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Chapter One



The remote hills south of Thornville, California

“THE ONLY GOOD PLACE for a man is on the other end of my gun.” Anna Blue cocked the hammer of her .45, keeping the green dot of her prismatic sight hovering over “Dirty” Danny Malone’s heart. His partner in crime, Ron “Rat” Welles, stood on the other side of their little dead campfire. Anna had heard Malone was fast, but she had no doubt she could put a bullet in him before he reached the pistol on his hip. And he knew it, too.

Instead, Malone shot off his mouth again. “You ain’t too plain. Wash some of that trail dust off and you could be a pretty little flower.”

She kept her gun steady. The sun was high, but her tinted spectacles kept the glare down, as well as letting her see the green dot of her pistol’s sight. “I know you boys are stupid, but do you really think you’re the first to try to use what’s in your breeches to distract me from taking you in?”

Malone spoke up, thumbs casually hitched in his belt, but ready to draw if he had to. “Might want to reconsider that, sweetheart. A lot of things a man can do for you. A man like me.”

She laughed, but it didn’t break the tension in her body. She’d done this a hundred times—more, even. No one was better than she was at running down bounties. The image of a man with intense eyes, broad shoulders, and a two-gun rig flashed through her mind. Maybe one man was as good as she was.

“That’s right.” Welles’s nasal voice seemed to rattle in the pine needles around the campsite. “Laugh a little. Live a little. Got a bottle of corn liquor we could all share.”

“You boys could never earn the right to drink with me.” She hadn’t had a drink with a man in years. Something like that, sharing the heat of whiskey, the calm it soaked into her nerves, was more intimate than the tumbles she’d had with strangers.

Malone sucked a breath, shaking his head in disappointment. “Never met a more ornery woman.”

“That’s your problem,” she said. “Gotta stop thinking of me as a woman and start realizing I’m the bounty hunter who’s bringing your sorry hide in.”

Malone’s eyes narrowed. She saw the tendons twitch on the back of his hand. Welles shifted his feet in the dirt. Now they were serious. Even the horses that were tied on the edge of the campsite had the sense to paw at the ground and nicker nervously.

She kept the green dot on Dirty Danny’s chest. “What’s your play, Malone? Boxed yourselves in. You can’t run north. Up that way is Thornville, and everyone knows the law doesn’t even let mosquitos bite in that town. The ocean’s to the west, hunting parties to the east, coming up from New Mexico where they really want you dead.” Malone glanced in all the directions she mentioned, a tic developing at the side of his eye. She didn’t let up. “I imagine you wanted to run south, but I’m standing here.”

Welles’s nickname of “Rat” became abundantly clear when he showed his sharp front teeth in a mean sneer. “Not for long.”

He flinched toward his pistol and she swung her gun to aim at him. No more than ten minutes ago, she’d snuck up on these two fugitives, having picked up their trail when they crossed from the Nevada territory into California. The men were caught so unawares they didn’t even have a second to grab their hats.

“Make a play for your gun, Rat.” She kept her voice even. “I don’t hold any bounty papers on you, won’t lose any money if I leave you here for the vultures.”

“But I’ll lose money.” A third man stepped into the clearing. Silently.

How the hell did he sneak up on her? No one in boots moved with that kind of stealth. Besides her.

Taking on two shooters was a challenge. Three was a whole new deal from a stacked deck. Instinctually, she pulled the small revolver she kept in the small of her back and aimed it at Malone while swinging her pistol from Rat to the new man.

Then she understood how he’d come upon them with the silent ease of a true predator. The newcomer was Jack Hawkins.

At well over six feet tall, the black man filled the campsite with his presence. Hell, he even seemed to challenge the nearby mountains for dominance of the skyline. His dark striped shirt and buttoned wool vest hardly seemed to contain the muscles across his broad frame. A leather harness across his chest and shoulders held a weapon at his back. The small brim of his crisp hat shaded his face, but his intense eyes still pierced through. A two-gun rig was buckled across his trim hips.

One of those .44s was in his left hand, cocked and ready. His right hand was empty, but still looked like a weapon. His sleeves were rolled up, allowing sunlight to glint off the brass and black enameled metal that made up his thumb and first two fingers. It was some kind of mechanical wonder, extending into a steel band around his wrist. More metal rods climbed up his forearm and ended in a band just beneath his elbow.

