whites and blacks, looks like nothing short of a duke. Perhaps he is. She never asked. He stands square, tall, looking at her steadily with smiling eyes. His face is clean, his neither brown nor blonde hair soft and un-mashed by hat bands. His hands and fingernails are crisply clean—although bare—and his teeth, which she never noticed before, are white and even. She feels, meeting his eyes in that moment, both that she has stepped into the foyer of a graceful manor house, and that she has never seen anyone so perfect in her life.
“I....” Ivy tries to swallow. “Have no gloves.”
“I neither.” A crease forms at his brow. “I beg your pardon. Do you imagine your father might forgive if he understood the circumstances?”
It never previously occurred to Ivy that a polite person could dance without gloves. Not a lady or gentleman.
“He is a practical man.” She gives Sam her hand. “Thank you.”
He kisses her fingers as if on introduction and leads her onto the floor. He rests his right hand lightly on her back, pausing for the tempo, then stepping off.
“May I ask how you saved your dress? It looks exquisite and I admit I thought it finished.”
She stares into his eyes, moving easily with him from her own long practice and his light pressure at her back or hand. She cannot even feel her previously sore arm. Or her feet.
“The girl at the boarding house. I also thought it impossible.” Her speech is breathless, low, as if confiding a secret rather than bantering through a dance.
“Remind me to seek her out if ever I need the services of a seamstress. I am delighted you got it back.”
“As am I.” Something seems ... off about her own step, though it takes her another turn to make the connection. “Three beats—my apologies.” She knows that. She has known how to waltz nearly since she could walk, dancing by standing on her father’s feet.
“Not at all.” He still smiles. “You are a beautiful dancer.”
Different ways to interpret that remark. Yet she can hardly take in the words, much less reply.
“I did not see you last night after our parting,” Sam says. “I beg your pardon. Was all well?”
“I ... yes.” She cannot remember what happened last night. Why is he apologizing? “I ... turned in early.”
Music concludes, the dance ends. Ivy stands as stone while Sam takes a step back and bows. She hardly manages a quick curtsy. Surely that dance was ten seconds. Not acceptable.
A new tune, a bit faster, new beats.
Sam looks from the band to her. “Do you know the five-step waltz?”
“Of course.”
“Then, may I have another? I would not presume to fill your card for the evening.”
“A thousand,” she whispers.
Ivy steps and turns, looking into Sam’s eyes as she travels worlds through them, intensely aware of every centimeter of skin and fabric in contact, when she hears someone outside scream.



Fifteenth
A Few Down
Music falters as Ivy and Sam reach the door along with Oliver and others. In the street, a woman is screaming, calling out in Spanish. Beyond open double doors Ivy spots her racing through the Plaza, dragging a little boy by the wrist.
“Stay here,” Sam says as he runs out.
Ivy feels a wave of cold race down her spine. She turns to the maker. “Oliver, we need fire. Branches, pans of coals, whatever you can find. Get men together and bring fire. Make the rest of the party remain indoors. Barricade the doors, windows—do not let people out.”
Ivy is ready for arguing, bewilderment, questions. Instead, the little man snaps her a salute. “Done, miss.”
Ivy could kiss him. Instead, she dashes into the street after Sam and more from the wedding party who have converged on the woman and child, asking questions in Spanish.
Melchior. Ivy looks wildly around but does not see her cousin. He speaks Spanish. She finally needs him—just like him to be absent. Probably at the Palace stuffing himself. She never saw a body eat so much yet remain so fleshless.
But there is a man who speaks both languages perfectly. Grip stands beyond the group around the hysterical woman, hat pulled low to shade his eye, gazing down the street from whence she came.
Ivy runs to him. “What are they saying?”
Grip looks at her, gives her a quick glance up and down, then turns back to the distance.
“Curious persons just walked into town. Leticia’s dog ran out, barking at them. They caught it in bare hands....” He looks around to the gasping woman and questioning men. “Seems they are eating it.”
Ivy takes deep breaths, heedless of dust. Strange, but she was more afraid riding after outlaws than now. This has been only a matter of time since she first rode away from the ranch.
“Grip, do you have your gun on you?”
“Always.” He wears his old, faded morning coat for the occasion, out of his buckskins.
Ivy takes long strides to keep pace as he starts west, down San Francisco Street. “You must only shoot them in the head. Nothing else will do.”
He nods once.
“Ivy.” Sam runs to her. “You should return to the—”
“It is safest to make sure they are burned,” Ivy continues to Grip. “But sufficient damage to the brain will stop them.”
Men stand ahead in the street, shading their eyes or tipping down hats, all looking west. Past them, Ivy can just see a disturbance far ahead in the center of the road. Many dark figures huddle around something on the ground, reaching with quick fingers, bending their faces down.
A man with a Colt in his hand stands in the street fifty yards ahead of Ivy and Grip. He lifts the gun.
“Wait,” Ivy calls as loud as she dare. “Don’t shoot from—”
“Sheriff—” Grip starts.
But Sheriff Thurman pulls the trigger.
The noise crashes into Ivy’s ears, making her jump. Her heart leaps into her throat as the dark figures, one hundred yards off, look up in answer to the sound, none struck.
“Ivy, please. Return to the Palace.” Ivy can scarcely hear Sam. He might as well be whispering in a crowded room.
Grip draws his Merwin, Hulbert & Co. revolver from beneath his coat and steps past the sheriff, cursing the man under his breath as he goes, ending with, “Get the hell out of the way.”
Footsteps come fast after them. Melchior’s voice: “Sam, where’s that Henry?”
“The room. I do not generally carry such an object to a wedding ceremony.”
“No English country wedding.”
“Yes, I caught that.”
“You will not need it for long,” Grip says, lifting his revolver as he walks. “They’re closing.”
The distance between the two parties dwindles. Bit by bit the grayish, blackish, blood-streaked figures slide away from the dead dog, heads cocked as if still listening to the sheriff’s gunshot. Blood runs from their lips. Ragged clothes drag in tatters through dust. One has a bandaged arm, black with blood and infection. Another has no arms at all. Only rotting stumps and snapping teeth. Two or three are completely naked. Bodies masses of sores and cuts that ooze black blood, thick and coagulated as cold bacon grease, skin gray and blotchy.
Melchior walks in pace with Grip, Colt in his hand, past Ivy with Sam, telling her to go.
The two men halt side by side.
“Need a rifle to be perfect at this range,” Melchior mutters.
“If you cannot strike the skulls, do not shoot yet,” Ivy says, fighting to breathe and speak clearly. “Do not waste a shot on anything else. You will run out of bullets long before they run out of heads if you do not use every shot right.”
Melchior’s chest rises and falls with short breaths. As she glances at him, she sees the sungoggles the maker gave him in place. Marveling at the same time that he brought both Colt and goggles to a wedding, she feels some relief to know at least one of them can see clearly.
“Range?” Melchior asks.
“Not for that kind of shooting,” Grip says.
They move faster, alarmingly close, far too close, Ivy feels, not to have opened fire. But she is the one who told them to wait. She takes several steps back, watching Melchior and Grip. Why are they alone out there?
She looks around to see the sheriff and a couple of his deputies—or only armed townspeople—off to one side. She can hear them asking one another what the hell that is. Are they people? Is it Plague?
“Range,” Melchior says again, alarmed now.
She can see the dead eyes, the dog’s blood on their rotting teeth and black gums, each puff of dust from each footfall.
“Range,” Grip says.
Both men open fire. As the first two risers drop like sacks of corn, the rest—a dozen, fifteen, twenty?—begin to run.
