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PART I
 

A tiny brazier burned on the deck of a foot-long model ship, sending hot air into an oblong patchwork of kerchiefs sealed with a custom paraffin concoction. The balloon expanded until it bulged like an overstuffed sausage casing. The miniature ship rocked on the workbench twice, then rose. Inch by inch, it levitated into the air.
A spool on the deck played out telephone wire that attached to a small control box. Kali McAlister wore a grin brighter than the Northern Lights as she picked it up.
She glanced toward the windows at the front of the workshop. The door was locked and the shutters pulled, but someone wondering why her tinkery was closed might press a nose against a crack....
“Don’t be paranoid,” she told herself. Dawson might have a bustling population compared to Moose Hollow, but she had not been open for business long, and she was lucky to get a customer a day.
Kali flicked one of the four tiny levers on the control box.
A signal pulsed through the telephone wire, and a click sounded inside the hull of the ship. Powered by a flake of flash gold, the miniature engine thrummed to life. Delight coursed through Kali, but anxiety as well. Lots of people suspected she had flash gold, her dead father’s alchemical masterpiece, but only her former beau, Sebastian, and her business partner, Cedar, knew for sure. If anyone caught a glimpse...
“This is necessary,” she told herself. “You can’t build the real thing without constructing a working model first.”
Right. That sounded like a plausible excuse. Anyway, the hull of the ship hid the telltale flash of the vibrant energy source.
With the engine purring like a kitten fat on milk, the model floated higher. Kali flicked another lever. The rudder turned, and the ship changed direction, veering away from the wall and out over her collection of disassembled boilers, half-built projects, and crates of brass, steel, and iron parts. It lofted toward the back corner of the building, skimming beneath ceiling beams decorated with cobwebs and owl pellets. The ex-fur-storage warehouse wasn’t posh, but at least the rent was cheap.
The shop door creaked open, and nippy spring air swirled in, smelling of wood smoke, melting snow, and yeast from the brewery next door.
“Tarnation,” Kali cursed under her breath.
She turned, hoping it was Cedar. It was not.
When she identified the well-dressed man who stepped through the doorway, her hand clenched the control box so tightly she nearly broke one of the levers.
The clean-shaven man wore a tailored black suit, a green silk vest, and a creamy button-down shirt with fancy stitching about the collar. A sleek, beaver-fur top hat perched above a mane of thick blond hair that fell straight to his shoulders. His clear green eyes and easy smile could dazzle a lady...until that lady wised up and realized he was a con man. A con man who could make love to a woman and promise to help her escape the frozen North, all the while scheming to get at her most prized possession.
Kali forced her grip on the control box to loosen so she could turn off the engine. No need to flaunt that prized possession.
“Sebastian,” she growled through clenched teeth. “How’d you get in? I locked that door.”
“Did you?” He slipped something that might have been lock picks or a skeleton key into a pocket, then swept the hat from his head and bowed deeply. “Kali, dear, how are you?”
“How am I?” She gaped at him. “How am I?”
Though she had turned off the model’s engine, the fire still burned, and the unattended airship smacked into a wall. Cursing, Kali raced to the corner and caught it before it fell to the floor. As it was, the wire tangled, creating a mess she would have to unravel later. She dumped out the coals in the brazier and laid the model on her workbench.
“You lied to me, tried to steal my father’s life’s work, and then, when I wouldn’t give it to you, you ratted me out to Soapy Smith and the Scar of Skagway.” Kali slid a hand into a cubby beside the workstation. “Now I’m being hunted more fiercely than the beaver that died for your idiotic hat. And you want to know how I am?” Her fingers closed about cold steel, and she pulled out her favorite weapon.
“Yes, dear, I’m terribly sorry about that.” Sebastian flipped those blond locks out of his eyes and replaced the top hat. “I was a tad angry at the time. After all, you threw one of those smoking shrapnel gewgaws and nearly unmanned me. Can you imagine the egregious horror it would be to my family—and mankind as a whole—if I were not able to one day have chil...” His rambling nonsense came to a halt when he noticed what Kali held.
She stood ramrod straight with her modified Winchester 1873 aimed at his chest. “I reckon I can still make sure you don’t have any children.”
“Ah, Kali, dear.”
“Don’t call me dear.”
“Ah, yes, Kali, then.”
“Ms. McAlister,” she said. “Or ma’am will do. Though you needn’t use either, since I’m inviting you to see yourself out and not bother me again. Ever.”
“Now, now.” He patted the air with his hands. Between the kerosene lamps burning indoors and the daylight seeping through the clouds outdoors, she had no trouble seeing his perfectly manicured nails with not a hint of dirt crusting the beds. “I made a mistake, and I can admit to that. I apologize. I was in my cups and, like I said, recovering from the wounds you inflicted upon me. It really isn’t right to target a man down in that region, you know.”
Her finger tightened on the trigger of the rifle.
He was close enough to see it. “Er, like I was saying, I came to apologize. You must know I didn’t mean for those gangsters to hear about you. I didn’t go to them, I assure you. I was just expressing my displeasure over how things ended.”
“In a crowded bit house with dozens of ears perked your direction,” Kali said.
“Well, that was a tad unwise, for certain, but it’s all a misunderstanding. There’s no reason we can’t get on together again.” He dared to eye her up and down. “You’re still looking mighty fine.”
Kali gaped at him. She wore baggy, grease-stained overalls with tools bristling from every pocket and more gear dangling from her belt. A screwdriver was stuck through the end of her long braid, and sawdust sprinkled her hair, thanks to the final planing she had given the deck of the airship earlier.
“Why don’t you just tell me what you want?” Kali asked. “I’m not the naive girl who fell for your glacier-slick tongue before. I’m older now. Wiser. Mature.”
“Mature? You’re eighteen, and it’s only been four months since I left you.”
“I left you. And nearly blew up your nuts.” She jerked the rifle toward the door. “Now go away.”
“What? You just invited me to tell you what I want.”
“That was a rhetorical question, not an invitation.” Kali sighted down the rifle’s barrel.
“You’re not going to shoot me. You’re a good person.”
She fired.
Sebastian squawked, hurled himself backward, and landed in the muddy quagmire of thawing permafrost outside the door. In an ungainly combination of roll and sideways scramble, he dodged behind the protective cover of the wall.
With the rifle raised, another round automatically chambered, Kali waited for the inevitable return.
A couple of heartbeats passed—she imagined him patting himself down for bullet wounds, despite the lack of pain he had to have noticed—and then another distressed squawk competed with the distant buzz of a sawmill.
“My hat?” Sebastian leaned around the doorframe. Mud spattered his suit, his hair, and smudged his jaw. He thrust his top hat aloft, displaying the daylight now visible through a bullet hole. “That was a little reckless, don’t you think?” Though he tried for nonchalance, the way he kept most of his body out of sight meant he was no longer positive she wouldn’t shoot him. Good.
“You’re right.” Kali lowered the rifle. “When the bullet passed through the hat, it might have hit an innocent passerby.”
“I meant reckless for me! If you’d missed by a half an inch, you could have shot me in the brain.”
“Nonsense. Your brain isn’t that large. I wasn’t even close. Besides, I’m a better shot than I used to be. I’ve been the beneficiary of lessons.” She wondered if mentioning her business partner was a talented bounty hunter would intimidate him—or make him more likely to stay and ask questions. The latter would be intolerable.
“Look.” Sebastian eased inside again, hands spread wide. “Just give me two minutes to explain why I’m here. If you’re not interested in my offer, I’ll leave you alone forever.”
“Without tipping off flash-gold-hunting pirates and thieves on your way out of town?”
He winced. “Kali, I never meant to get those men on your trail. I was just mad and—”
“That dog won’t hunt. Say your piece and absquatulate.”
“I just filed for a claim on Sixty Mile,” Sebastian said. “I want you to help me work it. We’ll split whatever we find.”
Kali stared at him, both because the idea of him “working” was ludicrous and because... “Panning for gold? That’s for fools who don’t understand statistics.”
“Don’t you know how much gold is being found out there right now? Once word gets south, people will be swarming to Dawson. Thousands, maybe tens of thousands. Those who file now will get rich, while those who arrive too late will be lucky to work for bread and salt, mining somebody else’s claim.”
“Prospecting is hard work,” Kali said. “I don’t believe you’ll be out there getting your hands dirty.”
“I’ll be out there. Directing others to get their hands dirty. I’ve already hired a team.”
“Then why do you need me?” she asked.
“To be my engineer. You think I’m going to go at this like some rube straight off the steamer from San Francisco? Panning in the shallows? I’ve got boilers on the way. We’re going to build steam shovels and pumps so we can dig down to hunt for veins. Word around Dawson is you’re the best mechanic around.”
“I see,” Kali said. “You spent three months courting me, and presumably time before that researching me to learn how to get at my father’s secrets, and yet you had to hear from strangers that I’m good with my hands.” The urge to shoot the man spilled into her again.
Sebastian’s lips twitched, as if they were trying to form a scowl, but he forced a smile back into place. “Are you interested or not? Half the gold we pull out of the claim is yours.”
She doubted that would prove true, but even if he was not lying, the answer was the same: “No.”
“I thought you wanted to get out of the Yukon. Here’s a chance. Besides, you’ll be safer in the wilderness if bounty hunters come looking for you. As long as you’re here, anyone in town can direct them to you.”
“A predicament I’m in only because of you.” Kali hefted the rifle again. “Now get out. As you can see, I’m not defenseless. And I already have a plan for getting out of the Yukon. One that’s far more likely to pan out than your gold claim.”
Sebastian scratched his head. “How could you possibly earn the money to go anywhere? Are you joining the girls of the line? You aren’t pretty enough to charge big money.”
Her grip tightened on the rifle. Maybe missing had been a mistake. She wasn’t sure if she was more insulted that he thought the only way a woman could earn money was by whoring or that he didn’t think her bright enough to find another way out of the north.
“Honey, don’t look so shocked. You clean up all right when you get out of those man-clothes, but nobody’s paying more than pennies for half breeds. Ruse or not, you should thank me for spending time with you because no man with teeth, hair, and halfway decent prospects would look twice at someone like you.”
Kali stood so still she forgot to breathe. How was it that he still had the power to make her feel like the sludge in the bottom of a sluice box?
“Problem?” a familiar voice came from outside.
Cedar stepped across the threshold, ducking his head to keep from clunking it on the frame. His broad shoulders filled the doorway, and Sebastian eased back a few steps. Cedar wore clothing practical to the rough-around-the-edges town: deerskin trousers, work shirt, oilskin duster, and a black slouch hat that threw his face into shadows. Kali knew his features by heart, though, and hoped Sebastian felt intimidated when he took in Cedar’s strong square jaw, cool blue eyes, and the scar on his cheek that proclaimed him a survivor of at least one knife battle. Both a rifle barrel and a sword hilt were visible over his shoulder.
“No problem.” Sebastian removed his hat and bowed as deeply as he had for Kali, though he paused on the way up to scowl at the hole in the beaver fur.
“Cedar,” Kali said. “This is Sebastian.” She put enough emphasis on the name to make it clear this was The Sebastian. While she had not shared much of her past with Cedar—being fool enough to get betrayed by a con man was nothing to be proud of—he knew Sebastian was the reason bounty hunters, pirates, and other opportunistic thugs were calling upon her now.
A silent moment passed as Cedar studied Sebastian from boots to top hat.
“Want me to kill him?” he asked.
The offer didn’t surprise Kali so much that she dropped the rifle, but she did fumble it. He was kidding, wasn’t he?
“Uh, pardon?” Sebastian glanced back and forth between them.
“I don’t know,” Kali said, meeting Cedar’s eyes over Sebastian’s head. “Is there a bounty out on him?”
“I could check. After I kill him.”
Sebastian raised a hand. “Are we joshing? I don’t have a bounty on my head. I’m a law-abiding citizen.”
“Yes, apparently swindling women isn’t against the law,” Kali muttered.
“We could tell the Mounties it was a mistake,” Cedar said. “I’ve taken out enough criminals for them that they wouldn’t likely arrest me.”
“Who are you?” Sebastian asked.
“I’m her—”
“Beau,” Kali blurted before Cedar could say business partner.
Then she groaned inwardly, hating herself for the ridiculous impulse. She did not respect women who played games instead of simply speaking the truth, and here she was, trying to look good for Sebastian. Like a woman who could get a man with teeth and hair, thank you very much.
“Yes,” Cedar said, deadpan. “Yes, I am.”
“You?” Sebastian asked with insulting skepticism. “You’re courting her? Why?”
Cedar strolled inside, not-so-accidentally bumping Sebastian with his shoulder on the way past, and joined Kali. Despite the hat shadowing his face, she caught the glimmer of amusement in his eyes. Good. She was relieved. He always seemed to tolerate her wit, if she could call it that, but he had never intimated that they should have a relationship that was anything but professional. Oh, there were days when she thought he was trying to impress her, but the couple of times she had hinted that they might go have a drink at the dancing hall, he had rejected the idea, pointing out that she would be unwise to attend such public venues, given the bounty on her head. She had not had the courage to suggest a private dinner.
“Because,” Cedar said, wrapping his arms around her from behind, “I’d be a fool not to.”
Something clunked against her collar bone. A rock. It dangled on a chain around his neck. She had never seen it before and could not guess why he might wear such a thing. Well, she’d ask later. Now, thanks to her big mouth, she had a part to play.
Kali leaned against Cedar, enjoying the startled expression on Sebastian’s face despite herself. Even through the layers of clothing that separated her from Cedar, she could feel the hard muscles of his chest and arms. He spent a lot of time training to be a capable bounty hunter. The evidence of that training felt nice. All right, more than nice.
“Are you sure you don’t want me to kill him for you?” Cedar asked. “It’d be worth going to jail if it made you happy.”
Sebastian coughed. “Er, I’ll just, uh. I’ll go now. Yes.” He backed out the door. “My offer’s still good if you change your mind Kali!”
The door thumped shut so hard it bounced open again.
A couple of seconds passed before Cedar released her, and she found herself wishing he wouldn’t, but he stepped away, arms dropping. The cold air against her back made her aware of his absence.
Kali turned to face him. “That was...” Nice of you, she thought. Pleasant. Something we should do again without silly pretexts or ex-beaus looking on. “Scratchy,” she said instead. “I hope you shave that stubble before entertaining the ladies at the dancing halls. And why are you wearing a rock like it’s a diamond?”
Cedar’s brows arched.
Kali closed her eyes. She was an idiot. “I mean, thanks for, you know. Helping.”
“You’ve told me enough about what he’s done,” Cedar said. “Reckon I wouldn’t mind tormenting him some for you, though I do need to retract my offer of a killing. I must find Cudgel Conrad and avenge my brother before I do something that could see me hanged or jailed for years.”
“Understandable.” Despite all her threats, she could not find it in herself to wish Sebastian dead anyway. She wasn’t the sort to kill folks, making it strange that she’d partnered up with a bounty hunter, but Cedar’s deal had been too good to resist, and she did not have so many allies that she could turn them away.
“And this—” Cedar lifted the rock and spun it, “—is a lodestone. I won it gambling. It’s supposed to bring luck.”
“If the previous owner lost it gambling, it can’t be that lucky.”
“True, but the chain is silver. I can always sell it.”
Ah, yes, speaking of monetary matters... “Did you find Koothrapai?” she asked, naming a deserter-turned-murderer-and-rapist who had come to Dawson to escape the law. Normally she left the scouting of targets to Cedar, but the thug had wandered past her shop, and she had recognized him from the newspaper.
“Yes,” Cedar said.
“And did you...?” Kali glanced at his sword.
“Yes.”
“And collected the reward money?”
“Yes.”
She waited. This was the point when he usually handed over her share. He did not.
“We’re not splitting this one?” Kali asked. It was understandable, since she had done little to help this time, but Cedar had stipulated a fifty-fifty cut when she first agreed to work with him, modifying his weapons and making useful criminal-thwarting gadgets.
Cedar hesitated before answering. “I did not have need of your services to take Koothrapai down.”
“True, but I did alert you to the man’s presence in town.”
“Which began a three-day hunt, during which I had to traipse all over the valley after a man who served as a scout and knew how to hide his tracks and fight when cornered.”
“Yes, but you like those activities.”
“I do. My argument is that your portion of the work was not commensurate with a fifty percent cut.”
Kali propped her hands on her hips. “Really. Did you use any of my smoke nuts?” she asked, naming the shrapnel-flinging smoke grenades that were one of her trademark inventions.
He hesitated again. “Yes.”
“See, I helped. You just tracked him down. It’s not my fault it took you three days. A trained hound could do that job.”