But those eyes—they were more incredible than the technology that built a human hand out of metal. Like lightning striking gunpowder, his gaze was quick, piercing, and dangerous. And right now he was looking straight at her, into her, as if there weren’t two armed men intent on not going to jail between them.

This is what it was always like when they were within range of each other. Two of the best bounty hunters in the Western U.S. Of course they kept their eyes on each other. Often enough they were tracking the same bounty. Never came down to a fight for the prize, though. She or Hawkins would collect before the other had a chance to get the drop. Standing there now, however, looking back at him, she felt his presence and how it made her pulse race faster in more than her trigger finger.

“Anna Blue.” Hawkins’s voice was low, nearly a growl.

IT WAS LIKE stepping into a clearing and coming face-to-face with a predator just before it made its kill.

Anna growled back. “You’re not taking in my bounty, Hawkins.”

Jack had seen plenty of predators, but never a beautiful hunter like Anna Blue. Beautiful? He questioned himself as he took another step into the campsite. But the answer was yes. She wasn’t one of those pretty flowers from the dance halls, gliding in frothy skirts. Anna stood strong in tall miner boots. Her denim trousers hugged her hips. Even in breeches, there was no doubt she was a woman. He never thought a woman in trousers could light a fire in him, but Anna changed his mind about that. Damn if she didn’t have to be his rival.

“Malone? He’s all yours.” His gun was steady and level on Welles. “I’m here for Rat.”

Rat didn’t look like he was going easily. “I might have a say in that, boy.”

He’d heard it before. Too many times. His teeth clenched. But he wouldn’t let a piece of dung like Rat rattle him. “You might bleed to death from a .44-sized hole I put in you. So watch your mouth.”

“I’ll—”

While Welles took all the attention, Malone reached for his pistol. Anna swung her gun around, aiming precisely. Her .45 barked before Malone gripped his gun. Birds scattered from the trees and the horses tested the knots of their lead ropes. The single bullet streaked across the campsite and smashed into Malone’s gun. Sparks flew, and he nearly jumped out of his boots.

Silence came heavy down on the campsite.

Anna broke it. “Can’t cock a gun with no hammer.” She moved her aim a little below Malone’s belt buckle. “Guess where I’m aiming now.”

Jack let out a laugh. But his mouth was dry, and he didn’t have a lot of breath. Watching her move and shoot was like fine art. Better than anything they could hang in a museum.

Her razor-sharp aim was a wonder to behold. “Guess all them tall tales are authentic. Heard you put a bullet in the barrel of Junior Winter’s rifle before he could fire. Blew the whole rig up.”

“It’s truth.” She seemed to conserve her words like her bullets. “I’d tell you to ask Junior, but he ain’t talking from six feet down.”

Rat tried to laugh, too, but it only came out as a strained wheeze. “Ain’t she the most prickly filly you ever seen?”

Holstering his gun, Jack approached Rat. Knowing Anna paid attention, Jack put a little extra swagger in it.

Rat’s smile wavered as Hawkins came closer. He’d seen it before in a hunted man. Rat teetered between trying to talk his way out of it, run, or fight.

“She’s the best bounty hunter I’ve ever seen,” Jack said.

A decision hit Rat. It was a mistake, but he was already reaching for his gun. Jack balled his left hand into a fist and slammed it into Rat’s jaw. The bounty had no chance. He stumbled backward, grasping at the air. Dry pine needles scattered as he landed heavy on the ground. He groaned a little and rolled from side to side, but he was definitely down for the count.

Jack sneered, pulling the gun from Rat’s holster and the knife from his boot. “She’s the best bounty hunter besides me.”

Anna gave a wry laugh and muttered, “Cocky son of a bitch.” She maintained her aim on Malone, but her attention was on Jack.

He moved aside the shortened sabre on his belt so he could pull a pair of shackles from one of the many pouches.

Her voice grew louder. “Spend a lot of time staring in the mirror, Hawkins?”

He didn’t look up from shackling Rat as he boasted, “Who wouldn’t want to gaze at this man?”

“I’m sure there are plenty of people with their sights lined up on you.”

He stood from his task, fixing her with his gaze. Her eyes were hard, but she didn’t seem ready to look away from him. He reached up with his right hand and turned his wrist slightly, making the mechanical fingers pinch the trim brim of his hat. Then he winked, like giving her a shot from a hidden pistol.