Bullets fly from the sheriff and his pals, striking arms and stomachs, chests and necks. One running figure is hit in the jaw and knocked to the ground with the force of the blow, only to scramble up again. Another takes three bullets to the chest and hardly staggers.
“Jesus Christ,” Grip whispers, cocking and firing, dropping two, three, with shots to skulls.
Sam has Ivy by the shoulder, cajoling abandoned, pulling her backward as she shouts at the sheriff’s men, “Only the heads! Shoot the heads!”
Close now, running in terrifying silence, no gasps or grunts or shrieks of pain. Only running, reaching with rotted, gray hands, fingers stained in old and new blood.
Crack. A much louder gun burst.
Ivy and Sam whirl to see Rosalía kneeling at the corner of an adobe house. Her skirts are fanned around her in dust, her Winchester 1873 carbine lifted in both arms, sighting down the length. She jerks down the lever, slams it into place, then fires again. Three, four risers she drops, but the last are nearly upon Grip and Melchior.
Melchior’s Colt clicks. “Snails.”
Twenty feet from them. Running. Strides away.
Grip shoots again. “Lining of my jacket—Pocket Army.”
Melchior drops the Colt and, with Grip firing his last round over his head, jerks the pocket revolver from Grip’s morning coat and fires at point-blank range into the face of a gray former man in the remnants of tails and waistcoat. At the same moment, a former woman in a bloody apron just behind him is thrown to the ground by a carbine bullet through its skull.
Dust lifts around Grip and Melchior, standing silently in the middle of the road. Melchior breathes so hard patches of dust are visible rushing toward his nose and mouth, then away. Grip’s left fist shakes in a death hold around the empty revolver.
“We need a shotgun,” Melchior says, shoulders heaving as he looks down at the twitching line of figures which starts at his boots.
“We need protection around this damn city.” Grip spits dust and turns to Ivy. “What now?”
It takes Ivy a moment to realize the three men are all looking at her.
“They must be burned. Oliver is bringing coals to start it. But they should be dragged together.” She tries to catch her breath, grateful for Sam’s hand at her arm. “Down the road, away from people, where a bonfire may be safely built. And all fire must be out by dark. It can be finished tomorrow.”
“Can we touch them?” Melchior asks dubiously, looking around at quivering bodies. “Spread the sickness?”
“It has to get into your bloodstream to spread. It’s not airborne and you cannot get it at a touch. But it is safer to wear gloves. If you have even a small cut on your hands or around your nails, the bacteria can get into your blood.”
Grip looks past her and Sam. “Rosalía! Find Mateo and bring gloves!” Turning back to Ivy, he asks, “Why do they smell...?”
“Dead? They are dead. A riser has no pulse, no heartbeat. They do not breathe. Blood blackens and coagulates in their veins. That’s why they need heat—sunlight, fire—but we can talk about that later. The important thing is the only activity in the living human system which keeps them going is the brain. Destroy the brain and you will stop them. The only safe and sure way to dispose of them is by burning.”
Grip turns toward the sheriff and his men, now approaching with craned necks, handkerchiefs held over their faces. “Granville, get your bunch gloves and shovels.”
Sheriff Thurman, a young man trying to cultivate a mustache with limited success, scowls, momentarily lowering the protective cloth.
Before he can speak, the tailcoated maker comes dashing through the gathering crowd and up to them. Oliver carries no iron pails of coals. He is not followed by men with burning branches. He holds one chunky metal device which vaguely resembles a gun, much larger than a revolver, but much smaller than a carbine or rifle, with an extremely thick barrel, large enough for a man to reach an arm into, and chunky stock with a canister attachment.
“Fire for the lady.” Panting, sweaty-faced, the maker beams at Ivy. He wears a pair of his own sungoggles and Ivy knows he must have run all the way home for this device. He stares at the bodies before them as he steps up, leaning over for a good look.
The sheriff, gloves already in his possession, pushes past, coughs, retreats, presses his handkerchief to his mouth, then snaps at the others to fetch shovels.
“You say no one can get Plague from breathing around these ... people?” he asks Ivy, hand still over his face, tone sharp. “How do you know?”
Ivy narrows her eyes. Sam’s fingers tighten on her arm. Even Melchior’s shoulders stiffen.
Before any of them can speak, Grip says, “She’s the world’s leading expert. Damn lucky for you how that worked out, isn’t it?”
The sheriff laughs, coughs, turns his head to spit, looks at Grip—his one eye narrowed, face shaded by his hat, the Merwin, Hulbert & Co. revolver still in his left hand—then Ivy and the other two men. All of their expressions remain unchanged.
“Yes ... well. I must ... restore order.” He glances to the now substantial crowd in the streets behind them, pushing forward, squinting, pointing, exclaiming.
“Light on it.” Grip turns his back, shoving the revolver into its holster, then holding his hand out to Melchior.
Melchior passes him the pocket revolver, glancing after the sheriff as he walks away, calling for the crowd’s attention with a gesture of wide open arms.
“That is a twist of a man,” Melchior says to Grip. “How’d he get to be sheriff of a city like this?”
“He is not.” Grip slides the tiny gun out of sight in his coat. “Our remaining population is only pliant.” He looks past them as Rosalía jogs up with her hands full of leather, buckskin, and linen gloves. “Are there more?”
Ivy looks from Rosalía to Grip, now watching Ivy. It takes her a second to understand what he means.
“No,” Ivy says. “It’s not like them for some to lie in wait while others attack. You can move these out of town safely. They usually move about in groups, sometimes mounting into hordes. Hordes can be hundreds or thousands strong, but are rarely seen. A pack like this will not have more nearby.”
Melchior pulls on gloves. Grip uses his teeth to drag on a single left one while his right arm hangs at his side. She has seen him use the arm to help maneuver or position something like his horse’s rope into his left hand or rolling up his bedroll. But the hand itself does not seem to work properly.
Oliver is still moving about the bodies, murmuring to himself.
Grip is trying to send Rosalía off, telling her Mateo will help them, but, like the maker, she seems fascinated by the spectacle, unafraid of the rotten corpses.
The two men shooting with the sheriff approach with gloves and shovels.
“Ropes?” Melchior asks them. “A lariat? Some of those arms look so rotted they’ll rip off. Maybe ropes around ankles.”
“Ivy?” Sam. “Come back to the hall and sit down. You are pale.”
“I’m all right,” she says, but allows him to ease her away from the group.
“What happened? Grip!” A woman’s terrified voice from the crowd, making Ivy jump.
A fair-skinned, dark-haired woman in a sky blue dress pushes through the throng Sheriff Thurman tries to turn.
Grip bows his head, speaking in an undertone, “Padre, Hijo y Espíritu Santo.” He looks at Rosalía.
“Esto no es mi problema,” she says, looking away to the western horizon of peaks.
A muscle in Grip’s jaw works. “Need material?”
“I just did this once.” She glances at him, swinging a glove by its fingertip between her thumb and forefinger. “But ... you know how much I’ve been needing a saddle.”
“Mierda.”
“Grip?” The woman is past the sheriff, voice panicky.
“¡De acuerdo!” he snaps at Rosalía.
She whirls, darting up the road to intercept the woman now running to meet them. Rosalía catches her, pulling her away so she does not get a look at the line of reeking bodies.
“He’s good,” Rosalía says. “We’re all fine. No one hurt. It’s all right, Winter.”
Ivy stares after them, then Grip.
The men returning with ropes chuckle as they walk up.
“That is one craz—” Melchior starts.
Grip rounds on him, drawing the pocket revolver so fast it seems to move from Grip’s coat to Melchior’s nose without passing space between.
“You mean to finish that, cowboy?” Grip whispers. “Let drive.”