His nostrils flared and his eyes grew flinty. Even before that, Kali regretted her words. He was her only friend here—one of her only friends in the world.
She rubbed her face. “I’m sorry, but I need money to build my airship.”
“Perhaps,” Cedar said, “in this instance, a nominal finder’s fee would be suitable.”
She closed her eyes, glad he was too mature to lash out at her life’s work the way she had at his. Or maybe she wished he would. It was hard knowing she was the childish one.
“A finder’s fee?” Kali asked, glad she managed a reasonable tone of voice. She almost gave in out of hand, but if she accepted those terms once, might he not try to press them on her every time? If so, it could take her years to reach her goal. “You said we were partners who would split everything fifty-fifty. I came along because you seemed like the best bet for earning the money for the parts and raw materials that can one day get me out of this frozen-eight-months-out-of-the-year hell.”
“Is that the only reason you came with me?” Cedar asked, surprising her. That wasn’t what he was supposed to latch onto.
“What?” she asked. Was he trying to derail her argument? “Of course that’s why I came. What other choice did I have? You cost me any chance of winning that dog sled race and getting my airship money that way.”
“I see.” He sounded disappointed in her.
And that made her bristle more than the money. “I can’t order what I need if all I’m getting are ‘finder’s fees.’ Once I have everything I need, I’ll help you for free while I’m building my airship. That’ll take months. And, listen, if you haven’t found Cudgel in that time, I’ll help you hunt him down.” She tried a smile. “By air.”
Cedar’s eyebrows disappeared beneath the brim of his hat. There, that had him intrigued. “Perhaps,” he said, “but I’m hoping we won’t need that much time. When I was turning in Koothrapai’s head, I ran into an old comrade who gave me a tip.”
He gripped her arms. His eyes burned with an intensity that had not been there during their argument.
“On where to find Cudgel?” Kali asked.
“Possibly.” Cedar noticed his grip and released her. “One of Cudgel’s trusted men, John Wilder—or Wild John as he goes by—just registered a claim up river. His head is worth a couple hundred dollars, but more importantly: when he’s around, Cudgel’s never far off.”
Kali forced a smile, trying to show she was happy for him, but her first thought was that he’d have little reason to stick around and work with her once he’d completed his quest. “Think he’s here, trying to get rich?” she asked. He was probably waiting for her to say something encouraging.
“Must be.” Cedar nodded. “Your old beau is right.”
She winced. She did not want that word associated with her and Sebastian.
“Big finds were made here last year,” he said, “and folks’ll be flooding the town this summer. The population’s already growing.”
“I know. This is all new. My mother’s people had a camp here when I was a girl. Nothing short of gold would make men stupid enough to build a city on land that turns into a swamp when it thaws. I used to—er, wait. You were standing outside, listening to our conversation?” That meant he had heard those insults. The last thing she wanted from him—or anybody—was pity.
“Ah. Well...” Cedar removed his hat and scraped his fingers through his tousled black hair. “When I heard the gunshot, I ran over to check on you. Thought bandits might have invaded the shop. Then, when I figured that wasn’t the case, I wasn’t sure if I should walk in or not.”
“Oh.”
“Are you game to help with Wilder?” he asked.
“Yes,” Kali said, glad to change the subject. “You want to go out and check on his claim, see if he’s about?”
“Yes, but claim jumpers are a problem up here, aren’t they? Folks might get suspicious if we’re roaming about, peering about people’s properties.”
“You think someone is going to mistake me for a claim jumper?” Kali patted her overalls, causing tools to clink and clatter.
“You, perhaps not. But it’s possible folks might think me...” He touched the scar on his cheek.
“Menacing?”
“Dangerous,” Cedar said.
“Dangerously menacing?”
“I’m not menacing. Villains are menacing.”
“You cut people’s heads off, Cedar.”
“I cut villains’ heads off.”
“Which is a menacing practice,” Kali said.
“A noble one. I help bring peace and justice to the world.”
“Menacingly.” She bit her lip to keep a grin from sprawling across her face. She much preferred it when they were not arguing about anything serious.
Cedar stuffed his hat back on his head and glowered at her from the shadows it cast over his face.
“Yes, exactly. That’s menacing.” Figuring he might not appreciate further teasing, she switched the topic. “So, what’s the plan for investigating this Wild fellow’s claim? Want me to pack a bunch of tools and parts in case we need to do anything creative?”
“Wouldn’t you do that whether I wanted to or not?”
“Well, yes.”
Kali looked around, already figuring how much she could stuff into a packsack. She eyed the airship model, wishing she could bring it along, not because it would serve any purpose but because it would be fun to fly it out in the open. Best to lock it up in her hidden, booby-trapped flash-gold vault though. No need to tempt the world.
“After you pack,” Cedar said, “let’s head over to the claims office and see what piece of land your Sebastian filed.”
Kali had turned toward her workbench to gather her gear, but she tripped over her feet at this last comment. “What? Why?”
“He offered you a job, didn’t he? His claim might be close to Wilder’s since they filed at similar times. We could pretend to work for him while spying on the other man.”
“I don’t want to work for him, I want to shoot him.”
“Perhaps we’ll have a gunfight with Cudgel’s men and he’ll get caught in the crossfire.”
“Cedar... This isn’t a good idea. We can’t trust him.”
“We don’t have to. We shouldn’t have to stay there long.”
Kali sighed. “Fine.”
Glass clanked outside the door.
Kali frowned. Was someone out there listening to them?
Before she finished the thought, Cedar had run to the doorway. He stepped outside and paused.
“Someone there?” Kali asked.
“They were.”
She joined him outside before liquid-filled bottles hanging from ropes attached to an eave. The rudimentary “thermometer” had come with the warehouse. The various liquids—mercury, coal oil, Jamaica Ginger extract, and Perry Davis Painkiller—froze at temperatures ranging from forty to seventy below zero, thus providing an indicator of the severity of a winter day. With the warmer spring weather, none were in danger of freezing now, and the contents sloshed inside the bottles, as if some wind buffeted them—or someone had bumped into them.
Cedar pointed to footprints in the mud under the thermometer.
“Sebastian?” Kali guessed.
“Different prints.” Cedar waved to the deep boot marks on the other side of the door, where Sebastian had stood to lean inside. The new ones were no larger than Kali’s own footprints. “Judging by the stride length, the person sprinted away.”
Kali peered up and down the street, wondering if anyone had seen the eavesdropper.
The covered boardwalks fronting the log saloons, gambling halls, and boarding houses were empty. A horse team pulling a wagon struggled with deep mud in the nearest intersection, but the drover, busy with his whip, did not glance her way. Nor did any of the people conversing on the wood porch in front of Gamgee’s Mercantile & Liquor give any indication that suspicious folk had been about.
“I’ll see if I can track him—or her—down,” Cedar said. “Want to pack whatever you’ll need for the trip and meet me at the claim office in an hour?”
“That depends,” Kali said. “When we take down Cudgel, am I getting fifty percent or a finder’s fee?”
“I’d like your full help for Cudgel, which is worth half of the five-thousand-dollar bounty.”
She swallowed. Twenty five hundred dollars? With that kind of money, she could order brand new parts instead of scrounging for used pieces and putting them to creative new uses. She could even hire people to help her assemble her airship. Within the year, she could finish it and be sailing south, over the mountains and far away from icy, dark winters where the sun did not shine for months.
“An hour to get ready?” she asked. “Who needs that much time? I’ll meet you there in thirty minutes.”
Cedar lifted two fingers to the brim of his hat in salute and trotted toward the end of the building where the prints disappeared around the corner. He paused. “By the way...the ladies at the dancing hall like my stubble.”
Before she could decide if she wanted to retort, he jogged out of sight.
 

* * * * *
 

Kali squished through the mud, her bulky packsack bumping on her back. She crossed Main Street and headed for the wooden steps of the claim office. Piles of dirty gray snow, sunken and melted like candle wax, hunkered against its walls. Dwindling icicles dripped water from the eaves, vexing people striding along the boardwalk below.
Layers of clothing served as a method of identifying newcomers. Natives who had suffered through the long frigid winter welcomed the cloudy skies and forty-degree temperatures with rolled-up shirt sleeves, while those fresh to the Yukon were bundled in scarves and jackets against weather that had to seem nippy for May.
“Kali!” came Cedar’s voice from above.
He, too, had gathered his gear, and he trotted down the stairs with a packsack and rolled blankets riding on his back along with rifle and sword. He joined her at the base of the steps.
“Good news. Sebastian Bosomhall’s claim is diagonally across the river from Wilder’s. We’ll be able to observe the enemy camp.”
“Good,” Kali said. “I guess.” She struggled to find enthusiasm for working with Sebastian again. Maybe one of the claims directly adjacent to Wilder’s would consider hiring them.
Cedar cleared his throat. “Bosomhall? That’s his name? You’re fortunate his marriage offer wasn’t in earnest. That’d be a curse of a surname to have hung around one’s neck.”
“I’m still waiting to learn your name, MK,” she said, citing the letters etched on the inlay of his Winchester. “If you were to file for a claim, what would you write down? Assuming the claim is only binding if you use your legal name.”
“Since I’m not filing for a claim, there’s no need to speak of it.”
“Why don’t you tell people? Is it embarrassing? Do you believe sharing it would concede some power over you to someone else?” Her mother had believed that, but perhaps it had been a truth for her. She had possessed otherworldly powers few understood. Kali preferred to think it was that talent that had driven her mother mad enough to kill herself—not disappointment in her only child.
“I don’t use it anymore. What’s important now is that we can move forward with this task. If we leave now and walk fast, we can get to Bosomhall’s claim today. From there, I can spy on John Wilder and—” Cedar clenched a fist, “—find out where Cudgel is.”
Kali let him drop the name issue, though she planned to pry the secret out of him someday.
“Did you find our eavesdropper?” she asked as they squished down the muddy street toward the river beyond. A road meandering past the docks would take them out of town and toward the claims.
“No. I followed her for several blocks, which was difficult since she seemed cognizant of being tracked and chose well-traveled streets.”
“She?” Kali asked.
“I thought the tracks might belong to a boy at first, but hips give a gait a distinctive sway, usually identifiable in one’s footprints.” They turned to follow the waterline. “The tracks left town and veered into the trees. The trail ended behind a hill where two lines gouged a snow drift. Logs might have rested there, or boards. They were parallel, like a pair of large skis. Ideas?”
“I...no.”
“Coincidence perhaps. She may have taken to the trees. I chose to return for our meeting instead of scouting further.”
“Good.” Kali stopped before the last dock. It sported a tiny log boathouse. “A girl likes to hear that a man would rather turn his back on intrigue than miss a scheduled date with her.”
Cedar tilted his head. “I returned because the possibility of finding Cudgel is my priority.”
“I see. I’m incidental.” She strode onto the dock.
“No, I didn’t mean to imply you weren’t important. I—where are you going?” Thumps sounded as he jogged to catch up with her. “I’ll keep an eye out for this woman. If she’s a threat to you, I’ll protect you. Or I’ll watch your back while you hurl smoke nuts at her and shoot her. Whatever you wish.”
“So long as Cudgel isn’t around?”
“Kali...”
She stopped in front of the tiny boathouse door and lifted a hand. “Relax, I’m not angry. I know Cudgel’s your life’s quest. And I’m just... Look, I appreciate that you humor me by listening to me prattle about my work. Not many people want to have anything to do with me.” And if she wished he might be more than a business partner, well, that was not something she should wish for.
“I don’t humor you,” Cedar said. “I’m interested in your work. Especially when you’re making weapons and explosives. And modifying my rifle.”
She smiled. That did seem to tickle him. She had modified the loading mechanism on his Winchester to work like hers, automatically chambering a new round after the first bullet fired. She wondered what those dancing hall ladies thought when he insisted on sleeping with the rifle.
“And I’m currently interested in why we’re standing here. The mining claims are that way.” Cedar pointed upriver. “Unless you intend to steal a boat?”
“No, I made a deal with a fellow who lost his fishing boat last fall. I fixed his furnace in exchange for free rent.”
“Free rent for what?”
“You’ll see.” Kali patted her pockets. “Uh oh, did I forget the key?”
“It doesn’t look like you forgot anything.” Cedar’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he nodded at her lumpy, bulging packsack. “Except a blanket. Or did you intend to share my Euklisia Rug?” he asked, naming his fancy bedroll. “To further the guise of us as lovers?”
Heat flushed her cheeks. “No! I mean... I just assumed since Sebastian offered employment, he would provide the basics.” Dear Lord, this plan would involve her having to back up her thoughtless proclamation. Possibly for days. One ill-considered word. She groaned.
“You needn’t appear so appalled,” Cedar said. “I’ve been told I’m a fine companion. True, my face is a little battered, but I make up for it with what’s beneath my clothing.” He smiled, but it faltered immediately. “I didn’t mean anything lurid by that. Just that some women have suggested my physique is pleasant to, uhm, need help with that lock?”
Kali shook her head and dug out a couple of fine tools. Quicker to pick the lock than run back through all that mud to the workshop. “I’m sure you’re fine.” More than fine. “I just don’t sleep with men whose names I don’t know.”
“Ah.”
If she had thought her statement would motivate him to reveal his name, she was mistaken. He merely watched her until the lock thunked and she pushed the door open.
“Huh,” he said.
“What?”
“You can pick locks.”
Kali shrugged and walked into the boathouse. “I can make locks. Picking them is easy.”
“Remind me not to throw you in shackles.”
“Is that something you contemplate often?” Kali untied a tarp draping a chest-high, six-foot-long object that rested not in the water but on the dock.
“Not...often.” Cedar smiled and lifted a finger, as if he might say more, but the words changed to a gasp when she removed the tarp, revealing the machine beneath. “Whoa. What is that?”
The reverence in his tone warmed her far more than the spring weather, and she forgot his fumbled words on the dock.
“Just a little hobby,” Kali said. “You know I’ve been antsy waiting for the parts I ordered to come upriver. I’m calling this a self-automated bicycle.” Few bicycles had tires that thick and rugged—or a smokestack for that matter—but it was close enough. “It’ll take time to heat up the boiler, but it can take us up the trail at ten to twenty miles an hour, depending on the terrain. We can be at Sebastian’s claim in time to watch him cook us supper.” She pointed at the broad seat. “I made it big enough for two.”
Cedar touched the head-high smokestack rising from the compact boiler in the back, then slid his hand along the sturdy black frame. “It’s fantastic,” he breathed.
Kali grabbed a shovel from a coal bin in the corner, intending to load the firebox, but Cedar took the tool from her.
“Allow me,” he said.
“If it’ll make you feel useful.”
“Your gratitude always warms me.”
Kali smirked. “Are these the times you start thinking of shackles?”
“Maybe.”
Her humor faded. “Cedar, I’d like to ask a favor before we go. Can I give you something to hold for me? I, of course, figure I can handle myself in a brawl, especially if I have my tools, but I don’t believe an army could get through you.”
Cedar, a shovel full of coal poised in the air, tilted his head, eyebrows raised.
Kali checked outside the door to make sure nobody was lurking on their dock, then fished a tiny bundle out of her pocket. She unwrapped two vials filled with golden flakes that pulsed with soft yellow light.
“With the help of my model, I’ve done some calculations,” Kali said, “and I don’t believe I’ll need the entire brick you saw to power the airship. I shaved off some flakes in case I need to use them on something to help you with Cudgel.”
Cedar gazed not at the gold but at her face. “I’m not quite clear on what your flash gold does but I know it’s precious, especially to you. I appreciate this gesture.”
“It’s a power source,” Kali said. “More than that, it’s...well, it has properties. You can imbue it with commands, sort of like teaching a dog to sit and stay. Nothing fancy, mind you, and not a long list, but, a sample as large as my brick could accept a series as complicated as a punchcard program for a loom. My father was working on even more complexity when he died. He was always disappointed I couldn’t...”
A whistle of steam escaped from the vent. The bicycle was ready.
“Never mind.” Kali pressed the vials into Cedar’s hands. “Take care of them.”
“I will,” he said.
 




PART II
 

The self-automated bicycle or SAB, as Kali shortened it to in her mind, chugged over the uneven trail, its broad tires thus far handling the roots, rocks, and snow patches. The mud was more problematic, but it thinned as they climbed away from the morass pooled beneath Dawson.
The sun came out, dappling the forest floor, and Kali found herself enjoying the trip. The road narrowed to a trail following the river, and she and Cedar had to duck periodic branches, but that did not bother her enough to tear the grin from her face. So far the SAB was doing well on its first expedition.