If it had any impact, she didn’t show it. The way she handled herself with Malone, stonewalling him, Jack wouldn’t be surprised if bullets and ether-powered cannon shells bounced off her.

He cocked his head toward Malone. “You just going to let him stand there and sweat, or you going to bring him in?”

If Malone had even dreamt of reaching for his broken gun, Jack knew she would’ve been able to pull the trigger first. She tore her eyes from Jack and turned all her attention back to her bounty.

“Left hand,” she commanded. “Reach across and take out your gun.” Malone started to move and she cautioned, “Slow or dead, get it?”

Malone grumbled, “I get it.”

What on Earth could resist her? Seemed Anna’s demands would make the sequoias stand up straighter. Malone followed orders well, gingerly unholstering his pistol and tossing it on the ground in front of him. He pulled out the rest of his weapons without her urging. The guns and knives jangled into a heap in the dry pine needles.

Stealing little glances at Jack, she made Malone walk backward a few paces before turning around and getting to his knees with his hands in the air. She shackled his wrists behind his back and holstered her gun.

Jack could stand there and watch her work all day. He knew the kind of bounties she’d brought in. Her confidence was warranted. Her skills were as sharp as legend said. And for the first time in longer than he knew, she made him remember what it was like to have a hunger for something he couldn’t have. As silently as he arrived, Hawkins slipped into the trees surrounding the campsite.

DISTANT THUNDER RIPPLED over the clear sky, but it wasn’t a coming storm. It was the sound of Hawkins’s engine-cycle. She’d noticed it on the street before, but never flying with its ether tank activated. The eight-foot machine glided in wide circles over the campsite.

It didn’t seem like Rat had ever seen the engine-cycle before, though. Still dazed, he scuttled backward in the dirt until he ran his back into a tree. “Oh, sweet Father in heaven, have mercy on my poor soul.”

She watched the engine-cycle circle tighter, looking like a bird of prey’s demon skeleton. “I’m sure he won’t.”

When Anna was a child, sneaking away from the orphanage to marvel at the fantastic inventions displayed at the county fair, she saw attempts to rig a small steam engine to a bicycle frame. The contraption would sputter in circles, belching smoke and looking like it was ready to explode at any second. With the advent of tetrol, that miracle fuel pressed by the Chinese from the soya bean, the technology could actually translate from the inventor’s mind to the real world.

Hawkins’s engine-cycle was a perfect example. Rather than a dream come to life, it was more like a lawless man’s worst nightmare. Enameled black steel made up the long frame. Brass fittings shined in the sun. Hawkins took meticulous care of the vehicle. Maybe because it was built with the same materials as the apparatus that made up half his hand, the engine-cycle looked like an extension of Jack Hawkins’s body.

Malone muttered, “I’m sorry, Rat. Sorry for what he’s going to do to you.”

Twenty feet in the air, Hawkins sat in the small leather seat, thick arms outstretched to reach the handlebars. Extending forward, between him and the front wheel, was a long engine. It rumbled, shaking and cranking out power to the propeller spinning in the back of the engine-cycle. The back of the frame was strapped down with saddlebags and cases of leather and canvas. Being a bounty hunter meant traveling with your home. If you couldn’t carry it, it wasn’t yours.

Unexpected emotion fluttered open in her. Hawkins lived exactly as she did. The loneliness of the existence ached. She quickly pushed the thought away.

She nudged Malone with her boot, bringing his attention to her. “What makes you think you got it any better?”

His lips quivered. “Nothing … ma’am.”

Hawkins hadn’t put on his goggles, so he squinted against the wind as he dove the engine-cycle toward the ground. The propelling fan kicked up dirt and leaves, creating a small storm that settled around Hawkins and his machine. Once it rested on two wheels, he killed the fan and let the engine idle. It growled like an animal.

He swung out the kickstand with the heel of his black boot and dismounted. As he extended a retractable metal and canvas sidecar from the cycle, Rat continued whispering prayers for mercy.

Hawkins pointed at the sidecar. “Stand up and get in there.”

Rat merely shook his head.

His temper didn’t flare, but the menace was clear in Hawkins’s deep voice. “Count yourself lucky I didn’t use my right hand to deck you. I once used it to punch clean through a steel suit Professor Bates built to protect him while knocking over banks.”