Melchior blinks, his eyes darting from the gun almost touching his face, to the man behind it.
“Meant ... dandy catch,” he says slowly. “Mighty pretty. Of the first water, I’d say.”
The two stand motionless for several seconds which seem to stretch to minutes. Holding her breath, rigid against Sam, who is equally still, Ivy is surprised by how tense she feels—considering she has several times longed to shoot him herself.
At last, Grip lowers the revolver, decompressing the hammer at the same time. He turns away, holding out his hand for a rope.
“Let’s go,” Ivy says in an undertone to Sam.
Behind them, Melchior seems already to have recovered himself, asking Oliver how to work that fire device so he can get back to his wedding. Although she suspects he feels more interested in the device than saving the wedding.
Soon enough, Oliver has caught up to them, exclaiming over the oddities of risers, saying he had never seen one, how peculiar, how fascinating. As if they are all just pulling off their laboratory coats.
Ivy watches faces of the crowd, some still interested, most having already dispersed back toward food and dancing. Only one in ten appears frightened.
She bites her tongue, congratulates Oliver, then accompanies Sam to find a cold drink.



Sixteenth
The Price of a Life
Ivy rises early, plans fully formed in her mind.
She plows through her black bean tostada and fried egg before any other guests have come down, then paces in her room, relieved her arm scarcely hurts, waiting for Sam and Melchior to get up.
At least he doubled what they already gave the maker. At the sports and games for the two days of celebrations, the second of which he had his horse, Melchior earned nearly three hundred dollars in bets, prizes, and gambling at every imaginable fandango event.
A course was set for la sortija, another for carrera del gallo and racing. Not just any races, but relays, matches, a game which involved riders placing coins between knee and saddle leather, then trying to keep the coins there while riding obstacles. Another was simply stopping on a line from a gallop.
She would not have minded, yet it grew irksome to watch Melchior and Chucklehead, who threw up his heels or snapped at fellow riders and their mounts so often the crowd laughed, pointing him out to one another. And they won. Again and again. Besides the relay, Ivy did not see the pair in a single mounted event which they did not win. She finally stalked away from jolly crowds before witnessing more.
She should be happy, of course. Not only proud of her cousin’s skill, certainly breathtaking, but also glad over so many winnings in gold dust and silver coins. Yes, that part she is glad for. Yet still only a start, only a splinter off a cathedral.
Across the crowd, she caught sight of the rangy, mustached man who so briefly owned Chucklehead. His knuckles white, face red. Ivy did not learn how Chucklehead returned, but she knew how that man felt.
She paces downstairs to the common sitting room. Others for breakfast now, young men speaking Spanish to the girl of all work. No Sam or Melchior.
So much more they need. And something which needs doing. If only her companions could rouse themselves.
By the time the cheerful lot at breakfast depart, sun well up, Ivy returns upstairs knock to sharply on Sam and Melchior’s door.
“The day is half over.” An expression of her uncle’s. “May I have a word?”
A thump and muffled explanation, presumably unfit for civilized ears. Surely they were not still asleep. Although ... how late had the party gone last night? How much did Melchior drink? And would Sam have participated under his friend’s influence?
Oh well. Wasting time has never seemed such a sin.
She returns to her room, hunting pen or paper. She would like this shady false sheriff to sign off on whatever they agree upon. No pen or tablet upstairs or down. Something she needs anyway. Perhaps the expected freighter will take mail out? A single chance to get a message to her father? She has discovered the telegraph office in town, yet not once been able to find it open, or find anyone who knows anything about it.
She again wanders the sitting room. No paper. Not so much as a news journal. Does Mrs. Acker assume none of her boarders are literate? Perhaps not. There are no public schools in New Mexico Territory. She has yet to see an open private one.
The two young men are down in a few minutes, Melchior grumbling, calling to Señorita for coffee in Spanish.
His scowl deepens when he catches sight of Ivy. “House on fire?”
“It is past nine o’clock. There is much to be done.”
“Ain’t. Party’s over.” He drops onto his accustomed bench in the dining room, wincing, lifting a hand to shade his eyes from sunlight.
“I have a feeling it is only beginning,” Ivy murmurs as the girl comes in with coffee.
Sam, on the other hand, appears flushed and apologizes for not being down to breakfast with her. She would be likewise embarrassed to be caught sleeping so late on a summer morning. Or is it still spring?
After coffee and eggs for Melchior and a mug of hot water with lime for Sam, both pull on hats and Melchior covers his eyes with the dark sungoggles. Before they go out, both men fetch gun belts from their room.
“Where’re we shifting?” Melchior asks, somewhat revived as he jogs back down the stairs. “Got some idea?
Sam opens the door for her and offers his arm as they set out.
“We are finding Grip. Then speaking to the sheriff about the current situation.”
“How you aim to find either?”
“It would take only half the day if we went door-to-door for every inhabited home in town.”
Cody Shannon is just getting into El Rio as they pass. It seems at first he will not help them, frowning uneasily when Melchior asks after Grip. Finally, Shannon tells them to inquire at the farrier’s on the south side of town.
This leads them to an ancient adobe forge with a scrawny cowpony tied out front. The animal stands uneasily, a hind leg lifted, back arched. A burly, low-set man in leather apron stands with a dejected farmer. They seem to be reaching some conclusion because the farrier shrugs as they walk up and tells the man to come back in the evening. He leaves without the horse.
“Morning.” Melchior approaches. “Might you know where we can find the man goes by Grip around these parts?”
The blacksmith, an older man with an implacable expression, gazes at them a moment before speaking in a soft, deep voice, “Who wants to know?”
Melchior opens his arms in an expansive, unusually friendly gesture. “Trail parters of his, sir. Only aiming to speak with him. Tell him an English gentleman, a cowhand, and a young lady are looking for him. Samuelson, L’Heureux, Jerinson.”
The stocky man looks them over once more, then turns to walk out an open side of the forge. His shout abbreviates Melchior’s message. “Grip! Three Cripes to see you!”
The farrier shuffles back to the crowbait and unties a rope to lead it inside, manner gentle with the animal.
Ivy, Sam, and Melchior wait in sunlight with no invitation to step into shelter. A minute later, Grip, looking sore in both senses of the word, walks up from the back. His gait is tense, though not exactly limping.
“Good morning, Grip.” Ivy steps forward. “May we have a word?”
His gaze roves across them, not unlike the farrier’s. He jerks his head over his shoulder and turns. “Feeding my horse.”
Ivy interprets this as invitation to follow while he sees to the chore. At the back of the forge is a long row of stalls open on the south side, with a few loose boxes and broodmare boxes at the end. Grip’s buckskin stallion looks over a half door at them, chewing a mouthful of hay. Also toward the far end of the row, Yap-Rat lies on dirt, a chunk of cut horse hoof between his paws, chewing on it meditatively. Above the stable runs a walled storage loft or other finished room.
One-handed, Grip scoops oats from a barrel into a bucket, then adds molasses. When he makes no invitation to speech, Ivy starts. She explains her idea, the profit besides necessity, and the part each can play, glossing over Sam as an extension of Melchior. She has never seen Sam fire a gun, though assumes he must be capable.
Grip may or may not be listening, going on about his work, mixing the gooey mess with a wooden spoon, adding more oats, mixing, then opening the stall door to wedge the bucket in the manger. Rubbing the stallion’s shoulder as he eats, Grip turns to look at them.
Ivy falls silent. Grip regards her steadily. She feels the pull to break her own silence under that gaze, ask him if he is interested, if he doesn’t need the money, say it could be a long time before Lobo is back in the territory and this is desperately important. But she remains still and Grip finally speaks.