The wildlife seemed less enthused with the machine. Whenever it neared, shrubbery thrashed as critters fled the trail. A part of her hoped a stubborn moose would stand in their path, staring them down, so she would have an excuse to try the steam horn.
“When do I get to drive?” Cedar asked a couple of miles into the trip.
“When you build one of your own,” Kali said over her shoulder.
She was trying to ignore him and the fact that her lack of handles or grip bars for the rear passenger meant he had to use her to hold on. The sensation of hands resting on her waist—and twice all the way around her when they ascended a steep incline—was not...unpleasant but it made her think of things unrelated to mechanics and steering. Things that were wholly inappropriate, given that they were on a quest to find and kill someone.
“Do you still not trust me fully?” Cedar asked. “Or are you simply unable to relinquish control over your devices?”
She smiled. The latter, of course, but... “How can I trust a man with so many secrets?”
“Are you referring to my name again?”
“That and other things. Aside from those brief revelations at my old workshop when you were trying to enlist my aid against Cudgel, you’ve never spoken about yourself. You—”
A shadow fell across the trail—a large shadow.
“What’s that?” Kali slowed down.
It disappeared as quickly as it had come, and beams of sunlight found the forest floor again.
“A cloud?” she asked.
“No,” Cedar said.
Yes, that had come and gone too quickly to be a cloud. Eagles were common in these parts, but that had been too large a shadow to indicate a bird.
Kali stopped the SAB and dropped her feet to the ground. Spruce and pine branches created a latticework overhead, impeding the view of the sky.
“An airship?” she asked, thinking of the pirates who had attacked her in the dog sled race months earlier.
“I don’t think it was that big,” Cedar said. “And it moved quickly for an airship. Listen.”
With the chugging pistons of her vehicle stilled, Kali could hear more of the sounds around her. No hint of bird chattered cheered the forest. Something else sounded in the distance however. Faint clacks and clanks.
“Some sort of machinery?” Cedar suggested.
“Hm.” The sounds were already fading, as if they belonged to a vehicle driving—or flying?—away. The idea seemed preposterous. Who up here besides her made such things? The townsfolk of Dawson, while not quite as quick to curse her and call her a witch as those of Moose Hollow, thought her peculiar and her inventions doubly so.
The sounds faded altogether, leaving the forest silent except for the soft rumble of her own vehicle’s idling engine and the rush of the nearby river.
“Maybe it’s nothing,” Cedar said. “We could be close to a claim where people are using steam machinery.”
“Or maybe somebody’s hunting me,” Kali said. When she had left Moose Hollow, she had not told anyone where she was going except her friend Nelly, and nobody had attacked her since she arrived in Dawson. Given the proximity of the two towns, and the size of the bounty on her head, she was surprised it had taken this long for anyone to find her.
“A possibility,” Cedar said.
“Should we take any precautions?” she asked, willing to concede to his wisdom when it came to matters of battle.
“Yes.”
“Such as?”
“You should let me drive so I can familiarize myself with the workings of the vehicle.”
She glared over her shoulder and found him smiling.
“Are you truly using the possibility of a new and dangerous enemy to further your argument for why you should be allowed to play with my bicycle?”
“If we’re attacked,” Cedar said, his smile widening, “and there’s an incident rendering you unconscious, I should know how to work this contraption so I can port you back to civilization.”
“You needn’t look so excited at the prospect of my incapacitation.”
“I merely believe in being prepared. May I drive?”
“No.” Kali shoved the lever that controlled the speed, and the SAB surged forward. “If I’m knocked out, wave smelling salts under my nose. I’ll rouse myself enough to drive.”
They continued onward for another hour, navigating around mud puddles and horse droppings on the trail. Twice more Kali heard the clanking sound in the distance, though whatever was making it did not venture close enough to be seen through the evergreen canopy. Nor did another shadow darken the path.
They came to the edge of a meadow with the burned hull of an abandoned log cabin hunkering in the middle. Half its roof had caved in, and the door hung from a single, rusty hinge. Drifts of snow framed the clearing, though it had melted in spots touched by sunlight, leaving patches of matted dead grass.
The trail passed through the meadow, but Cedar gripped her shoulder before they entered it.
“Stop here,” he said.
“A likely ambush point?” she guessed.
“Yes.”
Kali gazed at the unimpeded expanse of sky before them. “I am reminded of the open area where that airship attacked us on our last outing together.” She eyed the sky again. She did not hear any of those clanks at the moment, but...
“While I’d enjoy driving this,” Cedar said, “I’d prefer you be conscious at the time in order to give me instructions. Can we go around the clearing and stay under the cover of the forest?”
She eyed the shrubs and brambles growing between the trees. “Not unless you want to cut a path with your sword.”
“I don’t cut vegetation with my blade. It would take an hour anyway. It’s not that big of a clearing. We’ll chance it.”
“If you say so.” Kali eased the SAB into the meadow. “I suppose if you’re wrong, there’s always the chance an assailant will target you first. You are larger and more menacing.”
“I prefer I be conscious for my first driving lesson as well,” Cedar said. “And I’m dangerous, not menacing.”
They had traveled less than a third of the way into the clearing when the clanks sounded. Kali should have groaned and sent an irritated eye roll to the heavens, but her curiosity distracted her. She wanted to see the source.
She did not have to wait long.
A metallic...contraption with giant mesh butterfly wings bobbed over the treetops. The clanks grew louder as it approached the meadow, and moving machinery came into the view. The wings flapped in synchronization with the clanks. Kali craned her neck, searching for another source for the craft’s propulsion. The large wings might keep the flying machine aloft once it gained momentum and found a place in the air, but they could not provide enough thrust to carry it into the skies. Could they? The metal frame appeared too sturdy to be light, and a compact furnace and copper boiler behind the pilot’s seat must add significant weight. Could magic be involved? Or even...flash gold? Was it possible there was more out there?
Kali’s fingers twitched at the idea of clambering about the thing, investigating every inch. The rider sitting at the controls might object. Wrapped in brown, head included, the figure was impossible to identify, though from the slightness of the form, Kali guessed it might be a woman. The one who had eavesdropped on them? Goggles covered the person’s eyes, making it impossible to read her face, though Kali had a sense of determination.
“...faster?” Cedar was saying.
“What?” Kali had been so focused on the air vehicle and its pilot she had missed his words.
“Can’t you go faster? She’s aiming for us!”
Before she could answer, a rifle shot fired behind her ear. She flinched and nearly lost grip of the handlebars, a calamity that would have pitched them over sideways.
She glanced back as Cedar fired a second shot. “What are you doing? She hasn’t even—”
Something thumped to the earth ten meters before them.
Cedar grabbed Kali’s arm. “Veer away. Veer away!”
More on instinct—and his orders—than out of understanding, Kali pulled and pushed on opposing handles and leaned into a hard turn. They skidded as wheels ground on old snow, but they caught, and the SAB sped to the side.
A concussive roar filled the clearing, and realization pelted Kali. No, that was shrapnel. It clanged off the SAB and hammered against the charred side of the log cabin.
Kali turned again, figuring the structure could provide cover. “She’s hurling grenades at us?”
“From a launcher in the front,” Cedar said. “It appears to be some sort of crossbow-like device, loaded with—”
Another grenade hit the ground, this one exploding right away.
Kali sped behind the wall of the cabin and yanked on the braking mechanism.
“—multiple projectiles,” Cedar finished.
Rifle in hand, he hopped off the SAB. Kali hesitated, reluctant to leave her vehicle for fear it would make an easy target if it was stationary. She probably ought to be more worried about being a target herself, but the idea of losing such a recent invention...
Cedar leaned around a corner of the cabin to fire again. Kali nudged the SAB into motion, rounded the other corner, and found the doorway. She considered the width. Could she fit her vehicle inside? Probably not.
Above, the flying contraption tilted, circling the end of the meadow to come back at them.
Cedar grabbed Kali’s arm. “Inside!”
“I don’t think it’ll fit,” she said.
“I meant you!”
The flyer flew closer, and Kali hesitated again, fascinated by the wings, the construction, and even the pilot. Was she the creator? Or had she merely purchased it?
The projectile launcher fired again.
“Kali!” Cedar pulled her toward the door.
Kali barely had time to grab her packsack and rifle.
An explosion rocked the earth, and she grabbed a log wall to keep her feet under her. Metal clanged as shrapnel hit the SAB. She growled, her awe over the steam flyer tamped down by her concern for her own vehicle. She dropped her packsack and readied her rifle.
Shadows danced on the earthen floor of the cabin as the flyer soared overhead. Rhythmic clanks echoed from the log walls. Though the fire-damaged roof held copious holes, the vehicle sped past too swiftly to target.
“We need a plan,” Kali said. “She’ll be coming around again.” And she would probably hurl the next grenade right in the cabin.
Cedar loaded a fistful of bullets into his rifle. “Yes?”
“The wings seem a potential target, but their surface area is great, so I doubt even a couple of dozen bullet holes would cause them to falter. A catastrophic boiler explosion will derail any steam engine, but engineers are well aware of that weakness and build them soundly. I doubt a bullet would pierce the plating, but it may be the most vulnerable part of the machine. Perhaps we should target the boiler and hope for the best.”
“I was just going to shoot the pilot,” Cedar said.
“Oh. I guess that could work too.”
When the clanks of the flyer grew louder again, Kali and Cedar stepped outside. She dropped to one knee and leaned around the corner of the cabin, rifle to her shoulder. Cedar stood above her, his weapon poised as well.
Something that looked like glass provided protection for the pilot, probably a deterrent to bugs and rain, but surely it would not stop a bullet. Kali eased her rifle up and placed the woman’s head in her sights. Her gut lurched at the idea of shooting at someone with the intent to kill—especially if that someone had invented that fascinated machine—but the woman was trying to blow them up.
Her finger found the trigger, but Cedar, doubtlessly with fewer qualms, fired first.
The bullet struck the protective shield in front of the woman’s eyes, and her head dropped out of view. The flyer lurched sideways and dipped toward the trees.
“Bulls-eye,” Cedar said with grim satisfaction.
But the flyer did not crash. Its nose elevated, and the craft skimmed the treetops. It knocked branches free with cracks that rang through the forest, but it soon flew higher again, out of danger. The flyer banked and turned back toward the meadow.
The pilot’s head was visible again through the clear shield. Concentric cracks ringed the spot where Cedar’s bullet had struck, but it must not have penetrated.
“Amazing,” Kali breathed. “There’s no way that’s glass. Unless it’s extremely thick, but the weight would be ridiculous, and a flying machine would need to be light, like an eagle’s hollow bones. It’d...”
She trailed off when she noticed Cedar’s glare. He seemed less amazed at the invulnerable shield and more irked.
“Sorry,” Kali said.
“Let’s go back to your idea,” he said as the flyer drew closer again. “You said I should aim at the boiler?”
Kali eyed the shield again. It protected the pilot to the front and the sides, but it was open on the top. Presumably the woman entered and exited the control seat from there. It left her no protection from projectiles from above, though she had no reason to anticipate weapons fire from overhead. Air vehicles were rare, and the flyer was quicker and far more maneuverable than an airship, so it could easily evade balloon-based transport.
When it came in for another pass, Cedar loosed a few ineffective rounds at the boiler. Kali considered the structure of the craft, especially the supports for the wings, supports that angled upward behind the pilot. She closed her eyes, remembering problems she had worked through in her father’s mathematics books. At the time, she had been trying to win his favor by showing interest in his studies. He had been too busy to notice, but she remembered many of the lessons, and a chapter of geometry problems involving balls on a billiards table came to mind.
“Same principle for bullets, right?” she murmured.
“What?” Cedar asked.
“See that support beam behind her?” Kali pointed. “You’re a better marksman than I am. Can you see if you can hit it...hm...about a foot above that joint?”
Cedar threw her a bewildered look, but he raised his Winchester and aimed when the flyer came into range. It bobbed toward them, a grenade ready in its launcher. Cedar grew still, then fired.
The bullet ricocheted off the angled support post and slammed into the back of the pilot’s shoulder.
This time she screamed—the first sound she had voiced—and the craft lurched. It sped off, wobbling as it skimmed the treetops. The nose came up briefly, but it dropped again, and Kali lost sight of the flyer. A thunderous crack sounded in the distance.
“Crash,” Kali murmured, imaging the twisted wreckage. She wished they could have downed the vehicle without destroying it.
“Crash,” Cedar agreed without any of her regret.
Kali leaned her rifle against the logs, jumped, caught the corner of the roof, and wriggled herself up top. Conscious of the fire damage, she stayed over the stout support beams as she crept to the peak. Though the trees still towered over her, the added height let her see smoke wafting in the distance. Definitely a crash.
Had it killed the woman? Her shoulders slumped with regret at the thought. It was silly, given the pilot’s inclination toward killing her, but Kali hoped the woman had survived. She ached to talk to her, to find out more about the craft.
A touch on her shoulder brought her attention back to the cabin. Cedar stood beside her.
“Good thinking,” he said.
“Er, yes, sorry it was slow to come. I wasn’t expecting to come face-to-face with...” Kali groped for a way to describe her feelings. Would he understand and forgive her for being so distracted? Or would he, the professional bounty hunter, believe there were no acceptable excuses?
“Your mechanically inclined twin?” Cedar asked. “Yes, that must have been surprising. And intriguing.”
Kali let out a sigh of relief. He did understand.
“Intriguing, yes.” She wanted nothing more than to hop down from the roof, sprint into the forest, and find that woman. “Any chance you’d like to delay our trip to Sebastian’s claim to go check on that smoke and question this woman if she’s still alive?”
Cedar gazed into the woods, not toward the smoke, but upriver, toward the claims. With one of the Cudgel’s allies nearby, he must feel the pull of his quest more than ever. But someone who had staked a claim was not going anywhere any time soon.
Perhaps the same thoughts spun through his head, for he sighed and said, “Yes, we should check the wreckage. If the woman recovers, she may come after you again.”
“Me? Are you sure she’s not after you? Perhaps she’s some ex-lover you irritated, and she’s been planning for years to take her revenge.”
“I don’t irritate my lovers.” He hopped off the roof.
“Just business partners?” Kali climbed down after him and gave him a smile to let him know she was joking.
Cedar did not return it. He looked...glum.
“Maybe there’ll be a bounty on her head, and it’ll be worth the side trip,” Kali said.
Cedar grunted and pointed at the SAB. “There won’t be a trail to the crash site. Think that can maneuver through the forest?”
“It’d probably get stuck in the snow or undergrowth,” Kali admitted, feeling a twinge of envy for the flyer. If she had an air-based vehicle, she wouldn’t have to worry about such pesky things. Someday, she promised herself, thinking of her airship design, though she was already wondering if the flyer might inspire modifications.
“Let’s walk then.” Cedar shouldered his packsack, and they set out.
 

* * * * *
 

A branch swung back and smacked Kali in the face. She grunted and scraped spruce needles out of her hair. They, along with twigs, leaves, and sap, already provided her braid with more decorations than a totem pole.
“I know I mentioned this before,” Kali said, “But you could cut some of this undergrowth with your sword.”
“One does not use a high quality, imported Japanese katana to whack weeds,” Cedar said.
“It came all the way from the Orient? You must have paid a fortune for it. Perhaps, to justify that substantial investment, you should use it for more than slicing people’s heads off.”
He slanted her a dark look over his shoulder. “I got it from Jiro, one of my early mentors. We were hunting a fellow who’d massacred a family in Florida when Jiro got shot in the leg. He said I wasn’t experienced enough to go after the man on my own; I was sixteen and figured I knew plenty. I left him to a doc and tracked the cutthroat all through the swamps. Nearly lost a leg to an alligator, but I got my man. Jiro said he’d been wrong, and I was ready to hunt on my own. He retired and gave me the katana to put to good use.”
Kali knew Cedar had traveled, but she had not realized how much. Even though a sane person would probably not be excited by stories of swamps and alligators, her heart ached with longing to see such places.
“Alligator tussle, huh?” she said. “Must have left a giant scar.”
“Yup.”
“Can I see it some time?”
“Reckon so.” Cedar glanced back, his expression lighter this time. A glint in his eyes suggested her interest pleased him. Men always liked to show off war wounds.
Kali dodged another branch whipping back in the wake of his passage and resolved to stay farther behind. Smoke thickened the air, though, promising they were close. She had to squash an urge to lean to the side or bounce up and down so she could see around Cedar. At one point, she tried to slip past him, but he blocked her with a gentle nudge. Being protective, was he?
Flames came into view, licking bark and nibbling spruce needles high up in trees. Broken branches hung from several trunks, but metal glinting on the forest floor drew Kali’s gaze downward.
She could not muster caution, and she darted past Cedar, this time evading his protective grasp.