“The likelihood of your plan reaching fruition is remote, Miss Jerinson. That man is too thick to recognize either peril or aid.”
“Yes, I wondered about that,” Ivy says. “But something must be done.”
He collects his hat and old morning coat from pegs on the wall and Ivy wonders if he lives here.
Since he did not actually agree, she remains unsure of his intentions, but starts for the sheriff’s office. It seems all are in accordance. Even the dog follows after swallowing his hoof trimming.
Will the man be about? It must be after ten by now, yet he seems to spend little time in his office.
Ivy’s step grows lighter when she rounds a corner to see the adobe office door standing wide, coaxing in a breeze as the day warms.
Ivy enters with Sam. Sheriff Thurman seems to have just dropped into his chair, newspaper across his desk, when he spots them and jumps up.
“What is being done about risers moving into the area?” Ivy asks. Not how she meant to start and, indeed, the sheriff looks surprised, then irritated.
“Morning,” he says, stance stiffening, as if facing street urchins, stroking down his mustache with thumb and forefinger. His expression changes as he catches sight of Grip following her, Sam, and Melchior inside. Tension replaces condescension only halfway.
“This city is in danger,” Ivy says. Might as well. Of course, she did not mean to start out by being rude to the man, thinking of her mother, yet she suspects manners would be taken even less seriously. “This whole Territory. Do you mean to take action to protect it?”
His eyes narrow. “From what?”
“Daray’s disease. Santa Fé will be gone within months, perhaps days, if you do not do something.”
“Is that so?” A faint smile returns. Slowly, he crosses his arms, gazing at her while Ivy refuses to drop her eyes. “And what in thunderation makes you—?”
“Pardon me, Sheriff Thurman,” Sam says beside Ivy. “You may like to know with whom you speak. There is a Dr. Jerinson of Boston, a research partner to Dr. Daray before that gentleman’s untimely demise. I am sure you know both names.” Sam glances at the paper on the desk between them. “It is possible, in fact, that familiarity desensitizes a man to certain troubles in the world. A great problem may seem small and a small one great when either too much or too little is understood of the subject. This young lady is the daughter of Dr. Jerinson. If she tells you something of risers, of the sickness, you can prove yourself a resourceful man and public servant to the people of Santa Fé by taking her words for gospel.”
Silence.
Thurman’s eyes shift back and forth from Ivy to Sam. “What is it you propose?”
“We will hunt risers under bounty,” Ivy says. “And protect this city. We can assist in the planning and construction of defenses. Working together, we may stop the threat from without by moving quickly. Failing that, we can turn this city into a fortress before more risers walk up your streets.”
He regards her steadily. “This sounds mighty expensive, miss.”
“What is the price of a human life?” Ivy says, blood beating fast in her temples. “Of a city? You surely have resources left here. If you do not utilize them for the defense of Santa Fé, you will have nothing left to serve.”
“There has been talk of the government sending men. A city should not have to pay for its own protection when a detachment of cavalry performs a better job.”
“Talk of it? Do you know how many places in the nation are crying out for cavalry right now? If such a detachment is to be sent, why was Fort Marcy stripped? Why is there not a single military man left in town? There is not even a flag flying in the Plaza. There is a stark pole. You may wish to consider carefully before you rest on such promises.”
For the first time, his gaze falters. He closes his mouth, strokes his mustache once more. Watching him, Ivy is struck by his youth. He can be little older than Melchior, early twenties perhaps? Sam’s age?
When he seems unable to find a rebuttal and her companions stand in equal silence, Ivy goes on, her tone softer. “There are risers in New Mexico Territory, Sheriff Thurman. From a sickness originating in New York City. Will the government send men when they are needed in Washington? In Chicago and Atlanta, Denver and Philadelphia? Will this Territory even be pointed out on a map? They evacuated those they wished out of Santa Fé when the snow melted. Now ... you have us.”
The man watches her. The room around them feels charged with humming currents. Ivy hopes her shaking is not visible, closing her fists tighter.
“As to the defenses of the city ... perhaps the maker has some recommendations,” Thurman says at last. “We may have retired military or gunmen to assist.... As a bounty on these ‘risers,’ the city will pay you ... six dollars for each you dispatch with proof.”
“Six dollars?” Ivy almost screams the words. “You are speaking of the most devastating disease to strike in the history of the world. You ask us to risk our lives, our health, our horses, our souls on this venture for that? There is nothing in this country more dangerous than a riser. You, sir, do not, cannot understand. I do not blame you for it. But you must have the sense and decency to listen to someone who knows. Without action being taken, now, there will be bloodthirsty, soulless, dead creatures roaming the streets of this city, consuming the living, before you have a chance to stir up a hunting party—which, even if you could, would fail because there is no one else in New Mexico Territory who knows how to hunt them.”
Ivy backs away, past Melchior. “It is an insult to us, sir. To this city, these people. If that is what this battle is worth to you, you might as well ask the townspeople to look after themselves.”
She walks out, sweeping past Grip, onto the dirt road. She must run, ride away, get away, hit something, scream, rip her hair. No matter what one does, what one says—
Damn this city and damn these people and damn the steamcoach and its more than ten thousand. She can climb on Luck and leave. She rode to the border. She can ride to Boston if she must.
Instead, she sees the dark saloon door of El Rio and turns inside. Maybe taking up whiskey drinking is how people survive out here.
Ruth, the saloon girl who works mornings at El Rio, is the only figure behind the bar. Ivy asks for a lemon soda pop, remaining near the door as men at the far end of the bar glance at her.
Can’t they have barstools? Ivy cannot turn for a table or she will be sitting alone, so she stands, leaning into the bar, both hands on the warm bottle, mind racing with possible routes home without meeting too many government blockades. What happens to one if caught? It is not as if she would be executed. Even if she was, it would be better than living another day in New Mexico Territory.
Sam steps up beside her. She did not hear batwing doors swing. Ivy goes on staring at her bottle. Melchior moves up by Sam, flicking his fingers at Ruth, who grabs shot glasses. Grip arrives at Ivy’s left.
No one says anything while Ruth brings three whiskey shots, along with flour tortillas, salsa, pickles, onions, and some type of heavily salted smoked fish. All to get one to drink more, Ivy realizes for the first time.
She takes another sip of the soda as Ruth moves away. “No one understands.” Once more, not what she meant to say. Childish words. She bites her lip.
The three men look at her.
“Yet you expect understanding?” Grip asks. “Miss Jerinson, until yesterday, I had never seen the likeness of a riser. This Plague.... Out here, it is remote. A trouble in the States.”
“If they cannot be persuaded of the truth, they will die. All of them. If a horde strikes the city, even a pack slipping in without much notice, all of Santa Fé will be wiped out in an hour.”
“Ignorance may be surmounted by education,” Grip says. “There is nothing a body can do about outright stupid. Those we’ve left in Santa Fé now....”
“I wish Sheriff Thurman was one of the ignorant rather than one of the stupid.” Ivy glances at him. She looks at Sam, who turns his glass in his fingertips.
Melchior spears pickles on a knife—why is it difficult to find a good fork out here?—and she looks away.
“Someone must do something. And I....” Ivy trails off, thinking again of her journey, taking her chances. “I need to get home,” she finishes very softly, feeling her throat tight, wishing they would all go away.
“Stopping Plague-sick can aid that,” Melchior says, tipping the salsa bowl over a tortilla.
“Of course. At six dollars a head.”
“How about thirty?”
“What?” Ivy looks up. “He went up?”
Grip scowls. “Was that not the intention of your censure?”
“I ... no. The intention was to explain the unexplainable, educate the asinine.”