Less wreckage than she expected scattered the forest floor. The vehicle’s wings drew her eye first. The fall had mangled them, warping the framework and tearing holes in the membrane. Kali rubbed the unique mesh between her fingers. Though cool and sleek like metal, it had a lightweight, sinuous nature unlike any alloy she knew about. She wished she could talk to the maker, discover what exactly this was and how to make it. Already, she could think of dozens of uses for it.
She slipped her knife out and cut a sample to take home.
A shadow fell over her shoulder, and Kali jumped. But it was only Cedar, rifle at the ready, guarding her back.
Still crouching, she surveyed the rest of the wreckage. “Where’s the furnace, the boiler, and the entire bottom of the flyer?”
“Where’s the woman?” Cedar asked.
“Yes, that’s a useful question too. Maybe the bottom half broke off from the top and landed somewhere else?”
He left her side and scouted the crash site. Only a few seconds passed before he stopped, pointed at the ground, and said, “No.”
Kali joined him. A pair of long, thin depressions gouged the spruce needles, mud, and snow. They headed inland in a straight line.
“These are the same width and depth of the lines behind the hill outside Dawson,” Cedar said, “except those were short and didn’t continue into the forest.”
The smell of freshly cut wood mingled with the smoke, and Kali spotted broken branches on either side of the tracks. Some had been snapped, but other larger ones were sawn off.
“Brilliant,” Kali breathed. “The lower half must be a ground vehicle that can work without the top half.” She had a hard time tearing her gaze from the tracks. Even the hewn branches impressed her—the vehicle must have some sort of fast-working saw created for brush clearing. She hadn’t thought to add that to her bicycle. “Cedar, I think I’m in love.”
“With the vehicle or the woman who wants to kill you?”
“The vehicle, one hundred percent. The woman... It depends on if she’s the person who made the vehicle or not.”
“I doubt she’ll prove lovable if she works for one of the gangster’s trying to collect the secrets in your head.”
Kali sniffed. “Nobody like that would work for a gangster.”
“You seem certain about a great number of things for someone so young and untraveled.”
“What great number of things?” she asked, annoyed to be reminded she had been so few places. That would change one day soon.
“The motives of villains. The fact that tracking is so easy a hound can do it.”
Ah, so that comment still rankled him. It had been unfair of her, but she had trouble admitting when she was wrong. “That’s only two things.”
“If we mean to track her down before dark, we can’t loiter.” Cedar strode up the center of the broad trail.
“What are you doing?” Kali blurted.
“Walking?”
“Up the middle of the trail? If I was wounded, and I thought someone was following me, I’d booby trap the most obvious route. We might get hurt if we presume it’s safe to amble up the hill after her.”
“You have an alternative proposition?” His tone held a struggling-for-patience edge.
He probably didn’t appreciate her telling him how to track. But this person was dangerous, maybe far more dangerous than the usual thugs he hunted down. He might need her help.
“Maybe we can guess where she’s going and avoid the tracks.”
Cedar waited, arms folded over his chest.
“She may have transportation,” Kali said, “but clearing the undergrowth will slow her, and we did shoot her, so she’ll need to stop to tend that wound soon.”
“Likely.”
“Do you have a map?” she asked.
Wordlessly, Cedar removed his packsack and withdrew a compass and map.
Kali unfolded the latter. Her people had camped up and down these rivers when she was growing up, and she knew the area well, but she wanted to see the overheard viewpoint since their attacker would have been watching the world from above.
“Maybe this ridge.” Kali tapped a stony gray terrain feature on the hand-colored map. “There are caves up there. Should be about three miles from here. I know a trail that heads up there. It’s out of our way, but it should be faster than cutting through the brush, especially since someone won’t deign to use his fancy pig sticker—”
“Katana,” Cedar said.
“Right, since someone won’t use his katana for brush clearing, it’ll be better to go the long way. It’ll put us up on top of the ridge where we can look down from above and maybe sneak up behind her.”
She caught Cedar gazing into the woods again, not toward the ridge or the direction of the tracks, but toward the river and the claims.
Kali returned the map. “This won’t take long. We’ll capture her and still make it up to Sebastian’s claim before it gets dark.”
“Hm,” was all Cedar said.
 

* * * * *
 

Late afternoon sun played tag with the clouds, though it did little to melt the snow on top of the ridge. Kali and Cedar knelt in a shadowy hallow, hidden from anyone looking up from below. She scanned the hillside with a collapsible spyglass, hoping to catch the smoke puffs of a steam engine. If they were out there, the forest cloaked them.
“Do you see the tracks?” she murmured. “If she drove in a straight line, she would have come out about there.”
Her alternate route up had taken an hour. Had the woman already come through and gone? Or was she hiding in a cave?
A creek meandered down into the valley, and Kali checked up and down the shoreline. It seemed a likely place for an injured person to stop for water and to attend a wound. The trees hid much, though, and even from the high ground, she could not see everything.
Cedar tapped her shoulder and pointed. She shifted the spyglass, thinking he had spotted their opponent. He was pointing out a doe and her fawn, down from the hills to drink.
“Cute,” Kali said, though she was more interested in finding the woman. They would have to go down there and... She could feel Cedar’s gaze upon her. She lowered the spyglass. “What?”
He lifted his eyebrows, and she had a feeling she had missed something.
“You were pointing at the deer weren’t you?” she asked. “I didn’t miss... Oh. Mama probably wouldn’t be roaming around down there with her baby if a human was nearby.”
“Especially a human driving a noisy, steam-powered contraption.”
“You don’t think she made it this far up?”
He did not answer, and Kali did not ask the other obvious question, whether he thought they had wasted time detouring out of the way.
“She was wounded,” Kali said. “Maybe she couldn’t continue this far.”
“What’s next?” Cedar asked.
Kali chewed on the inside of her cheek. He was letting her take the lead, maybe being nice...maybe giving her the rope to hang herself. She had asked for it, though, hadn’t she? After stopping him earlier, she could not bring herself to ask him to take over now.
“How about we follow the creek back down toward the crash site?” Kali suggested. “Maybe we’ll find she came part way up to the ridge and stopped to deal with her injury. If she turned a different direction, we’ll probably still come across her tracks.”
Cedar held out a hand, palm up. Yes, she was still the leader.
As they traipsed downhill, picking a tedious path between trees and through undergrowth, Kali grew aware of the passing minutes. Every time the sun poked through the clouds, her shadow grew longer and thinner where it stretched across the forest floor.
Where were those cursed tracks?
Now and then an animal would startle in the underbrush, and she’d jerk her rifle that way, half-expecting their opponent to jump out at them. Each time Kali would chastise herself—if anything, that woman would lob grenades at them from a distance, not attack at close range—but she remained on edge nonetheless.
“Kali.” Cedar pointed toward a muddy stretch of land to their right. The parallel tracks of the woman’s device.
Kali jogged to the spot. “Huh. Good eye. I wasn’t expecting them this far over.” She turned to get her bearings. The ridge stood over a mile away now, meaning they were almost halfway back to the wreckage. She sighed. Prudence be damned. She had wasted a lot of time trying to second-guess the woman. “They’re paralleling the ridge now, aren’t they?”
“Appears so.”
She gave him a flat look. “I know what you’re doing. You’re hoping I’ll be proved wrong, that tracking isn’t as easy as I claimed.”
“Shall we follow them?” Cedar asked. “Or do you still fear booby traps?”
“Follow,” Kali said, eyes narrowed. “But let’s keep our eyes open.”
“As you wish.”
The tracks only ran parallel to the ridge for a quarter of a mile. Then they surprised Kali by angling back toward the main river and the route she and Cedar had been on when they were attacked.
Her heart lurched. “We’re heading back toward the cabin.” And the SAB.
What if the woman, deeming her own transport too damaged to keep, stole Kali’s vehicle? While they were not so far from Dawson that they could not walk, she hated the idea of losing her latest invention. She had so many refinements she wanted to make. For one, a brush cutter was a brilliant idea. And she could add an—
“Kali!” Cedar grabbed her arm.
She tumbled back against him. “What is it?”
Nothing stirred in the brush, and birds chattered in a nearby thicket. When she detected nothing out-of-place in their surroundings, she searched his face. He was peering at the tracks a few feet in front of them.
“What’s that black rectangle?” he asked.
It took Kali a few seconds to find the object. There, mostly buried beneath needles and leaves, lay something flat and dark, the size of poker card.
“Back up,” she said.
When they had gone ten meters, she grabbed a rock and tossed it at the object. Her projectile clipped the corner. A boom thundered through the forest, and rock and dirt flew twenty feet into the air, pelting branches overhead and landing all about. Kali lifted an arm as shards rained down upon her and Cedar.
“There’s my booby trap.” Kali had no reason to be smug, not when she would have blundered onto it if Cedar had not stopped her, but being proven right about her hunch mollified her. The woman was someone to employ protective measures.
“And now the owner knows exactly where we are,” Cedar said, an eyebrow arched.
“Oh.” Yes, that sound had probably been audible for miles. Kali closed her eyes. Idiot. “Guess we could have gone around it without detonating it.”
“Likely.”
She would have given him a lengthy glower, but she was worried about her bicycle. With an eye toward the trail, she strode forward again. They passed—and avoided—three more booby traps before reaching the cabin.
“There’s the SAB!” Kali blurted, relieved when it came into sight.
She kept herself from running over to check it since the tracks led straight toward it. She and Cedar stepped carefully, searching for hazardous deposits on the ground. They found nothing more treacherous than a pile of bear dung, but Kali lingered a few feet from her vehicle without going close enough to touch it.
“Let’s be optimistic,” she finally said. “Maybe she knew we were after her and went straight through.” She pointed to the tracks, which continued past the bicycle and back down the road she and Cedar had followed up the river. It made sense that the woman would need to return to town to have her wound treated.
“She stopped here.” Cedar pointed to the ground next to the bicycle. “The tracks are deeper where the vehicle came to rest.”
Kali groaned. She spent the next fifteen minutes inspecting the SAB, checking all the spots she would booby trap if her goal were to incapacitate someone’s steam vehicle.
Cedar spent the time leaning against a tree, cleaning beneath his fingernails with a knife. “Shall I set up camp?” he asked at one point.
“No, but I wouldn’t mind something to eat, if you’re offering,” Kali said, her voice echoing oddly since she had her head stuck in the furnace. The fire had burned out while she and Cedar were roaming the hills. When he did not respond to her comment, she withdrew her head and looked at him. “Oh, was that sarcasm?”
His eyebrow twitched. “Possibly.”
He had to be getting impatient with this side trip. Might he be wondering why he had bothered to take her along? Aside from providing a mode of transport, what had she done to assist him? Even the transportation was of dubious worth. He would be closer to Wilder’s claim by now if he had walked up the trail.
Maybe they would catch this woman and find out she was some sort of super villain with a huge bounty on her head, and that would make this detour worthwhile.
Kali climbed on top of the SAB seat. Though the bicycle was a broad, sturdy contraption, it wobbled under her weight, and she kept a hand on the smokestack for balance. She peered inside it. And froze.
“What the blazes is that?”
“What?” Cedar strode over.
Something dark and lumpy nestled inside the smokestack. It lacked the clean lines of the booby trap from the trail and did not appear mechanical—or explosive—but Kali stared at it for a long moment before reaching an arm inside. Her fingers came up a foot short. Her own body blocked the daylight when she leaned in farther, and the bicycle seat wobbled beneath her toes.
“I need help,” she said. “Can you hold me, so I can lean in farther?” She must sound ridiculous with her head stuffed in the smokestack.
Hands squeezed her waist, and she squawked when Cedar lifted her off the seat so her feet dangled in the air. His firm grip had the steadiness of steel, though, leaving her more secure than when she had been relying on her own balance. Thanks to his height, Cedar could also boost her entire body above the smokestack without trouble.
“Thanks,” she called, her voice supremely muffled now. “I appreciate your strength and—” She inhaled soot and broke into a coughing fit. The stuffy, hot environs pressed in from all sides, and she could see nothing. Lingering smoke made her eyes tear.
“My strength and what?” Cedar asked, his voice distant to her ensconced ears.
When she tried to speak, she ended up coughing again.
“Ah,” Cedar said. “I’m to guess at the rest. I see. You appreciate my strength and...masculinity?”
The confines of the smokestack made movement awkward. Kali had to wriggle and twist to loosen a shoulder enough to extend her arm to touch the obstruction. It was hard, lumpy, and faintly sticky. It did not tick or whir or do anything to suggest moving parts or a timer set to spark an explosion. More likely it was there to stuff up the smokestack, which could cause an explosion of its own volition if built-up exhaust could not escape.
“Strength and virility?” Cedar asked.
Kali felt around the edges of the obstruction, hoping she could remove it, but the solidified mass stuck to the inside of the stack with the tenacity of a badger. She scraped a sliver off and held it to her nose. Though the sooty smokestack made it hard to put her olfactory organs to satisfactory use, the gunk had a pungent identifiable scent. She groaned.
“No? Strength and good looks?”
“Pull me out,” Kali said.
“Not until you finish that sentence.”
“What?” She had barely been paying attention to him.
“You appreciate my strength and what else?” Even though the smokestack dulled the nuances of his tone, she had no trouble imagining the amused smirk on his lips. Better than the sarcasm, she supposed.
“Strength and willingness to grab my hindquarters and hold me aloft,” Kali said. “Now get me down.”
“Hm, I doubt that’s a trait unique to myself.” Cedar lifted her free of the smokestack and lowered her to the ground. The smirk she had anticipated rode his lips, and it transformed into a full-fledged grin when he saw her face. “You look like one of the black gang on a steamship.”
“What?” Kali wiped her face. Her already sooty sleeve grew sootier. “Ugh. I’m losing my love for this woman. She’s starting to vex me.”
“Did you get the...whatever it is you sought?” Cedar asked.
Kali scowled. “No. It’s just pitch glue, but it’s wedged in there good. We can’t use the bicycle until I can get back to my workshop and find some turpentine or something suitable for breaking the bond.” Kali jammed her hands against her hips. “We shot this woman, Cedar. How could she possibly be spry enough to perform all these pursuit-delaying feats with blood gushing down her arm?”
“Human beings are resourceful and dangerous, doubly so when they’re desperate. Which is why tracking them is always perilous and takes experience and expertise.” Cedar folded his arms over his chest. He must be employing great restraint not to add, “I told you so.”
“All right, I apologize for belittling tracking,” Kali said. “I know your work is dangerous and hard, and I know a dog couldn’t do it. I was just...irked about the money, even though I knew you were right and I hadn’t done anything to contribute, much as I haven’t done anything today.” She curled a lip at herself. “I’m not...good at patience. I had hopes of getting my airship together this summer and escaping this place before I was stuck here for another dark endless winter of being haunted by memories that are impossible to forget when you face constant reminders.”
Cedar lifted an arm and stepped forward, as if to hug her. Her eyes widened. She was just letting loose some steam; she didn’t need a hug. What kind of female meltdown did he think she was having?
He must have read her expression, for he dropped his arm before touching her. He clasped his hands behind his back, and she wanted to kick herself. No wonder he had no interest in going to the dancing hall with her. She was as warm and inviting as a glacier.
“We better go if we want any chance of reaching Sebastian’s claim before it’s completely dark out here,” Kali mumbled. “Especially since we’re walking.”
“Do you want me to go after the woman? I can deal with her and meet you at the claim.”
“No, it looks like she’s heading back to Dawson. Her annoying booby-trap skills aside, she’s still human, I assume, and she’ll need time to heal and recover. I bet we can find her there when we’re done up here.” Besides, as good as Cedar was, Kali worried this woman might have tricks up her blood-saturated sleeve that could thwart him. “And,” she added, “if I show up alone with my bedroll forgotten, Sebastian might think I want to reunite with him.”
“I assume you would be quick to disavow him of that notion,” Cedar said, but he was already heading up the trail.
She caught up and walked beside him. “With my Winchester if necessary.”
“Good.”
 




PART III
 

Though long days graced the Yukon in May, Kali and Cedar still did not make it to Sebastian’s camp before nightfall. The faintest hint of twilight lightened the horizon, but full darkness blanketed the forest. Fortunately, a well-used trail ran along the Sixty Mile. The sound of rushing water guided them further, though they had to step carefully when they reached the claims. Sluice boxes, pans, and mining tools littered the rocky bank, and in places water flowed over the trail. With the snow melting, the river ran wide and high. One might stand on one side and shoot a critter on the other, but swimming would be a tricky endeavor. Since Wilder’s claim lay on the far side, she assumed Cedar would have to borrow a boat to investigate.
“Are we getting close?” Kali asked softly, aware of men nearby.
The claims were long and narrow, each with a small piece of waterfront, so numerous camps were visible along the shoreline. Cedar and Kali had already passed through several without the prospectors noticing.
“Yes,” Cedar said.
Campfires burned at intermittent spots, most near the water. Men’s voices rose and fell in conversations and sometimes song. Drink gave some of the voices a boisterous slur. Kali doubted there were many women out here, if any, and she was glad to have Cedar at her side.


She tapped a pocket where she carried two smoke nuts. Her Winchester, fastened to her packsack, was within easy reach as well. She trusted Cedar still had her two vials of flash gold flakes; they were not weapons but, given time, they could be made into useful tools.
Kali picked out a familiar voice, fortunately not singing.
“That’s him,” she murmured to Cedar, who walked quietly, even with no light to brighten the trail. She reached out to brush his arm now and then to make sure he was still there.
Sebastian sat with five other men around a fire pit. All had the bearded, grizzled appearance of veterans, and more than one sported a scar on his face. A fellow with a greasy beard dangling halfway down his chest scratched beneath an eye patch with the stumpy nub of a half-missing finger. Rifles and shotguns leaned against logs or rocks, no more than an arm’s length from their owners.
Rectangular shadows behind the men delineated tents. The claim farther up the bank from Sebastian’s lay dark, its prospectors either gone to sleep or perhaps into town, but a fire burned at the one diagonally across the river, the one that supposedly belonged to Cudgel’s crony. Nobody sat around it, though a tent and the beginnings of a log cabin rose near the flames.
“Doesn’t look very active,” Kali said.
“Your old beau?” Cedar asked. “Well, he has a flask of whiskey in his hand. That slows a man down.”
“I meant the camp we’re here to spy on.”
“Ah. I’ll sneak over tonight if I can find a way across the river. Let’s get settled in here first. Those men look rougher than I expected based on my initial encounter with your Sebastian.”
“I’d appreciate it if you’d stop calling him my this-or-that,” Kali said. “And just because he’s a dandy doesn’t mean he’s not a fine flannel-mouth. I’m sure he talked these fellows into helping with promises of riches, and they believed him. As for their roughness, Sebastian probably picked them for that. It’s dangerous up here, and you’re like to have your claim jumped if anything shiny comes out of it.”
“Understood.”
When they were within a dozen meters of the fire, Kali called out, not wanting to surprise anyone with twitchy reflexes. “Sebastian?”
Sebastian bolted to his feet, eyes larger than Francis Barton’s prize nuggets. “Kali?”
“Yes.”
Despite Sebastian’s acknowledgement, the man beside him grabbed his shotgun. He raised it to his shoulder and Kali tensed, ready to throw herself to the ground. A rifle thundered a foot away from her ear. The shotgun flew from its owner’s hands. Cursing, the man flung himself behind a log even as the rest of Sebastian’s cronies lunged for their weapons.
Cedar fired two more times.
“Sebastian!” Kali ducked and scrambled behind a stump. She found her own rifle, but she did not want to fire, not if this was a misunderstanding. “What’re you—”
“Stop!” Sebastian called. “Everyone stop grabbing for your firearms.”
None of his men had managed to fire a shot, not with Cedar preempting them, but they had all found cover, and irritated snarls came from behind the rocks and logs.
“I invited her up here,” Sebastian went on. “She’s the one I told you about. Albeit, I wasn’t expecting her so soon.”
A twinge of irritation ran through Kali. Why had he expected her at all? Did he truly think his offer that irresistible? If not for Cedar, she would not have taken a single step in Sebastian’s direction.
A shadow moved at her elbow, Cedar joining her behind the stump.
“Have I mentioned how much I’m enjoying the enhanced chambering speed your modifications have granted my Winchester?” he asked while Sebastian calmed down his men.
“Not since Thursday. Do you think that one was going to shoot me?” Kali asked, already unimpressed with Sebastian’s comrades.
“If I thought that, I would have shot his chest, not his firearm.”
“Ah, so that was merely a warning for an ambiguous action.”
“Precisely.”
“Kali?” Sebastian called. “Who’s with you?”
“Cedar,” she said. “The, uh, fellow you met at my workshop.”
“He wasn’t invited,” Sebastian said.
“He’s willing to work too. Why turn down an extra hand? He’ll take a cut of my share. No need to pay him.”
“That so?” Cedar murmured.
She elbowed him.
“He willing to take a cut of your rations too?” Sebastian asked. “Because we don’t have enough to feed someone that big.”
“We brought our own food,” Kali said.
“You didn’t even bring a blanket,” Cedar whispered.
“Sshh.” She could see nothing of his features in the dark, but sensed his humor was tickled by the situation. Or maybe gun-slinging put him in a good mood.
“Come in,” Sebastian said. “We’ll work out the details in the morning. It’s late. Long past when respectable folk ride up on a camp.”
“Yes...we were delayed.”
Kali stood and walked toward the fire, arms spread to show she had no weapons in hand. She supposed the courteous thing to do would be to mention that a dangerous woman might be about and that Kali’s presence could bring danger to the entire camp.
“Getting sexed up, probably,” Sebastian muttered to the man at his side who snorted and nodded.
Kali narrowed her eyes and reconsidered the level of courtesy she would show the man. Such as, maybe she would warn him if she saw a grenade plummeting toward his head.
Cedar did not stray from her side as she approached, and she admitted a smug satisfaction at having him looming there. She knew Sebastian would not be jealous—that would have required him to have had an actual interest in her—but at least Cedar’s presence proved she was not so undesirable as he believed. Except, she reminded herself, Cedar was not her beau and she had lied to Sebastian. Her smugness faded.
“You arrived sooner than I expected,” Sebastian told Kali. “The steam equipment isn’t here yet. We’ll be bringing it up on a raft from Dawson soon.”
“That’s fine. We can help with the sluice box or whatever you have set up so far.” Kali glanced around. Though she and Cedar had passed numerous claims with such equipment, she had not noticed any on Sebastian’s land. Maybe she had missed it in the darkness.
“Good. We have lots to set up,” Sebastian said. “We’ve barely got the tents pitched.”
“Is there room for us in one?” she asked.
“Sorry,” he said in a tone that assured he was not. “They’re already claimed. You can bed down over there.” He smiled and pointed to rocky ground near the fire.
“Thanks,” Kali said, glad the air did not smell of rain.
The men watched Cedar as he moved farther away from the fire than Sebastian had indicated. He ignored them. Well, Kali doubted that, but he acted as if he was ignoring them. The way nobody introduced themselves struck her as odd, but the gunfire greeting had probably set the men on edge. Thus far, the night did not hint of future friendships, so she hoped Cedar could complete his business with John Wilder within a day or two.
She laid down her gear and, under the guise of performing her nightly ablutions, checked the two smoke nuts nestled in her pocket. She decided to sleep with them and the knife on her belt as well. While she doubted anyone would bother her with Cedar around, she did not like the camp atmosphere.
When she returned from washing at the river and saw Cedar’s all-in-one bed-blanket-pillow stretched over the rocks, she remembered she would be expected to spend the night tucked into it. With him.
Though the rest of the men had disappeared into the tents, Sebastian sat on a log by the fire. He probably wanted to see if another man would actually share a bed with her. She glowered at Sebastian and stalked over to join Cedar.
He crouched beside his blanket, waiting for her. He lifted a hand, perhaps asking if she wanted to get in first. She waved for him to go. Sebastian glanced their way, and she dropped her hand. Presumably people who shared beds worked these details out early in their relationships, though she supposed she could claim this was their first night on the trail together if anyone voiced suspicions.
Cedar removed his boots, though thankfully none of his other clothing. A part of her would not mind seeing him sans garments some day, but not with an audience nearby. He slid between the blankets and laid his rifle close by.
“Not sleeping with it tonight?” Kali sat down to remove her own boots.
“I didn’t want you to get jealous.”
She snorted.
“Will you be all right here if I leave later to scout Wilder’s claim?” Cedar whispered.
“I think so,” Kali said. Thus far Sebastian’s story had panned out, though admittedly coming in at night meant she had seen little of his claim and his operation. “But on the chance he’s planning something squirrelly, when would you be back?”
“Morning. Early.”
“I suspect I can keep myself out of trouble until then.”
“Hm.”
Kali poked around for a way into the cocoon-like bedding. Cedar lay on his side to provide more room for her. Her options were facing him or not. The former seemed far too intimate, so she laid on her side with her back to him. Hard, lumpy stones pressed into her ribs, and cold seeped through the blanket. Spring might have come to the Yukon, but all that meant was she probably wouldn’t wake with ice crystals freezing her eyelashes shut.
“Can you slip me one of my vials?” she murmured. “Just in case I can’t keep myself out of trouble while you’re gone?”
The blanket rustled. The small container he pressed into her hand was warm, and she wondered where he had been keeping it. Kali wriggled about, finding space to draw her knee up, and she slipped the vial into her sock. She pillowed her head with her arms and closed her eyes.
“Does this mean we’re not putting on a demonstrative display to convince him of the veracity of our relationship?” Cedar asked, his words tickled with amusement.
“You’re my beau,” she whispered, “not my husband. For all he knows, we’ve just begun our courtship and haven’t had, er, you know, yet.”
“Ah. No kissing either?”
“Are you just teasing me because it’s fun and you can right now without risking a punch in the belly, or are you implying that you’d actually like to do...stuff?”
Long seconds passed without a response, and she winced. Had she implied she wanted him to say he wanted to do ‘stuff’? Because if he did not want to do ‘stuff,’ she certainly didn’t want him to think she wanted him to do ‘stuff.’ She closed her eyes and groaned inwardly. When had she become such a...female?
“I only mention the latter thing, because it would puzzle me,” Kali said, “seeing as how you turned down my suggestion we might go to the dancing hall last month and I’ve never caught you leering suggestively at me when I’m bent over a steam engine.”
That drew a chuckle from him, but then another silence. She pulled the blanket higher over her shoulders. Maybe they should just go to sleep. Sebastian had left, disappearing into one of the tents.
“When I was a boy,” Cedar said, “there was this hound that showed up in town. He was all mange and ribs, but you could tell he’d be a handsome boy if you fixed him up. He was a smart feller too. He knew how to open Old Lady Harrison’s screen door and filch her meal preparations off the kitchen counter. The dog didn’t have a collar, so I figured I could claim him and he’d be the perfect hunting companion for a boy. Trouble was, he was scared of people. He’d flinch away if you lifted a hand to pet him, and if you cornered him he’d growl and snarl like a rabid wolf. My grandpa said folks had beat him, and it’d take a passel of patience for someone to get past that fear and turn him into a friend. I, being ten or so, reckoned I was just the person.”
Kali was quite positive Cedar had never strung so many words together in a row. She was not sure she liked the implied comparison, but she listened without interrupting, curious where he would take the story.
“I used some meat to trick him into a pen,” Cedar went on, “and I trapped him there. I brought him food and water every day and I spent hours talking to him and trying to get him used to me. It seemed to be working. He didn’t growl so much, and he wagged his tail when I showed up. Well, I wanted to pet him powerful bad, so I slipped into his pen one day, gave him his food, and tried to get close to him. He got real still and wary, but he didn’t flinch away, so I thought everything was working like I’d planned.”
Kali had an inkling of how the story would end, but she asked, “What happened?” anyway.
“He bit me, jumped the fence of the pen, and ran off. I never saw him again.”
“Am I correct in guessing you’re comparing this mangy, scrawny dog to me?” Though more amused than angry, she had a feeling she should give him a hard time.
“No, of course not.” Cedar cleared his throat. “Maybe a little.” Another beat passed, and he switched his answer to, “Yes.”
“At least it was a handsome and smart dog,” she muttered. “Under the mange.”
“Very smart,” he said carefully.
“So, this story means...you’re afraid I’d bite you if you took me to the dancing hall?”
“More afraid I’d bite you,” he said. “And then you’d run away.”
“Oh.” Kali caught her bottom lip between her teeth. She grew aware of her heartbeat, its rapid thumps against her ribs. Her eyes were probably huge too. Like those of a startled doe. She was glad for the darkness and that he was behind her so he could not see her face. “I...know I can be a little...standoffish at times.”
He snorted.
“Most times,” she admitted. “But nobody ever beat me. No scars or anything. Well, except for that one scar from the time I decided to make guncotton. Oh, and the first time I tried to make those metal dogs and incorporate the flash gold, well, that needed stitches from Doc. Marvin, but I’m not bite-you-and-jump-the-fence damaged. Really.” She winced. She meant the words, but at the same time she felt like she was trying to convince herself.
The fire had died down, and men snored. Up and down the river, the sounds of croaking frogs competed with the gurgling water.
“It’s possible to scar someone without touching them,” Cedar said quietly.
“I guess.” Between Sebastian, her mother, and her father, she had certainly been hurt often enough. It was hard to dismantle her booby traps and let people get close. She was not certain she could even have this conversation—admit this vulnerability—with Cedar by the light of day.
Cedar stirred. Since she had crawled under the blanket with him, he had been careful to keep his distance, but now he rested a hand on her waist. Her instincts reacted before her mind, and she tensed. She rolled her eyes at herself and forced herself to relax.
“You all right?” he asked.
“Just depressed. I am that dog.”
He chuckled softly, his warm breath stirring the hairs on the back of her neck. He started to retract the embrace. Kali caught his hand to keep it there. She wrapped her fingers about his calloused palm and she shifted onto her back, turning her head toward his. Darkness hid his face, but, for what she intended next, maybe that was easiest—safest. She wanted to believe he desired a relationship with her, but nobody ever had before, not without an ulterior motive, and it was hard to believe someone like him would be the first.
Stop analyzing this, came the thought from the back of her mind. Do it before you lose your nerve.
Cedar must have sensed her intent for he was the one to lean close. She almost grinned when that beard stubble rasped against her jaw, but then his lips pressed against hers, and she forgot about that earlier conversation. The chilly Yukon evening grew warm. She was vaguely aware of releasing his hand and sliding her arm around him, twining her fingers into the soft, thick hair on the back of his head. The closeness of their bodies.
Too soon, he broke the kiss. His calloused hand came up to cup her jaw, and he stroked her cheek with his thumb. Another night, the touch seemed to promise, when we’re not on the ground, in a camp full of strangers, with a mission to accomplish. And, as close as they were, she had no trouble believing his interest now.
“Milos,” Cedar murmured.
“What?”
“My name.”
Oh! The M on his Winchester. “That doesn’t sound so bad,” she said.
“Milos Kartes. I got close to Cudgel in Denver, and he framed me for an ugly series of murders. There may be a Pinkerton detective after me. I figured it wisest to go back to my childhood nickname.”
“Ah.” So, someone was hunting him as well. Although it was criminals who sought her, while the law stalked him. If she continued to work with him, could that mean trouble for her someday? Did it matter, given all the trouble already courting her? Once she had her airship, she could evade those who hunted her. No need to stay in any one port for long, not when she had a world to see. Maybe Cedar would even want to come along. “Thank you for trusting me with your name. Though I must admit, your reluctance to share it had me hoping for something embarrassing.”
A long moment passed, as if he were considering something. Finally, he said, “My middle name is Kallisto.”
“That’s...pretty.”
“Oh, very pretty. It was my Greek grandmother’s name.”
“Grandmother?”
“Yes, my mama had been saving it for when she had a girl. After only boys, she decided to pass it on to her youngest. Me. Apparently it means most beautiful.”
Kali did not manage to keep from laughing, though she stifled it quickly. The last thing she wanted was to ruin things by offending him.
“My Hän name is Tsul Gäh,” she said, feeling the need to match his honesty. “Small rabbit. My mother thought I was going to be a precious little daughter, not a troublemaker who disassembled the chief’s dog sled to make skis out of the runners. When I went to live with my father, he just called me, “girl,” so I decided to pick my own name, a white name. The only white women in Moose Hollow were prostitutes. Kali was the middle name of one who was decent to me. I later learned it was a Hindi name that means black. Guess I wasn’t meant to be white.”
He did not speak for a long moment, and she wondered if she should have kept the information to herself. The explanation for his middle name was cute and endearing. Her explanation was... Well, it certainly made her childhood seem pathetic.
“Did you ever know happiness growing up?” Cedar asked.
“Making things made me happy. Being good at making things. If you’re good at something you like to do, it gives you the self-assurance and confidence to deal with the world’s disappointments.” Mostly.
“Then I’m glad you had that.”
He kissed her again, though it had the brevity of a goodnight kiss. She forgave him for not offering more when he slid his arms around her and snuggled against her back.
“I like Milos,” Kali said. “May I use it?”