“He, like us, thought it a negotiation tactic,” Sam says. “Mel suggested one hundred. He came up to thirty.”
“No chicken fixings, but touched an edge,” Melchior says through a mouthful. “Get your contraption drifting with enough sunups and save our skins into the bargain.” He gulps, glances past Sam to her. “Or’s all’s too down for you to shake?”
Ivy stares at him. “Is that ... a question? If you can condescend to rephrase yourself in English I will attempt to answer.”
He rolls his eyes. “Saying, can you not stand work to take a spell, while all adds up, and did you mean to fetch outlaw prices for them? All that philanthropy just smoke?”
Ivy does not want any of this to “take a spell.” She wants to kick her cousin. But her mother began telling her from earliest memories that one does not always get what one wants. And not to kick people.
She looks at Grip. “Will you work with us? We are not giving you fifty percent on this. We have the advantage now. Perhaps, if we have another human bounty hunt, we can renegotiate. On these I should think seventy-thirty is more than fair.”
“You intent to hunt more humans? It takes skill and brains and experience to trail outlaws, Miss Jerinson. Not attributes I have learned to associate with your outfit.”
“Could you at least give us the brains?” Ivy frowns. “I believe we do all right with circumstances we have been dealt.”
“I shall give you two halves. At best.”
“Although....” Ivy again gazes at her bottle. “Should we have more assistants? It is little reward to split.... Would Rosalía wish to help?”
Grip’s shoulders stiffen. “Her place is with her family.”
“You two not really relations, are you?” Melchior asks around a bite of fish and pickle.
“You don’t think she would be interested to know what we are doing?” Ivy asks.
“I dare say she might.” Grip frowns. “She is generally interested in anything as long as it is none of her affair.”
“An admirable trait in a bounty hunter,” Sam says softly.
Grip looks past Ivy at him. “You think it proper for a woman to ride bounty, Mr. Samuelson?”
“No. But what I think is proper has so little standing in this country, it is not worth repeating. Indeed, it would be ridiculous to do so.”
Ivy looks around him to Melchior. “She can shoot. What do you think?”
“Think he looks Anglo.”
“My parents were Irish,” Grip snaps. “Hers raised me.”
“Melchior—” Ivy glares at him.
“Reckon one female riding a shindy is one too many,” Melchior says. “By a shooting star. Why not bring the whole family? Babes in arms, pet chicken?”
“Thank you for your support,” Ivy says.
Grip is almost smirking.
She shifts to face him. “You agree? So you concern yourself with the words of a brainless man?”
He throws back his shot and steps away from the bar. With the tip of his forefinger, he touches the brim of his hat to her, left eyebrow raised, then walks out.
Ivy and Sam glance at one another. It feels strangely good to know one has no worse measure than halfwit to such a man. As if a contest has been won.
“That’s how come he hates you,” Melchior says to Sam, idly lifting a rolled tortilla. “Irishman. Can’t hear it on him.”
“I should rather be hated on national grounds than personal ones, old man,” Sam says.
Melchior chuckles. “For me, like to think I’d done something to deserve it.”
“Then you should be in clover.” Taking her half-full bottle, Ivy follows Grip into morning sunlight.



Seventeenth
Darkness Rising
Ivy lies on her stomach, sungoggles over her eyes, hat shading her face, gazing across a prairie of buffalo grass and Russian thistle. The butte she rests upon looms above this expanse, making distant hills and mountains, even the valley of the Rio Grande, clear from the height.
Beside her, Es Feroz watches the same horizon, sitting motionless, ears pricked, stiff as a rifle barrel.
Ivy holds her breath, both to avoid any sound and to listen. She feels grit across her teeth and in her nose, struggling not to sneeze.
She waits, listens, staring the way her fox does. Heart pounding, lungs burning from lack of air, soaked in sweat below a blazing desert sun and inside the yellow dress.
It is the middle of June. They have been on the trail of risers three days. Without one sighting. This, however, does nothing to soothe her nerves.
Ivy rolls her eyes to glance at Es Feroz.
The vixen does not move. Does not blink.
Ivy looks to the distance.
A tumbleweed bounces. The same breeze whips up a dust devil which twists, swirls, fades. Nothing, either living or formerly living, moves besides vegetation. She must breathe or faint.
Es Feroz stands, turns slowly, stretching as she goes, extending each hind leg, one at a time, to push the stretch to toes, then walks away.
Ivy sits up, gasping, almost choking, gulping down dusty air until she coughs.
“Don’t do that to me,” she hisses as the vixen stalks away, moving higher up the bluff. “I thought—arhh.”
The fox is clearly not listening. She will not even flick back an ear.
She has remained in Ivy’s company a good deal for the past day, as long as Grip’s dog stays at a distance. Ivy feels grateful for her. Still, she could do without false alarms.
She starts back around a narrow ledge, across the butte to the north side, following a gentle slope which allowed her up here in the first place. Es Feroz darts past to leap upward, ears back, eyes bright.
Ivy, knocked off her stride by the vixen, clutches the rock wall, then grabs for the holster at her hip. She looks up just in time to see a bizarre little creature—smaller than Es Feroz, gray, black, and white, masked like a raccoon, with an absurdly long striped tail—that whisks out of sight as she blinks.
Ivy relaxes her fingers on the gun. One reaches so instinctively for such an object out here. Even if she does not like it, does not want it, has scarcely fired the thing, and that only in a few hasty lessons with Melchior.
He bought it with race winnings from the wedding’s events, all of what did not go to the maker. A Colt Lightning: bird’s head grip, four-inch barrel, a fraction of the size of his Colt .45 with a seven-and-a-half-inch barrel and sharp-cornered grip. Even so, it seemed tremendously heavy, larger than she expected when she said she wanted a small revolver, but Melchior assured her Colts were the best and it was exactly what she needed.
Then he got the price from Mr. Abegglen, the only gunsmith still operating in town: forty dollars—no holster, no belt, no bullets, just the six-shooter for forty. Melchior laughed.
“I ain’t joshing you, son,” Mr. Abegglen said, looking up from the case as he placed the gun back inside. “These things don’t grow on sagebrush. And that tinker don’t make ’em. Trains are stopped, stages stopped. We’re lucky to still have food. Forget steel and gunpowder. That’s the best I can do.”
He got her the gun, yet having to listen to him complain about Abegglen to Sam, to her, to Grip, to himself, made her wish he had not.
Es Feroz jumps, scrabbles, and both animals disappear.
Ivy waits, but catches no sound of a struggle. She has heard her fox in scrapes before and Es Feroz is not one for stoicism, exhibiting a sometimes terrifying vocal repertoire when threatened.
“Sun’s setting!” Melchior’s voice below, out of sight, making her want to sit down up here for an hour or two.
The dry desert wind reaches her, gusting in like smoke, throwing dust in her face. At least she had the wherewithal to purchase a pair of sungoggles from Oliver before coming out here. Avoiding use of her left arm, though it hardly troubles her now, she slides along the rock face to the narrow groove she follows down.
“Anything?” Melchior calls from below as he catches sight of her.
“Just a peculiar creature,” Ivy says, shaking her head as she picks her way toward him and their horses.
Luck tries to eat a Russian thistle while Melchior keeps yanking her head away by the reins. Chucklehead, with Melchior on his back, stands with his ears pinned, flicking his tail against flies.
“In a not breathing, flesh-eating way peculiar?”
“In a cute, fuzzy way. It had a mask like a raccoon and a long tail.”
“Ringtail cat,” Melchior says. “Half-tame. Folks south call them miner’s cats. That it?”
“That is it.”
“Snails. What’s happened to them?”
“They will be in. Wouldn’t we have heard gunshots if there was trouble?”