“Yes.”
“What about Kallisto?”
“Not unless you want me to use your pliers to pull your tongue out through your nostrils.”
She smirked. “Do you always threaten women after you kiss them?”
“You didn’t think I was a nice boy, did you?”
 




PART IV
 

Kali woke to something pressing against her mouth. Her first thought was of Cedar giving her a kiss, but that fantasy evaporated quickly. The pressure was too hard. It smothered her nose as well as her mouth and cut off her air. Someone’s hand. She tried to unleash her teeth, to gnash down on it. The grip merely tightened.
She tried to sit up, but failed to rise an inch. Hands forced her shoulders down, and something across her legs pinned them to the ground.
Darkness still blanketed the forest, but she figured out what was going on. Cedar had gone to investigate the other camp, and Sebastian was taking the moment to truss her up for...whatever stupid plan he had now.
She writhed and bucked in the blankets, though only to disguise her real goal: she found the two smoke nuts in her pockets and yanked them free.
“Hurry, pick her up,” Sebastian whispered.
Trying to be quiet was he? He must fear Cedar would hear and return. Good.
Now if Cedar’s fancy blanket weren’t constricting her almost as much as her assailants, she might be able to do something. The men—at least four of them—hefted her into the air with the Euklisia Rug still tangled about her. She gripped a smoke nut in each hand, thumbs poised to press up on the trigger tabs.
“In the tent?” a man with a guttural accent rasped.
They started moving her, stumbling over the rocky ground as they went. Maybe they would be more distracted now.
“No, we don’t want her lover to be able to get to her,” Sebastian said. “We need to—argh!”
Kali grinned fiercely as she bit down on his hand, glad he was the one who’d sport tooth marks. He snarled and let go.
“Cedar!” she bellowed.
One of the hands gripping her shoulder let go to reach for her mouth. The maneuver dipped her down, so her head almost cracked against the rocks.
Sensing she had her moment, Kali yanked her arms from beneath the blanket, flicked a trigger tab, and dropped one of the smoke nuts. She twisted and used her free hand to grab the closest thing to her face. A belt. Perfect.
Something slammed into her back. She almost dropped her second smoke nut, but she managed to yank on the belt and stuff the device down the owner’s trousers.
Unfortunately, she was as close to the smoke weapons as the men. Kali burrowed back into the cocoon of blankets, squeezed her eyes shut, and dug for the knife at her belt.
“What did she—”
“Damn it, move!” Sebastian yelled. “It’s one of her things!”
Whoever held her legs dropped them. Kali thrashed, though she made sure not to leave the padded shelter of the blankets. The last man with a grip on her lost it, and she hit the ground, a hard nodule gouging into her side. She rolled away, not wanting to smother her own artillery.
She did not hear the click that heralded the release of the metallic shards, but yelps of pain told the story. Though she was rolling away as fast as she could, several projectiles struck the side of her blanket. A couple burrowed through the material and her clothing, slicing into her skin. It was not as bad as it would have been if she had no padding though, and she scampered out of the blankets without permanent damage.
Smoke from the weapon stung her eyes. In the darkness, she struggled to see what was happening, but angry shouts of “It got me!” and “Get it out!” told her where people were. Agonized screams came from the man who had taken the projectile in the pants. Given these thugs’ goals, she could feel little remorse.
Kali patted about, looking for her rifle. They must have taken it. She could not find her packsack—her tools!—either. Damn Sebastian. He must have moved all her belongings first. Damn her heavy sleep too.
Knowing the smoke nuts would not buy her indefinite time, she scrambled away from the camp. All the fires along the shoreline had gone out, and clouds hid the stars and the moon. Only the sound of the river helped her navigate. Though she was on the wrong side of the waterway, she headed in the direction of the Wilder camp, hoping Cedar had heard the commotion and was coming to help.
“Which way’d she go?” one of the men behind her snarled.
Kali kept running, not bothering with stealth. The pained curses of the most injured man pierced the night, and concerned calls from other claims covered her retreat.
“Get her, you idiots,” Sebastian yelled. “She’s worth a lot of money.”
That quieted some of the outcries.
A blocky shape loomed out of the darkness ahead of Kali. She threw out her hands to keep from crashing into it. Hard, cold metal met her touch. A couple of seconds of groping allowed her to identify a steam engine and furnace. Had flames been burning in the firebox, she might have come up with a creative use for the machinery, but she merely noted it was probably used to aid in digging and that a mine shaft would be nearby. She skirted the area.
“Sebastian?” came a man’s whisper from ahead of Kali.
She froze.
“I lost track of the big bloke with the gun skills,” the speaker went on, raising his voice. “Sebastian, is that you?”
“Stay up there,” Sebastian yelled to the man. “She may have gone that way. Head her off.”
Boots crunched on river pebbles. Kali eased back until she bumped against the boiler. She hunkered in its shadow, hoping it would camouflage her. A hint of dawn brightened the sky, and it would grow harder to hide soon.
“A hundred dollars cash to whoever finds the girl,” Sebastian called.
At first Kali thought he was still trying to rally his men, but an answering call came from a claim downriver. “What’s she look like?” That wasn’t one of Sebastian’s thugs.
“A woman!” Sebastian called. “There aren’t many up here.”
“Oh, right. You want her dead or alive?”
“Women ain’t no good dead!” came a call from across the river.
Kali thunked her head back against the boiler. The entire Sixty Mile River was going to be after her in a minute. She glared down at the puny knife she still held. If she had her pack, she would have tools and supplies and might be able to build something. In lieu of that, her rifle would be handy just then too.
“Anyone who touches the woman dies.” That was Cedar. Good. His voice came from across the river. Not good. How had he gotten over there and how long would it take him to return? She had not seen any boats.
“Says who?”
Kali had no idea who that was.
She patted around the dormant steam engine. Maybe this claim held something useful she could use. Since nobody had come out to check on the ruckus, she figured the owners were in town.
“The last man you’ll ever see if you hurt her.” Cedar’s voice was closer. He must be on the shoreline directly opposite from her.
In the growing light, she thought she could pick out his tall form over there, but she dared not call to him. She patted the ground, found a stone, and hurled it in his direction. The surrounding shouts kept her from telling if it splashed down or clattered onto the bank next to him, but she hoped he heard and guessed where it had come from.
A shot fired. It originated in Sebastian’s camp, and she had little trouble guessing the target. Her stomach churned with concern for Cedar, but it was best to leave him to his own devices and figure out a plan of her own.
Kali returned to her inspection of the equipment. Her knuckles bumped against a wood box. She found the lid, opened it, and groped inside. Charcoal and a smaller box containing long wooden matches. She grabbed the latter, though she did not know how she might use them yet.
More gunshots fired, going back and forth across the river, and the chatter died down. So far no bullets had slammed into the ground near her, but the scout was still standing guard up ahead—she could make out his dark figure now too—-and he was bound to see her if she made a run for the forest.
On her hands and knees, she crept around the boiler, still hoping to find something she could use. Her fingers brushed air. The mine shaft entrance, nothing but a hole in the ground with a pipe leading into it. Not digging equipment after all. Maybe some sort of heating system to thaw the permafrost and make it easier to work? If so, there might be a whole network of tunnels beneath her.
Tunnels she could get herself trapped in. She shook her head. Going in was not a good idea.
Unless...
Could she make them believe she had gone in, get them all to follow, and then escape into the forest while everyone was searching the tunnels? She better check and see how extensive the system was first.
Hoping the one-man-versus-the-entire-river gunfight Cedar had started would give her time, she eased over the lip of the hole. She probed for a bottom with her feet. There. Five feet below.
She released the lip and dropped to the bottom, clunking something with her elbow on the way. A lantern stuck in a niche in the wall. She grabbed it and followed the piping system into a low tunnel that led away from the river. The walls radiated coldness and smelled of damp earth. Creeping into the Stygian darkness made her think of the tombs and sepulchers in a book she had once read about the Dark Ages. The gunfire grew muffled and distant. When she judged herself far enough from the entrance so the flame would not be visible, she lit the lantern.
Pickaxes and shovels leaned against dirt and stone walls marbled with quartz and thin threads that might have been gold. For all she knew about mining, it might have been iron pyrite too.
A few meters ahead, the passage branched into three tunnels. Enough exploring. The mine promised the maze she had hoped for, one her would-be captors could waste several minutes exploring. All she had to do was set a decoy at the entrance so they believed she had gone down and then hide nearby until they dropped down to explore. It’d be better if she could figure out some sort of time-delay device to cause a sound, making the men even more certain she was down there, but she did not want to risk delving further and genuinely being trapped.
Kali was about to turn around when something glinted in the darkness, reflecting her lantern light. She only hesitated a heartbeat before jogging toward it. Just another moment....
The tunnel broadened into a small room filled with... Were those potatoes? She peered closer. Several crates lined the wall. Though they must have been harvested months earlier, they appeared fine, preserved by the surrounding permafrost. But why were they in a mine?
A rusted, decommissioned boiler stood in the corner while rows of ceramic jugs lined the opposite side of the chamber. A clunky metal contraption rose against the back wall. It was the source of the reflection she had noticed. The object—machine?—might have been anything; the mishmash of parts comprising it reminded her of something she would create out of scrap metal. It was only when she opened a box that emitted a yeasty smell that the pieces clicked together.
“Oh.” She rolled her eyes, feeling foolish for taking so long to get it. “Alcohol. Right.”
A thump sounded near the entrance. Someone jumping down.
Kali cursed under her breath and cut out the lantern. She had dawdled too long.
“Kali?” came a soft call.
She blew out a relieved breath. “Cedar, back here.”
“We have a problem,” he said, voice drawing near.
She relit the lantern. “You’re mad that I shot up your fancy sleeping blanket?”
“All right, two problems.”
Cedar jogged into view, water sloughing from his clothes and matting his hair to his head. He bore a rifle in one hand while his sword dripped blood in the other. A second rifle poked over his shoulder, scraping against the wall as he approached. He also wore his packsack. No, wait. That was her packsack. Her tools! Excellent.
“Your old beau is gathering his men, and he’s about to search in here,” Cedar said, letting her help him out of the packsack. She tore into it as he continued to speak. “I apologize for my ineptness, but it’s getting light, and he spotted me when I went for your gear.”
“I’ll think of something.” Kali pulled tools out of her pack. “Can you guard the entrance?”
“Yes, but, ah...” Cedar cleared his throat.
Kali glanced up. “What?”
“On account of people shooting at me, I had to choose between your pack and mine.”
“So...no fresh smallclothes until we get back to town?” She tapped a pickaxe leaning against the wall. Maybe she could dismantle it and—
“No fresh ammo,” Cedar said. “I have a box on me, but I won’t be able to hold an advancing army off for long if they’re enthusiastic with their siege.” He leaned her Winchester against the wall. “I don’t suppose you have any?”
Kali fished in her pack, groping around the bottom, and pulled out a fistful of cartridges. “Sorry, I’d usually have a full box, but I had to make room for my pliers. And my wrench set. And—”
“Never mind.” Cedar grabbed the cartridges and shoved them in his pocket. His gaze fell upon the potatoes. “Too bad those can’t be used for ammo. They’re probably frozen harder than cannon balls.”
“Technically, I suppose you could make some sort of spud launcher.”
His eyes brightened. “You could? Now?”
“No, not now. I don’t have time to do that and get us out of here.”
“Oh.” Disappointment tugged down the corners of his mouth.
“Just do the best you can with the rifles, huh?” Kali grabbed her wrench and tore into the piping on the ceiling to rip a segment free.
Sand and rock dribbled into the hole that marked the entrance to the mine. Cedar whirled, raising his rifle and firing before Kali spotted anyone.
A yelp came from above.
“Yup, they’re down there,” a man called.
Kali grabbed one of the pickaxes and kicked the iron end off, figuring she could turn it sideways to use as the bit in a hammer drill. The tool she had in mind would be clunky at best, but it only needed to work long enough to dig a way to the surface, preferably from the end of a tunnel far from the entrance, so the gunmen waiting outside would not hear her.
The drill would need a lot of power, and she did not have the time to build a steam version. She pulled out one of the vials in her sock and eyed the glowing flakes.
Cedar fired again. “I better go up front and see if I can discourage them from getting so close. Sooner or later one of them will think to try and smoke us out. Kali?”
She lifted her eyes from her growing pile of tools and salvaged equipment. “Huh?”
He hesitated. “Nothing. Don’t worry about it. I’ll keep them away as long as you need.”
Jaw set with determination, he strode toward the entrance. Kali worked. Much to do, little time.
Shots fired while she twisted metal and hammered her casing into shape. Cedar shot at anyone who came within his field of vision, but she knew he could not poke his head out of the hole, lest someone shoot it off. The gunmen could creep dangerously close, as evinced by more than one bullet ricocheting into the tunnel. One bounced off the rock-hard floor, hit a wall, and skidded all the way back to her chamber. Any one of those bullets could hit Cedar. Or her.
“Work,” she told herself. “Focus.”
While thumps, groans, and gunfire continued at the mine entrance, her fingers flew. The drill itself was easy, but the motor took a steady hand and a lot of squinting, given the poor light. More than once, she fumbled a small screw, and it bounced onto the uneven floor to hide in a crevasse. At least she had all the parts she needed.
A clash of steel announced the end of Cedar’s bullet supply.
Kali lunged to her feet, remembering he had taken her cartridges but not her rifle. She grabbed it and darted to the front of the mine. She almost stumbled over an inert body on the way. A bullet had taken one of Sebastian’s men in the eye. She gulped and stepped over him.
Cedar stood a few feet from the hole, his back toward her, his sword poised and ready. Blood spattered his shirt. Not his, she hoped.
“Cedar,” Kali said, not wanting to startle him, not when he held that sharp blade. “Here’s my rifle.”
Before he even turned around, she was leaning it next to him. She had to get back to the drill so they could find a way out of there.
Thunk!
A tin can bounced off the wall and landed on the ground. Fire spat and hissed at the end of a fuse.
Cedar lunged, snatching it and hurling it out of the mine in one motion. Inches above the entrance, it exploded with a flash and a bang that thundered in Kali’s ears. The walls of the mine shuddered, and dirt and rock rained down. Black powder smoke hazed the air, and its pungent smell flooded the tunnel.
Before Kali could scramble back from the entrance area, Cedar grabbed her rifle. With smoke blanketing the entrance, he used the opportunity to stand straight, his head and shoulders above the hole in the ground. The rifle cracked several times.
Outside, screams of pain erupted.
Kali closed her eyes and reminded herself these men had intended to hand her over to gangsters—or worse. She had no idea how Cedar could see his targets through the smoke—they must not have moved after the explosion—but she was glad for his accuracy.
“Pace yourself,” she said. “I need five more minutes.” She ran back to her workspace.
Gunfire answered her, and she glanced back in time to see Cedar duck low. Dirt knocked loose by the bullets spattered his head and face, but he gave her a somber nod and waved for her to go.
Kali dropped to the floor before her drill. The construction was complete. It just needed a power source.
She slipped a flake of flash gold out of her vial. Despite the need to hurry, she took the time to cap the container and tuck it back into her sock. If the goons outside found that vial, it would end up in the hands of some criminal. It’d be hard to deny the existence of flash gold after that, and she would have even more people hunting her.
The flake pulsed as she tucked it into a slot she had etched for it next to the motor.
Streaks of lightning coursed up the metal-reinforced wooden shaft, merging and sparking above the drill head. The air crackled around the tool, and energy hummed up Kali’s arms.
“You could be less obvious about your presence,” she told the gold chip.
It throbbed in response, and one could almost believe it sentient. Not for the first time, she lamented that she had not inherited either of her parents’ gifts for sensing and manipulating otherworldly elements. She could instill commands into the gold, something her father’s research said most people could learn to do, but she could never make more of the substance.
Kali pressed her thumb against the flake and closed her eyes to concentrate. With such a small piece of gold, it did not take long. It could not accept a complicated imprint, but it would do what she needed.
“Spin and hammer,” she whispered to it, imaging the actions she wanted the drill to perform.
The pickaxe point twitched, then rotated. Though slow at first, the revolutions soon picked up speed. It hitched with each revolution, thanks to the haste she had used on the chuck, and the perfectionist in her growled at the hiccup, but she reminded herself the tool need not last for long. It was working. That was all that mattered.
Kali touched the drill bit to the closest wall. The hitch grew more noticeable, but stone sheered off as reverberations coursed through her body. Tiny shards pelted her, reminding her of the shrapnel from her smoke nuts.