“Should’ve been here hours ago.” He gives Luck’s head a particularly savage yank and she throws it high, trying to step away from him. “You’re slow as they are. Bejesus, girl. I could have gone up there myself and been back six times.”
“Strap on a skirt and go for it. I will be delighted to hold the horses for you.” Ivy slows to a crawl, inching down the slope as if held back by ropes.
“Thunderation, you find this amusing?”
“Only if it bothers you.”
“Bothered! Bothered to Hell and back in a hearse. Square? Can we shift now?”
Melchior, of course, would have left her with the horses and climbed the butte himself to watch for Sam and Grip—and risers—but he cannot walk at the moment.
“If you are going to behave like this every time we split up, what good is it?” she asks, placing both hands on a sun-hot rock to slide down. “In case you haven’t noticed, it is a touch difficult to be punctual out here.”
“’Specially when you’ve been eaten.”
“I’m sure they would be touched by your concern, but I cannot envision a scenario in which Grip was ambushed so suddenly he could not get a shot off. How is your ankle?”
“What do you care?” he snaps, sounding so much like a child she almost laughs. He is only three years older than the “infant.” Refreshing to be reminded of it.
A final slip downward. Ivy reaches them, catching Luck’s rein, trying to stroke her neck while the mare balks as if she has never seen Ivy before.
Ivy sighs. She looks back up the butte. The fox remains out of sight.
“Es Feroz alerted to something south, but settled down. I wonder if we shouldn’t go that way....”
Melchior shifts in his saddle, looking in all clear directions. “Can’t go anywhere. Bound to wait.”
“We could go out, just to see, then come back here. If they turn up, they will wait like we have.”
Melchior shakes his head.
Perhaps there is something touching in him being so worried for his friend, but she wishes he did not express the worry in hostility. She would have much rather ridden the southeast loop with Sam herself and sent Grip with Melchior, but that is the taboo pairing. Not for personal reasons, but because Grip and Melchior are the best shots. If any splitting up to cover more ground is to be done, the two of them must be apart.
Now she wonders if they should have split at all as she maneuvers Luck against the rocks, held by Melchior, and lowers herself backward onto the saddle. Between the angles and the difficult animal, it takes them ten minutes just to get her in the sidesaddle.
As soon as Ivy has her left foot in the stirrup and her right leg in the brace, Melchior releases Luck and the mare swings her head around in an effort to bite Ivy’s left leg. Ivy pulls up the right rein.
“Why does she despise me?” Ivy asks, kneeing the mare forward so she will walk in a circle and stop snapping.
“I’ll ride south. You stay here in case they come back.” His feet dangle out of stirrups and she wonders how he really is.
“No,” Ivy says slowly as Melchior starts Chucklehead south. “I don’t think that is a good idea. We should stay together.”
“Then come along.” He is riding away.
“I thought you wished us both to remain?”
He goes on, not answering.
Likely the ankle is still highly painful. And, pushing Luck to follow, Ivy feels a deep conviction that it serves him right.
She never imagined it possible he could be thrown from a horse. Perhaps not, in normal circumstances. But he grew bored with their trail all morning, only her, the fox, and the two horses for company. To liven up a dull, hot, riser-less day, he imitated her: both legs dangling over the left side of his saddle, asking when she was going to learn to ride properly.
Ivy also never thought she would be glad to see a rattlesnake. Yet the way that diamondback’s buzz sent Chucklehead straight up into the air—while Luck, a good distance away, only shied—did her heart good. Melchior was left entirely behind as the stallion jumped like a bronco, then streaked out from under him in best fandango race fashion. Melchior already had his gun in his hand when he hit the ground on his ankle. He shot the rattler’s head off, which made Luck shy again, then lay there, clutching his boot and cursing.
Es Feroz bounced around the thrashing snake body with great interest after dust cleared and the sound of the shot had long echoed to nothing. Ivy chuckled when she saw her snapping at the rattle. Her smile faded when she realized Melchior could not stand.
She rode Luck up beside him, unbuckled her gun belt, and held it down for him to grab. By looping this across the leg brace of her sidesaddle in lieu of saddle horn, she was able to pull him upright. He hopped on his right leg, gritting his teeth, staring off after his vanished horse.
He would live. Ivy again smiled. She felt sure Chucklehead would return. Melchior had said he always came back. Besides, there was his insistent courtship of Luck to resume.
A minute passed, two, five with no sign.
At last, the real difficulty of the situation began to set in. Melchior could not walk and had no horse. Ivy could walk and had a horse.
Curse him.
She slid down, lengthened the single stirrup, then held tight to Luck’s head. She did not say a word to Melchior, who treated her with equal silence, hostility running between them like heat lightning.
He hopped around the mare’s quarters and, hissing his breath through his teeth, seized the leg brace at the top of the saddle and tried to lift his injured foot to the stirrup. He dropped it just as quickly. With nothing more notable in the landscape than tumbleweed or dust devils in this dry land south of Santa Fé, they were a mile from anything that might serve as mounting block. He clenched his teeth and, to Ivy’s amazement, jumped onto the mare’s back with his right leg only. Not a graceful performance, but she could not have done it herself in a million years with four good limbs.
Sitting astride, he clutched the leg brace and panted. Ivy started off, leading Luck after the runaway stallion.
“Are you certain it is not broken?”
“Had broken bones. It’s not.”
“You’ve at least sprained your ankle.”
He said nothing.
She stopped. “We must remove your boot. The ankle will swell so much it won’t come off.”
“Ain’t taking off my boots.”
“Do you want it cut off later?”
“Be fine.”
“You are riding upright with your foot dangling. You should be prone with the foot elevated. Since there is nothing we can do about that, you can at least remove your boot. In half an hour you will not be able to.”
He still has not removed the boot. And Chucklehead never did return for them. It took three or four hours at Ivy’s best guess to find him. Another half-hour to catch him by using Luck as bait until Ivy could reach a trailing rein—Melchior’s lariat being on the saddle on Chucklehead’s back.
More hours later, the sun is growing low in the sky, dinner time has passed, no fire is built, no meeting at the butte has taken place.
“Melchior, they said they will be here and they will.”
“You were aiming to check—”
“I changed my mind. What about a fire? All this sagebrush? We can get smoke showing. It’s still light enough. If they are turned around, they can see that and find us. More likely, they are on their way here right now and we can have something hot to eat waiting for them.”
He reins in Chucklehead, still looking south. After a moment, he glances at her.
“If I was lost,” Ivy says, “I would look for smoke or some sign of people. They will assume it’s us if they see it.”
He sits still.
“I know you are worried about him.” She almost says “them” but catches herself. “But this is where they are supposed to be. The best we can do is remain here. We will be heading back to town after this—no more splitting up.”
Melchior rubs the back of his neck, looking around. “Sage doesn’t send much smoke.”
“Won’t tumbleweed burn? I will manage. You get off of that horse and see if you can prop your foot up.”
He sniffs.
Ivy watches him until he turns back toward them, still looking in all directions. She is glad to dismount, having had enough of horses for the day. There is little for them to eat and Melchior remains twitchy about pulling off their saddles just yet, so Ivy only ties them and begins gathering tumbleweed and grass for him to start a fire. She has a pair of gloves now, thankfully, though she wishes they were twice as thick as she tugs thistles.
Desert breeze throws sparks and dust, nearly blasting the thing out several times. As the sun sinks, so does the wind. They have a strong blaze going by the time only one hour of daylight remains. They may be hunting for risers all day, but attracting them in the night out here is nothing Ivy can feel too eager about.
Melchior frets and mutters and looks around at every little sound.