She dug out her snow goggles, grabbed the lantern, shouldered her pack, and ducked into the three-way intersection. Cedar knelt beneath the entrance, like some knight from centuries past, his sword point pressed to the ground before him, his hands atop the hilt, ready. It had grown quiet outside. The men must have paused to concoct some plot—or build another grenade.
“I’m going to make a backdoor.” She hefted the drill.
He gaped at the tendrils of lightning streaking along the tool’s shaft. She wished she had time to build more of a casing to hide the telltale signs of the magic, but, with luck, nobody except Cedar would see the drill.
“If you could arrange some extra noise,” Kali said, “I’d appreciate it.”
He dabbed at a cut dribbling blood into his eye. “You don’t want much, do you?”
Kali winked. “I just want to make sure you earn your fifty percent.”
Cedar tilted his head, listening to some conversation outside, and she left him to his work. Later, she could ask him if his spying had given him a bead on Cudgel Conrad.
With the whirring drill in one hand and the lantern in the other, Kali delved deeper into the tunnels. A labyrinth of passages spread out around her, and she soon wondered if the owners of the claim had mined beneath the adjoining parcels as well. If so, she hoped they had scraped all the gold out of Sebastian’s land. Had that bastard even intended to mine, or had this all been a setup to capture her and turn her over to some gangster? He must think her a delightful idiot for showing up and sleeping ten feet away from him. If not for Cedar’s scheme, she never would have come up here, but even with that excuse she wished she had been too vigilant to get caught.
A likely dead-end opened to Kali’s right and she stopped, figuring she had better choose her spot before the tunnels wound her around so much she ended up drilling out right beneath Sebastian’s toes. She thought she was under the trees now, several dozen meters from the river, but the permafrost kept roots from piercing the ceilings anywhere. She hoped the tunnel had not slanted down, putting a dozen feet of earth above her head. Cutting through more than a couple of feet would be a tall order, even for a flash-gold-powered tool.
She lifted the tip to the low ceiling. Though it lacked the grooves of a typical drill, the pickaxe “bit” spun and pulsed so rapidly it ate into the dirt and stone anyway. Being on the other end of the tool jarred her to the core; her teeth rattled, her body quaked, and her joints ached as if she were the one being drilled, not the rock. Dust filled the passage and soon coated her tongue and nostrils. Clumps of dirt and rock fell, pelting her on the head. Too bad she did not carry a helmet as well as goggles in her pack.
Too slowly for her tastes, a concave hole formed over her head. She went slower than she wished, conscious of the noise the activity made. If Sebastian heard the drill and had men standing at the top when she broke through, she would have made their situation worse, creating two entrances to guard instead of one.
She should have created something capable of issuing loud booms and given it to Cedar to use as a diversion.
“Kali?” his voice came from the tunnels behind her. “Which way did you go?”
Unease roiled in her stomach. If he had abandoned the entrance, that must mean it had been breached.
“Back here.” She lowered the drill.
“Don’t stop,” he whispered, appearing out of the darkness. “If I did it right, your distraction is coming.”
Shouts echoed through the tunnel. Lots of shouts from lots of throats. Just how many men had Sebastian lured into helping?
“A stampede of invaders wasn’t the distraction I had in mind.” Kali returned to drilling, certain they only had seconds before armed men swarmed into their tunnel.
Then a massive explosion boomed, pounding her eardrums like a steam hammer. The earth heaved and hurled Kali backward.
She would have hit the floor, but she crashed into Cedar, and he wrapped his around her, keeping her upright. How he remained upright, she had no idea.
A thunderous roar filled the tunnels. Another explosion? No, a cave-in. Multiple cave-ins maybe. Screams added to the cacophony, but they sounded distant, as if piles of rubble divided them from Kali and Cedar.
“You all right?” Cedar released her with a pat on the arm.
The lantern had tipped over and gone out. Somehow Kali had kept a hold of the drill, and the slender streaks of lightning arcing along the tool provided the only light. It was enough. She found her hole and went back to work. This time she did not bother with slow and quiet.
“I reckon that’s a yes.” Cedar, sword in hand, turned to guard her back while she worked.
“Did you cause that explosion or did they?” Kali asked, her voice vibrating with the reverberations of the drill. Dirt and rock sloughed from the growing hole.
“I did.”
“How?”
“You, being a bright book-reading girl, know that hydrogen is flammable,” he said, referencing the airship she had crashed. “I, being a bright alcohol-drinking boy, know that vodka is flammable.”
“You blew up the still?”
“Not bad, eh?”
She agreed, but all she said was, “Huh.”
“There you go again,” Cedar said, “making me blush with your fulsome praise.”
The dim lighting hid her grin.
She rose on her tiptoes, pressing the drill higher. Cedar would have to take over soon if she didn’t reach—
A draft of fresh air whispered across her cheek. Her grin broadened. The resistance disappeared, and the drill poked through.
“I’m going to need a boost.” Kali widened the hole so Cedar’s broad shoulders would fit through.
“I’ll go first and pull you up.”
She cut off the drill and nodded toward the hole. “Not interested in handling my hips again?”
“Oh, I’m interested, but let’s make sure nobody’s waiting to put a bullet in your head first.”
“Or drop a grenade on it,” Kali muttered.
Cedar grabbed both sides of the hole and pulled his head through. Long seconds passed while he hung, boots dangling above the ground. At first, she marveled that he could hold himself in that position so long. Then she lost patience and wanted to shove him out of the way so she could look.
Elsewhere in the tunnel, the screams had abated, and she doubted it would be long before some of the men climbed out, if only to tend to each other’s wounds.
Finally, Cedar pulled himself up, slithering over the edge without a sound. Only a trickle of dust marked his passing.
As promised, he soon extended a hand for her. Kali plopped the handle of the drill into it. With their ammo gone, it was the best weapon she had. Besides, she would not leave it behind with precious flash gold embedded in it.
Cedar lifted the drill out, then lowered his hand again. She gave him her pack, which he also pulled free.
“What’s going on up there?” she asked, wondering how much time they had.
“Ssh,” he whispered and wriggled his fingers.
Kali grabbed his hand and bunched her legs, preparing for a good jump, but he simply pulled her out as if she weighed no more than a snared rabbit. She settled beside him where he crouched above the ragged hole.
Dawn had come to the river valley, revealing more stillness than expected, considering the activity of moments before. As she had hoped, they were in the trees above the rocky bank. The engine and boiler that marked the mine entrance sat downhill twenty meters away. Several bodies lay on the bank, unmoving, and Kali swallowed, numbly aware of the carnage they had caused. More dead must be buried in the rubble beneath them. A concave depression marked a cave-in, right about where the still would have been. She clenched her teeth, resenting Sebastian all over again for starting her along this path where bounty hunters—and simple prospectors—vied to turn her in for a reward.
“Stay here,” Cedar whispered. “I’m going for my pack and ammo.” He pointed to Sebastian’s camp. His mangled bedroll lay visible on the rocky earth. “Keep an ear open. I thought I heard some mechanical noises in the forest behind us when I first poked my head up.”
“Blazes,” Kali said. “That woman again?”
Why couldn’t she have gone back to Dawson to rest, like a normal just-shot person?
Cedar left her side to follow the tree line toward Sebastian’s claim. The spring foliage soon hid him. Kali took a few steps from the hole and put her back against a spruce. The undergrowth should hide her from anyone who came out of the mine.
She closed her eyes for a moment, both because looking at the bodies made her uncomfortable and because she wanted to listen for suspicious noises.
Kali did not have long to wait. In the woods behind her, a soft click-whir grew audible. It repeated, steady and regular, like the ticking of a clock. Oddly, the sound seemed to come not from the ground but from the trees, perhaps ten or twenty feet in the air. It couldn’t be the flyer; she and Cedar had crashed that. The noises were not the same either.
She craned her neck, her eyes probing the canopy. Though birds should have been chirping to welcome the dawn, no animal sounds drifted from the woods. Water rushed by in the river, and a soft breeze rattled tree branches, but nothing warm-blooded stirred.
Click-whir, click-whir, click-whir.
It was definitely coming from the treetops.
Movement rustled a clump of needles high up on a spruce. Kali squinted. Another breeze? No. The other branches remained still.
She chomped down on her lip, tempted to investigate, but she should wait for Cedar’s return. If that woman was responsible—and who else would be out here with things that clicked and clanked?—Kali would need help against her.
She checked on Sebastian’s camp and did not spot Cedar, but his packsack had disappeared. The first man was crawling out of the mine entrance. Time to get going.
Something sharp stabbed Kali in the butt, and she gasped in pain, almost dropping the drill. She glared behind her, thinking Cedar was playing a joke. The pain had been enough to bring a tear to her eye, and she planned to give him a mouthful of vitriol.
Nobody stood behind her.
She patted her rump, expecting shrapnel or a dart protruding from it. That had been too powerful to be a bug bite, especially given the thickness of her trousers.
Cedar slipped out of the foliage to her side, glanced at her hand placement, and raised an eyebrow. “Problem?”
She yanked her hand away from her backside and glowered suspiciously at him, but the angle of his approach was wrong. Whatever had attacked her had come from behind. Behind and maybe above.
Click-whir.
Kali lifted her eyes. Leaves shuddered. “Something’s up there.”
Cedar knelt beside her and plucked something from the mud. A tiny metal sphere, perhaps a third of the size of an old musket ball, glinted in the palm of his hand.
Low voices came from the mine entrance. Another man had crawled out. Blood stained his sandy hair and saturated his shirt.
Weariness dragged Kali’s shoulders down; she had grown tired of this adventure and wanted to go back to the city where she could rely on the defenses in her workshop to protect her. And where no one need be injured. Or killed.
“We can go back to town,” Cedar said, perhaps guessing her thoughts. “Wilder...isn’t going to pan out. He isn’t with Cudgel any more.”
“Didn’t you say his head is worth money in its own right?”
“I’m not collecting on it. He says he’s gone straight, and I believe him. He’s up here with his pregnant wife and one-year-old son. They’re hoping to find enough gold to make a fresh start.”
“Oh.” Kali did not know what Wilder had done to earn his bounty, but she could not argue for killing a man with a new family to provide for. “Sorry the trip was a waste for you.”
“Not a total waste. I got kissed.”
“By Wilder?”
Cedar snorted. “By you.”
“I know about that. I was just making sure I didn’t have competition. This Wilder might be a looker.”
He waved away her goofy comments. “Wilder did say he agreed with me in that Cudgel was probably on his way up to Dawson. He’s too greedy to miss an opportunity like this.” He spread a hand to indicate the river and the claims.
A thud sounded beside Kali’s ear, and shards of bark flew off the tree beside her. A gouge appeared in the trunk.
“Time to go,” Cedar said.
“Do we face the angry humans by the river or the unknown somethings in the forest?”
“Your choice. I have ammo now.
“We can cut back to the trail through the trees.” Kali glanced at Sebastian’s injured men. “I’m tired of hurting people.”
“You want to hurt machines?” Cedar led the way into the forest.
“No, but I want to see them up close.”
“Even if they’re shooting at you?”
“I’m odd,” Kali said. “I know.” She wanted to know what powered them and what directed them to move—and shoot. Nothing natural. That much she knew.
Something glided out of the branches. Before Kali got a good look, burning pain lanced into her abdomen. She hunched over, clutching her stomach. Again, the wound was not enough to break skin or rip clothing, but she would have a bruise before long.
“You all right?” Cedar gripped her shoulder. “I saw it. It’s a foot long and looks like a big butterfly with wings made of the same mesh as the flyer.”
“If you saw it, why didn’t you shoot it?”
“Don’t we want your friends to believe we were caught in the cave-in?”
Right. Weapons fire would give them away. “All right,” she said, “let’s get out of here. That thing is aiming for me.”
They broke into a jog with Cedar leading the way. Though no trail meandered through the forest, enough people had clomped around their claims that Kali and Cedar could maneuver between the trees, following paths of trampled foliage. Their footfalls drowned out the click-whirs of the mechanical creature, but she feared it was not far behind. Between the packsack bumping on her back and the drill snagging on branches, she was not moving quickly. More than once, Cedar glanced back and slowed his pace for her.
Without warning, another tiny projectile hammered Kali in the jaw.
“Tarnation!” she blurted, grabbing her chin. Without the protection of clothing, that one hurt more than the others. Warm blood dribbled through her fingers. “How’d it get in front of us?”
“I don’t know. Another quarter mile, and I’ll risk a shot.”
They kept running. Though the balls did not cause overbearing pain, the face shot made Kali aware of the possibility of getting one in the eye.
The next stab of pain came from the side. She growled in frustration and gritted her teeth.
Sword in hand, Cedar darted in front of her and crashed into the undergrowth. He leaped into the air and whipped the blade upward so quickly Kali could not track its path. Metal clashed against metal, and something slammed into a tree trunk. Her eyes finally caught up with the action when the contraption clattered to the ground.
“Keep running,” Cedar said. “There’s more than one.”
But she sprinted over to check out the device. It was worth a few more balls in the butt if she could take one home to study.
The winged, bronze and steel creature had a finely wrought carapace, and Cedar’s blade had sliced its body in half. When she picked up a piece, its lightness surprised her.
“Go, go.” Cedar pulled her to her feet and gave her a shove.
He was staring past her shoulder, and she risked a glance before running the direction he indicated. And she gulped. No fewer than ten of the flying creatures were descending from the trees and angling toward her, like a swarm of bees.
Still clutching the broken one, she took Cedar’s advice and ran. There were no clear trails, and she stumbled on roots and rocks. Branches whipped her face and snagged her hair. She almost dropped the drill, but she did not have time to dig the flash gold out, and she refused to leave a piece of that on the forest floor.
Footsteps thundered behind her. Cedar.
“They’re staying out of sword reach,” he said.
“They’re smart.”
“Flash gold smart?” He must have also realized no natural explanation could account for the autonomous creations.
“Maybe.” Flash gold was her father’s invention, and she did not think much of it was out there in the world, if any. She had read of witches animating inanimate objects and controlling them, and thought that a more likely explanation for the swarm, but she could not be sure. She lacked the breath to share her speculations.
Cedar grunted, then cursed. He was running directly behind her and taking the hits.
“You don’t have to...do that,” she said.
The effort of holding the pace was catching up with her. Without the packsack, she would have an easier time, but she was unwilling to leave her tools behind. She could have dropped the drill or the metal carcass, but she might find another use for the former, and she had to check out the latter as soon as there was time. This woman’s work was incredible.
“Veer right,” Cedar said. “The river bends ahead, and we’ll run into some rapids if we keep going straight.”
“It’d be nice if...someone would have...made a trail for us.”
“We’ll meet up with it soon.”
When Kali tried to follow his instructions and run right, movement in that direction made her falter. Two of the creatures swooped out of the canopy.
Cedar’s rifle cracked. One of the constructs flew backward, smashing into a tree. The other returned fire. The bullet was too small to track, but Cedar cursed and dropped his rifle. He snatched it up and caught up with Kali.
“They’re herding us,” he said.
Yes, she was getting that feeling. “To corner us...at the river? I’m hot and tired enough to jump in and...take my chances with the current.”
“With all that gear?” Irritating that he did not sound out of breath. “You’d sink like a gold bar.”
Before she could think of a retort, the trees and undergrowth ended, and she stumbled onto a granite bank, damp with spray. In the center of the river, white rapids frothed and churned, but Kali’s gaze went to a shallow niche filled with calm, dark water—and a brown-clad figure standing in a metal boat. No, not a boat. The lower half of the flying machine, the half they had not found in the wreckage. The furnace and boiler appeared undamaged, and puffs of gray wafted from a narrow smokestack. Some sort of screw-style propeller kept the flying-machine-turned-land-vehicle-turned-boat from drifting out into the rapids.
Kali slowed down, not sure what to do next. Stop and talk? God knew she was curious about this woman. Or turn right and run downriver, taking her chances navigating the treacherous slabs of rock framing the waterway?
Cedar had no trouble deciding what to do: he fired his rifle.
The transparent barrier still protected the piloting area, but since the woman was standing, her torso rose above it. The bullet slammed into her chest. Or it should have. It clacked, as if hitting rock, and ricocheted off without the figure reacting. Actually she did react. She tilted her head and gave Cedar a look that managed to convey, even with goggles covering her eyes, pity for such a simple creature whose only solution to problems was gunfire.
He seemed to get that message too for he growled like a bear roused early from hibernation.
Click-whirs grew audible over the roar of the rapids. The flying constructs drew closer, forming a tight semicircle at Kali and Cedar’s backs. One buzzed a couple of feet from her ear.