Ivy unpacks their dinner from Luck’s saddlebags, welcoming pork and beans and weak coffee gladly after skipping lunch.
Es Feroz pokes around until Ivy gives her a bite of cold pork while Melchior complains that they can’t give the best part of their food to wild animals. Ivy fishes out another bite of pork for the fox, tempted to offer her the whole pot, while Melchior grinds his teeth.
A coyote yaps in the distance. Another howls. The eery yowl of a monkat makes Ivy shiver. Es Feroz looks up, ears twisting, then trots away, back up the butte for a vantage.
“How is your foot?”
Melchior says nothing.
She looks at him. Even through the boot, she can tell his ankle is swollen, bulging heavy leather.
They are no more than a day or two from Santa Fé, staying close to the city as they patrol in wide circles. Four or five days then, and nothing to show?
Perhaps they need more human bounties to chase. Perhaps the horde that struck the ranch is long dispersed. Could those they already met have been the only ones to run north? Perhaps she has been overreacting and the sheriff is right....
“How much is a new pair of boots?” Ivy asks.
“Why?” He glances sharply at her as she dishes up their dinner.
“You will need them now that you wouldn’t remove yours.”
“No one’s cutting off my boot.” He glares as he takes the tin plate she offers in silence, sitting up with his left foot on packs.
“Fine. Let the circulation be cut off, the blood clot and stagnate, gangrene set in. Once your whole foot has rotted away, they could chop that off, boot and all, and your boot would be protected. Or, you could keep the whole mess until the infection moves through your blood stream, reaches your heart and brain, and you die. Some people might feel it’s a dramatic end, but they would not understand a cowhand’s dedication to his boot.”
Melchior fishes out chunks of pork to eat first, not looking at her. Eating close to the fire despite the heat—the smoke drives off flies and other insects—Ivy gazes across the horizon, looking east and south. No riders appear. No one answers the smoke summons.
By the time he has cleaned his plate, in slow fashion by Melchior’s standards, he is even more restless, glancing skyward, looking around, pressing his palm into sand to feel for approaching vibrations.
Sun dropping to the edge of the world. Air beginning to cool. They have more ready in the tiny Dutch oven for their companions. Time to let the fire go.
“Got to look for them,” Melchior says. “Something’s happened.”
Ivy sits with her knees drawn up to her chin below skirts, tossing slow handfuls of dry earth into the fire. Her cloak is wrapped on Luck’s saddle with her bedroll. Now she wishes she had it. And the horses must be unsaddled and hobbled.
Melchior shifts, pressing his hands on packs and rocks to stand. Ivy watches, unmoving, as he curses, sliding back to the ground, face shining with sweat. Breathing hard through his nose, he sits back, both feet out in front of him, eyes closed.
Ivy remembers being thrown herself, the doorway, the corset, the ripped arm. He needs a doctor. And they need their companions.
Finally, she stands, beginning to put out the fire in earnest.
“Shhh,” Melchior says.
He holds his breath, hands pressed to dirt. Ivy drops her handfuls and hurries to the edge of the butte for a clear look south. No more than one hundred yards away, two riders canter toward them, one mount dark, the other sand-colored.
“It’s them.” Ivy’s heart leaps.
Melchior whispers something.
Ivy runs forward, now shielding her eyes against final glint of the sun with her goggles removed.
They slow to jogs at the last thirty yards.
“What happened? Are you both all right?” Ivy calls.
“Sidetracked,” Sam says. “We are fine. You two?”
“Well enough.”
Elsewhere subsides to a walk. Sam slides down. Grip and El Cohete pass them.
Ivy hugs Sam, feeling dusty waistcoat, boney shoulders and back, solidity of muscles. She releases quickly.
He leaves an arm lightly across her back as they start toward the dying fire. “I am sorry we kept you wondering. Grip found a trail. We went hours and I am certain we were near. We even smelled them, but no other sign. We may not have found our way back without your fire.”
She cannot tug her gaze from his face, smiling, surprised by the lump in her throat. “We hoped you might find that useful. I must put it out, but if you wish a hot dinner—”
“Please.”
Ivy laughs, starting past the butte with him to Melchior and the horses. She is reveling in the amazing warmth of his touch at her back when Sam vanishes. She blinks as he hurries away, his arm sliding from her as quickly and effortlessly as his hand drops from Elsewhere’s reins. Like the bay gelding, Ivy stops in her tracks, both of them watching Sam go.
“What happened?” he sounds concerned, distressed.
Grip is already standing beside ashes with his horse, looking down at the glaring Melchior.
Sam rushes to them. “Were you attacked?”
Melchior shakes his head irritably. “Happened to you? Hellish late.”
“Banged up his foot,” Grip tells Sam, then goes on with his horse to start stripping off tack one-handed. Ivy is often amazed by how quickly he can do this.
“I apologize.” Sam kneels by Melchior, staring at the swollen leg. “We were hung up on a trail. And never did find risers. What about you?” He reaches to touch the boot.
Melchior recoils. “Nothing all day.”
“I mean your foot. What happened?”
“Fell.”
“Fell?” Sam stares at him. He looks up the rocky outcrop above them.
“Off my horse,” Melchior snaps, apparently even more irritated by Sam’s ignorance.
“You what?” Sam asks, sitting back on his heels, as if Melchior said he jumped over the moon on his horse.
Melchior shrugs, looking away. “Thought we’d have to fetch you here.”
“I told you, I am sorry.” Now Sam sounds irritated. “Were you attacked? You did not even fall off your horse when he crashed into the ravine after that droop-horn steer in the storm in Kansas.”
Ivy waits for Melchior to admit he was being an ass and it was his own fault and he did not fall. He was thrown. Melchior only grumbles and mutters and says he’s maybe sprained his ankle but it will surely be fine in a day or two. Sam starts at once insisting he needs to get his boot off. Which, Ivy feels, is something, though she is having a hard time getting past the way he dropped her like a sack of corn when he spotted the invalid.
“Sam,” Ivy cuts in at last, rooted to the spot beside his horse. “Do you want dinner? It’s still warm beside the coals.”
“Yes, please, Ivy. And thank you. I do appreciate it.” He hardly glances at her.
Ivy stares. It is not like him to misinterpret. But it is also not like him to be obtuse. Fine. She can be groom and cook and scullery maid and housewife. What else is she out here for?
Snatching Elsewhere’s reins, she leads the startled animal to the other horses and fishes for Sam’s plate.
For a second, she feels a gaze on her and turns. Sam still frets over the cripple. But she could have sworn she caught Grip looking away from her. What does he think of all this? Was he just watching her? Now he will not look at her, kneeling to hobble his horse.
The boot argument proceeds while she returns to the coals. Precious pal Sam, with wheedling and insistence, is allowed to remove the boot—the trouble now being that it will not budge. Melchior swears horribly when Sam tries to pull the thing off, making Ivy smile over her pot. When Sam tells him it must be cut away, Melchior informs the company at large that anyone taking a knife to that boot will be running a lead tightrope.
Death threats do not endear even Sam in wanting to assist. He subsides, shaking his head, saying they should not have split up.
This is too much.
“I tried to get his boot off the moment it happened,” Ivy snaps, facing Sam over failing light. “I told him exactly what would happen and that he needed the boot off, the foot raised. First we had to catch his horse, a problem in itself, but he still could have taken off that boot right away because he rode Luck. He does whatever he wants and had we all been—”
“Ivy, please.” Sam is holding up his hands, looking alarmed. “I beg pardon. That is not at all what I meant. I was not blaming you for anything. I only mean this sort of accident is less likely to happen if we stay in a group. You have done nothing wrong.”
Ivy sits in silence, scooping from the pot, finally telling Grip he must produce a cup if he wants anything.
While they eat, covering the coals, and Melchior mumbles about the prices and wait time for new boots, Ivy sees to Luck, pulling off saddle and bridle, halter still fixed below that, after hobbling her forefeet.
She plans to leave Chucklehead and Elsewhere. Sam can tend to both if Melchior is so precious. But her heart softens as the blue roan and bay watch her with their heads down in the twilight, both struggling to chew half-dry grass around their bits.
Ivy hobbles them, then drags the enormously heavy saddles and packs from their backs, staggering under the weight, provoking a flash of pain in her left arm. She drops each heap in dust at the horses’ feet. Last, she pulls off bridles and the two shuffle away after Luck and El Cohete, already grazing.
She leaves saddles where they fell, dragging her own back to camp to make her bed with bedroll under and around, cloak as top layer, and saddle for pillow to keep her head away from scorpions.
She should be grateful they are together and mostly all right. And grateful they will be heading back to the city tomorrow. Grateful she has seen nothing more terrible than a rattlesnake and a ringtail cat today. But she lies awake as Sam carries over his and Melchior’s saddle gear to make their beds, and thinks of Sam’s arm around her, the disappearance of it, of her own unjust treatment, of having no additional cash to return to Oliver. With a freighter from Chicago due any day. For some reason, gratitude is not pouring off her tonight.
By morning, Melchior’s leg is so stiff and swollen he can bend neither ankle nor knee and can only stand on the right leg by hanging onto Sam. Sam calls him a fool for not listening to Ivy in the first place about removing his boot and getting the foot elevated. To which Melchior calls him a termagant and as bad as she is, making even Ivy laugh.
The sun is well up by the time all four horses are tacked and Sam has been able to help Melchior into his saddle. Ivy has never heard such language as she has these two days, finally appreciating that Melchior normally does curb his speech in her presence.
They ride at fast walks and easy canters throughout the day, Melchior refusing to jog or trot with the jarring pain in his leg. But Ivy knows Chucklehead to have a lovely long, smooth canter. Quite different from Luck’s choppy, short stride.
They pass two deserted settlements. Ivy feels glad to see no one in residence and no sign of deaths or bodies. People who have gotten out for Santa Fé.
By nightfall they debate the distance in, their situation, and finally go on, following Grip north toward the city, which he claims they can reach in three or four hours. Riding in nearly pitch dark with scattered clouds and a quarter moon makes Ivy regret not making camp. Luck, even tired, is worse than ever and Ivy rides every step in terror that the mare will trip in a hole, walk across a snake, into a rock, or right off an invisible cliff.
In another two hours, they begin to spot the first dark, outlying homes and ranches of Santa Fé, still an hour from the city itself. And stop.
Far ahead, fire leaps and dances in shimmering elegance through black sky. Smoke rises in puffs and billows, blotting out stars. The burning wood smell Ivy has been vaguely aware of for some miles grows to overpowering proportions.
Stopped abreast, Ivy glances sideways to Sam and Melchior, who look back, their eyes reflecting distant firelight.
Ahead, Grip shifts the rope reins of his hackamore so he can draw his revolver with the same hand.
The horses paw the earth, tossing their heads. Luck trembles, nostrils flaring, fighting her bit. The yellow cur, who most often trots out in front of the group, darts back down the trail at them, the hair down his back on end, his tail between his legs.
Ivy looks again to Grip as Melchior, breath fast and shallow, draws his Colt and Sam, closest to her, lifts his own French revolver. Grip nudges his horse on.
As they close, something moves, shifting through firelight. Shapes materialize like spiders sliding down their silk here, there, from every branch. With them, washed along on smoke from the blaze, the harsh, ugly smell of rot, and damp, dark places.
Trembling from head to boots, Ivy draws her own revolver, feeling, as she swallows and silently prays, that she is taking a toothpick to a bear hunt.
As they approach the bonfire, she feels heat batter her, drawing with it the reek of smoke and putrefaction. Luck quivers and starts at every step, jarring Ivy as she clutches short reins in her left hand, her Colt Lightning in the right.
More movement, more shapes, approaching the fire, around the fire, in the fire. She glances over her shoulder to see figures coming up to the wagon road, shuffling behind. Silent shapes with no light reflecting from dead eyes. No turning around.
At fifty yards, they can see clearly what is on fire: a settler’s timber house, likely a beautiful spot in daylight with clear skies.
Not coming for them, not reaching out, not running. Not yet. So fixated on fire, the risers do not even respond as four very meaty horses and four equally edible humans ride up.
What they have come for. But not tonight. Not in the dark. Not this many.
“Keep going,” Ivy whispers through the bursting, cracking, rushing sound of the blazing house. “Do not shoot. Not while we are surrounded. They may not spare us a glance beside such a blaze unless we demand it.”
Ahead, outlined in flame, she sees Grip’s hat jerk to indicate he heard. Sam and Melchior ride beside her in equal silence. Chucklehead carries his crest so high, eyes rolling and nostrils flared, Ivy wonders that Melchior can see much at all.
Heat hammers her face like a forge. Fire leaps twenty feet in the air, spraying upward in fresh bouts at each falling timber. Ivy stares ahead as they begin to pass by on the road, keeping her gaze off flames so as not to dazzle her eyes, looking instead for risers who may have noticed the feast. Even so, she cannot help seeing as flames leap out, closing in on risers reaching for it, stepping inside, almost snuggling up to it. They crowd forward, pushing one another in. A dozen, twenty, forty. They reach, embrace the fire, their ravaged skin blistering, tattered clothes bursting into light. Never screaming, never running away, though they stop when their faces begin to be consumed, reaching up, patting burning skin and rupturing eyeballs. Finally to stagger back, falling, writhing, trying to stop the spread over hair and neck. All in silence besides the crackling fire, the puffing horses, and fast breaths of four riders.
Like Ivy, Sam and Grip look ahead, only their postures and tight breathing alerting her to horror they feel from the sight and stench of the spectacle. Melchior, nearest the blaze, stares as a riser staggers away from the flaming house toward them, twisting past its fellows, both blazing hands grabbing its face. Mouth open, as though desperate to scream, it reels, thrashing, a work shirt and trousers burning off the body like kindling.
When the fiery specter lurches toward Chucklehead, the stallion apparently decides he has seen all he must. He rears, lashing out with both forefeet, pivoting to face this horror while he shrieks an angry cry. His hooves lash above the flaming riser, which drops, clutching itself as it burns on the ground.
There is one moment, a breath, in which Ivy sees everything about her in shattering clarity and terror. One frozen instant in which a thousand thoughts and visions flash through her mind.
Melchior has a crippled leg and no stirrups. Melchior’s horse reared unexpectedly, now doing a fighting cavalry stallion imitation. This same horse also let out an ear-shattering scream. Risers are attracted to three things: light, noise, and meat. They can be distracted from one by the sudden, vivid appearance of another.
In the same instant everything freezes, a fraction before Melchior hits the ground. A fraction before several dozen risers, some already on fire, turn to stare their way, Ivy hears Sam utter a curse for the first time since she has known him: “Bloody hell.” And she knows that is exactly where they are heading.
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Book Two
Thank you for reading Lightfall One: Clock, Cloak, Candle. If you enjoyed this book, please leave a quick review on Amazon to let others know! Your support makes independent authors and series like Lightfall possible.
Then continue the journey with Lightfall Two: Fox, Flight, Fire.
For exclusive news updates, early cover reveals, special deals, free books, and release information for Lightfall and more, please join my mailing list at www.jordantaylorbooks.com.
Thank you and happy reading!
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