“What do you think of my cicadas?” the figure called. The head wrapping did not cover the speaker’s lips, so the voice came out clearly. It definitely belonged to a woman, an older woman, Kali guessed. “Incase you’re thinking of fleeing, I should inform you that you’ve experienced only Setting One of their firepower. There are three settings.”
“Who are you?” Kali asked. Maybe the question should have been, “What are you?”
Though the voice and the swell of a bosom beneath the brown wrapping made femininity clear, Kali struggled to believe this was a mere woman. Cedar had shot her the day before—they had seen blood—but no sling cradled the arm, nor did the figure appear wounded now.
“Who do you think I am?” the woman asked, a smile in her voice.
Kali glanced at Cedar, but his face was masked, and he said nothing.
“A witch who studied engineering?” Kali said to the woman. “Or an engineer who studied witching.”
“Witching.” The woman chuckled.
“Oh, good,” Kali muttered. “I amuse her.”
“Your first guess is most accurate.” She smirked. “Huzzah.”
“And what do you want with me?” Kali asked. “It is me, right? I couldn’t help but notice your little butterflies had a fixation for my bottom.”
“I’m here to kill you.”
Cedar took a step forward, his knuckles white where he gripped his rifle. “If you try, I’ll kill you first.”
“Not likely, dear,” the woman said. “You don’t seem too bright.”
“Why?” Though Kali did not think Cedar would be rash enough to charge the woman, she put a hand on his arm anyway. The hard knotted muscles beneath the sleeve testified to the tension in his body. “Why kill me? Most people just want to kidnap me. Which is a might inconvenient, too, but preferable to death.”
She eyed the woman’s vessel as she spoke, mulling over a way to sink it or push it out into the rapids. If they could manage that, the river might sweep their foe miles downstream before the woman could pull herself to shore. That would give her and Cedar time to escape. But if the “cicadas” truly had a setting three times as powerful as the one she had already felt, she might be filled with holes before she could reach the shallows and the boat.
The woman’s gaze fixed on the drill. Kali had turned it off, but the flake of flash gold continued to glow, as it would for all eternity unless someone destroyed it. Maybe it was visible from the boat.
“The secret of flash gold must die,” the woman said.
Ah, yes, visible from the boat indeed.
“Most people want the secret,” Kali said, “which I don’t have, by the way, so there’s no need to kill me. As far as I know, nobody living has the secret.”
Kali subtly poked through the innards of the broken cicada, looking for a clue that might let her nullify them all. If they were decommissioned somehow, charging the boat might be a less foolish proposition. Her fingers tingled as she touched some of the fine gears. Magic?
Cedar watched her hands through hooded eyes.
“You know how it’s made even if you lack the power to imbue it,” the woman said. “You’ve studied your father’s notes, I’m sure.”
“Notes?” Kali said. “Was he supposed to leave notes? He must have forgotten. He was busy dying.”
“Ezekiel kept excellent notes. I know. I was his research partner for more than ten years.”
Kali blinked. “You knew my father?” She had never met anyone outside of Moose Hollow who did. Old Ezekiel had done a good job of falling off the map when he came north. If Sebastian had not blabbed to the wrong people, all these troublemakers would never have known of her existence.
“Yes, did he never speak of me? Amelia?”
“No.”
“That figures,” the woman said, voice like ice. She—Amelia—picked up something. A small bronze box. Some sort of controller for the cicadas? Had she grown tired of chatting?
“My father didn’t speak to me about anything,” Kali said, trying to buy more time. She went back to prodding the wreckage of the broken cicada. “If you were lovers or something, he might still have cared. I just wasn’t...a confidant of his. He barely acknowledged me.”
“Because you lack power, I imagine. If the arrogant coot hadn’t been obsessed over looks, we might have...”
She did not finish, but Kali could guess. They might have had a child. So, this was some spurned woman her father had not chosen for a lover. Maybe Amelia wanted Kali dead for more reasons than flash gold.
“Sorry, he didn’t love you,” Kali said. “But it’s not my fault. Killing me won’t—”
“It will ensure no more flash gold is ever made,” Amelia snarled. “It’s bad enough that it exists at all, but now that gangsters know about it, they’ll not stop until they capture you and wring its recipe from your brain. They’ll find someone who can imbue it, and the world will suddenly have power enough that countries can destroy each other without ever fielding an army.”
Kali’s probing in the broken cicada revealed a small cracked compass. “Don’t you think flash gold has power for good? To be used as an energy source? It’s more efficient than burning coal or wood and—”
“Don’t lecture me, child. I know what it is. I helped invent it. And then I watched as the first experiment burned half of a town and killed dozens of people. I was caught in that fire.”
For the first time, Amelia lifted a hand to her face and pushed up her goggles. She used her left hand. Maybe that bullet in her right shoulder had hurt after all.
Next she removed the wrapping, letting it fall about her neck like a scarf. Short graying blonde hair framed a narrow face with a pointed chin. She might have been pretty once, but shiny scar tissue ran up and down the right side of her face, contorting her features.
“I have that lodestone with me,” Cedar whispered, and Kali realized he had been watching her finger the compass. “Wrapped up in the bottom of my pack.”
Kali caught on immediately. If the cicadas used the compasses for navigation, a lodestone, with its magnetic properties, might be enough to throw them off by a hair. A hair might be all they needed. “Get it,” she whispered back. “Hook it on the lead one’s wings.”
She tossed the broken machine aside, and took a couple of steps toward Amelia, placing herself to block the woman’s view of Cedar. “I’m sorry you were injured, but look.” Kali held out the drill with both hands. “Flash gold is a brilliant invention. It needn’t be used as a weapon. I’ve used it for tools and plan to use it for transportation. I’m sure there are a million ways it could make people’s lives better.”
“It would only take one unscrupulous person to use it to destroy the world,” Amelia said. “It’s too dangerous to keep around.”
“We just have to make sure it doesn’t fall into an unscrupulous person’s hands. If we worked together we could do that. You have no idea how much I’d like to learn from you. I’ve never had a teacher.” Kali was buying time, yes, but the ache of sincerity in her voice surprised her.
It must have surprised Amelia too for she frowned thoughtfully at Kali. Might she consider it?
“It’s true I’ve no magical gifts,” Kali went on, “so I couldn’t make the alchemical potions or whatever you used to heal yourself and deflect that bullet...” She raised her eyebrows. She was guessing since she had little knowledge of witchery, but Amelia nodded slightly. “I’m told I’m a fair tinkerer though.” Kali juggled the drill so she could remove her packsack. “I love to make things. I can show you some of my handmade tools.”
“I was impressed by your vehicle,” Amelia admitted. “Nobody taught you, you say?”
“I’ve had to learn it all on my own.” Kali took another step. If Cedar gave her a chance, she would have to sprint forward and act before Amelia had time to think up something. “This drill isn’t fancy since I only had a couple of minutes to make it, but it shows you the potential flash gold has for useful things.”
Amelia’s face hardened. Mentioning the gold again had been a mistake.
“No,” Amelia said. “It’s too dangerous. And, because you know its secrets and criminals know of you, you’re too dangerous.”
A clunk sounded behind her. Cedar tossing the lodestone at one of the flying creatures?
Before she could turn around to check, metal clashed. He was attacking the cicadas. That was her cue.
Kali sprinted toward the water, gripping the drill in both hands.
Amelia sneered and pushed a lever on her control box.
With the river roaring in her ears, Kali could not hear the click-whirs of the machines, but she knew Cedar could not take them all down at once. They would be pursuing. Pursuing and shooting.
Balls hammered the granite bank, bouncing off like hail. None struck Kali, but she sprinted faster anyway.
Three strides from the shallows, she touched the flash gold flake with her thumb to turn on the drill. Cedar surprised her by running past her. He leaped into the air, clearly hoping to jump over the shield on the boat and land on Amelia. She saw him coming, though, and hurled something. A small black ball expanded into a net, entrapping him in a heartbeat.
Kali splashed into the shallows, high-kneeing it to the back of the boat.
Though the net entangled Cedar, his momentum took him into the pilot’s seat. He crashed down on top of Amelia, who shrieked in anger.
Kali reached her destination, the furnace and boiler at the back of the boat, but frigid water reached to her chest, and a strong current tugged at her body. She spread her legs, trying to brace herself on the slick bottom. She would need leverage if she meant to succeed at her task. Something akin to a cat fight was taking place in the pilot’s seat, with both people tangled in the net.
“Cedar!” Kali called. “Get out of there!”
Stones shifted and moved beneath her feet, and the current threatened to suck her into the rapids, but she found a big rock to brace her boot against.
Amelia screamed in pain.
A splash sounded—Cedar obeying her order. Good.
Kali closed her eyes, tucked her chin, and pressed the drill to the side of the boiler. As soon as she felt the tip pierce the metal casing, she dove down, hoping the water would provide her some protection from the—
Boom!
Even though she knew what to expect, she had no way to defend against the raw power of the boiler failure. The water did little to soften the blast wave, and it hurled her into the stony river bottom. Her back slammed against the rocks. Her breath escaped in a burst of bubbles.
For a dazed moment, she could do nothing. The current swept her off the rocks, and she forced her stunned limbs to work. She kicked and stroked, hoping she was angling toward the surface, but the powerful water defied her efforts. It swept her out of the shallows and into the rapids where she picked up speed.
She clawed her way to the top only to be battered against a sharp rock. She managed a gasp of air, but the torrent forced her underwater again. More rocks barred her way, and she bounced between them until her hand caught on something.
Rope?
If so, it was narrow, but she wasn’t going to complain. She twined her fingers around it and lunged for another piece with the other hand. Not rope, a net.
As soon as she gripped it with both hands, she felt herself being hauled out of the current. Her head broke the water. Rivulets streamed into her eyes, but she dared not let go to wipe them, so she merely trusted it was Cedar.
The current lessened, and her knee bumped against the bottom. Shallow water. She heaved a sigh of relief.
Strong hands gripped her by the armpits and pulled her out of the water. Before she could so much as wipe her eyes, she found herself crushed into a soggy hug. She did not relax into the embrace immediately; she craned her neck, searching for Amelia and the vessel. Kali had been swept a good hundred meters downriver, and she could barely see the bank where she’d started, but she squinted and spotted a couple of cicadas, flying around, lost. One crashed into a tree and went down. Others were already smashed into the ground. Kali did not see Amelia or the boat.
“You sank it,” Cedar said. “She went downriver in the rapids. I got her with my sword through the net, but it wasn’t a mortal blow. I don’t know if we’ve seen the last of her or not.”
“The last of her for today, I hope.”
Kali let herself slump against Cedar for support and warmth. Now that she was no longer thrashing to escape the current, shivers coursed through her body. Though May lacked the harsh bite of a Yukon winter, it held no warmth either, and a cold breeze needled her through sodden clothing.
Cedar released her. “We better fetch our gear and get out of the area before those prospectors come looking for us.”
“Agreed.” Kali jumped up and down. Her teeth chattered.
“Did you bring a change of clothing?” Cedar asked. “Or only tools?”
“Of course I brought clothing, and don’t you pick on me about how I packed. Not when you brought a rock.”
“A lodestone.” He grinned. “And it came in handy, didn’t it?”
She tamped down her own grin and sniffed. “Moderately, I suppose.”
“You’re still a hard lady to please, I see.”
“Yes. Yes, I am.”
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Kali lined the crosshairs up with the man-shaped target tacked to the wall of her workshop. This was going to make a mess. She ought to test the device outside, but she did not want to explain it to passersby. More people were streaming into Dawson every day, and it was hard to walk out the door without tripping over someone.
Her finger found the trigger, and she tapped it. The weapon responded perfectly. A chunk of potato shot from the broad wooden barrel, sailing across the workshop until it thudded into the neck of her target.
“Spud to the jugular.” Kali lowered the weapon. “Embarrassing way to go.”
Her front door creaked open, and Cedar ducked inside. Milos, she reminded herself, determined to start calling him by his real name.
Clean-shaven and dressed in a nice button-down shirt, he strolled toward her. He gave the SAB a pat on the way by—it had taken her an entire day to fix it up so she could bring it home—and halted when he spotted the potato launcher.
“You made one?” A grin split his face as he reached out to touch it. “I didn’t truly expect you to... Can I try it?”
“Of course. You didn’t think I’d make something so silly for myself, did you?” Kali put it in his hands and grabbed the other half of her potato. “It’s like an old muzzle loader. You stuff your ammo in through the barrel. It’s bladed so it’ll shave your spud down if it’s too big. Then you need to crank that lever a few times. It pumps air into the large-volume chamber where it builds up pressure. When you pull the trigger, that controls the dump valve and...” A concerned furrow creased Cedar’s brow so she stopped the explanation, pumped the lever, and pointed. “Just pull the trigger.”
“I may not be bright enough for this one,” he said dryly.
“No, no, you knew about the lodestone, and you set a still to blow up in about thirty seconds. I don’t even know how you did that. You’re smart.”
His eyebrows flew up. “Did you just compliment me?”
“Er, maybe.”
“Huh.”
Cedar pointed the spud gun, but did not fire right away. He met her eyes. “I just saw Bosomhall limping up the street, his arm in a sling.”
“Oh,” Kali said, not certain how she felt.
She had wondered if he made it out alive. On the one hand, she did not hate anyone enough to wish death on a person. On the other hand...it would have been better for her if Sebastian had never returned from the wilderness. Before, greed had motivated him to strike at her. Now, revenge might add extra...color to his plans for her.
“I thought you should know,” Cedar said.
“Yes, thank you.” Kali pushed aside her worries for another time. “Are you going to try that thing, or not?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
He lifted it, aimed, and fired. The potato chunk soared across the workshop and took the target in the eye. It was amazing that someone so tall, muscular, and battle-hardened could grin like a school boy, but he managed it.
“Accurate, good velocity, nice.” He lowered the gun, and his grin softened to something warm and intimate.
She blushed, remembering their kiss, and stuffed her hands in her overall pockets while studying the floor. “So, uhm, sorry you didn’t get any closer to finding Cudgel. Blazes, we didn’t even get to collect a bounty on anyone up there.”
“Yes, I wanted to talk to you about that. First, I need to apologize for getting you involved in that mess. I didn’t realize just how despicable Bosomhall was. You never would have walked into his trap if it hadn’t been my idea to use him and his claim. Second...” Cedar drew a purse from within his duster, counted out a stack of Morgan silver dollars, and set them on her workbench.
Kali scratched her head. “You’re not trying to pay me for the spud launcher, are you?”
“No, that’s your fifty percent from Koothrapai.”
“You don’t have to do that.” She eyed the stack, thought of the parts she could buy with it, and her fingers twitched toward it. She forced those fingers back into her pocket. “You were right,” she made herself say. “I didn’t do anything, so it’s not fitting I get a cut.”
“No, you were right. We have a deal. Fifty-fifty on everything. And anyway...” He was the one to stick his hands in his pockets now. “I didn’t get in this for the money. My reasons for hesitating to give you your share earlier were...personal.”
“Oh?” What was he about? Kali tried to read his face, but he was studying the floorboards.
“I was concerned that you’d get your airship put together and leave the Yukon forever.”
“That is my plan,” she said.
“Without me,” Cedar added.
Kali blinked. “Oh. I didn’t realize that was a concern of yours.”
“I can’t leave without getting Cudgel, and if Wilder spoke the truth, he’s either in Dawson or on his way. Thanks to the gold, I reckon half the world will be up here before long. He’s not going to miss out on it.”
“Uh huh. So, what you’re really saying is you’d miss me if I left.”
He looked up from the floor. “That’s what I’m saying. Did you think I’d let someone I wasn’t partial to curl up in my Euklisia Rug?”
“I’ve known men who would curl up with just about any woman.”
“But not in their expensive, mail-ordered-from-Wales Euklisia Rug.”
“So, I’m special?”
“Oh, I think you know that.” Cedar tapped the barrel of the potato launcher.
“Well, yes, but not everyone appreciates it.”
“I do. And I’d be honored if you’d accompany me to the dancing hall tonight.”
Kali bit her lip to keep from grinning like a fool. Then a realization struck. “I don’t have a dress!” Sebastian had given her a couple—he’d said it was embarrassing to be seen in public with her when she was wearing her greasy work clothes, the ass—but she hadn’t bothered to hunt for them after her home in Moose Hollow had been burglarized.
Cedar nodded to the stack of silver coins. “Perhaps you could purchase a suitable garment with your earnings.”
“You want me to buy a dress with my airship money?”
“It was just a thought.”
She considered him for a moment, then plucked at her grime-streaked overalls. “Would you dance with me if I wore this?”
“Of course.” His blue eyes crinkled. “Though now that most of the snow has melted, nudity is an option too.”
“I’ll buy a dress.”
“If you insist.”
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