The inventor and his steam-powered thieves had made the news in several counties. She knew he’d been captured, but always assumed it took the might of the army to bring him in. But she wasn’t about to feed Hawkins’s ego by telling him that.

Hawkins pointed Rat toward the sidecar. “You sure as hell don’t want me to put you in there.”

“No, I don’t.”

Anna couldn’t help but laugh. “Sounds more like “mouse” than Rat.”

Hawkins shot her a look. This wasn’t a man who liked being interrupted. Too bad; she shrugged it off. She had her own business to attend to.

Putting her hand on the butt of her pistol, she leaned close to Malone. “I’m going to get my ride. You’re not going to give me the same kind of trouble Rat’s giving Hawkins, are you?”

Malone swallowed hard and shook his head.

Walking from the small campsite, she heard Hawkins continue to threaten Rat, but the bounty sounded petrified by fear and wouldn’t move. She couldn’t keep a small smile from her lips; served Hawkins right for thinking so highly of himself.

Through the trees and over a small ridge, she found where she’d landed her engine-trike. It was downwind of the campsite, so they wouldn’t hear or smell the engine on the approach. She climbed into the familiar saddle of the three-wheeled vehicle. After having her nerves jangled by being so close to Hawkins, it was calming to have the handlebars and control levers of her trike just where they were supposed to be.

She pulled the choke knob and yanked on the starter cable. The pistons cranked, but didn’t start up. Another try on the starter and the engine turned over, blooming heat in front of her.

Twisting the release valve started the catalyst in the ether tanks. They hummed to life next to the rear wheels. The suspension springs creaked as the whole frame lifted off the ground. A quick double check told her that all her gear was still secure. Like Hawkins, she rode with her life rolled up in leather and canvas, strapped tight.

She squeezed the clutch, dropped the gear lever into flying mode, and felt the air pulled around her by the propeller fans on the side supports. A long breath filled her lungs. Rising off the hard earth was the best freedom she ever knew. For a long time, she’d only imagined scraping her feet for countless miles on the dirt until she was dead. No grave. It seemed that there wasn’t even a place for her in the ground. But there was a place for her above it.

Turning the throttle gave more power to the fans, pushing her higher. Tree branches brushed past, then gave way to the open sky. It was a short trip, so like Hawkins, she didn’t put her goggles on. But her tinted spectacles helped some, cutting down the bright sunlight.

The treetops parted into the small campsite. She circled overhead, watching Hawkins drag Rat toward the engine-cycle.

She called down, “I’ll give you a hand if you split the bounty with me.”

Even from thirty feet up she felt the scowl on Hawkins’s face. “Don’t need no hand.” He balled a fist in Rat’s shirt and hauled him up to his knees.

Malone was still where she left him. She dove lower toward him, keeping her eyes on Hawkins. “You look like a greenhorn bringing in your first wanted.”

Hawkins lifted Rat higher and tossed him into the sidecar. “Just a shy, reluctant bride.”

She brought the engine-trike down hard and jumped from the seat to face Hawkins. “I ever see you treating a woman like that, you won’t live to see sunrise.”

He blinked. Before steeling over, he took a moment. His eyes searched her face; he had to know she meant every word. Hawkins made a little bow of his head. “Pardon the offense, Miss Blue. My momma raised me better than to say something like that, and if she’d heard me, you’d have to beat her on the draw to put the first bullet in me.”

Again, his mechanical hand came up to pinch his brim.

Her turn to blink. She’d have been ready for a hidden pistol or throwing knife, but his response was completely unexpected. If she knew how, she almost had the urge to curtsey. Maybe it was just another weapon of his. Twelve-gage charm.

Deadly.

She had to get out of range, so she turned back to Malone. “You’re going to stand up, walk slow, and sit down on the back of my engine-trike, just behind my seat.”

Her bounty thought through every instruction and nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

The man scraped his way to his feet and walked over to her machine. On the other side of the clearing, Hawkins strapped a leather belt across Rat’s chest, pinning him to the narrow sidecar. The bounty hunter kept stealing glances at her.

She didn’t expect the hungry look on his face. Like a man who’d just rode out of a snowy pass after a long winter. The look quickly disappeared as he turned to her machine.

He spoke casually, like they’d been drinking friends for years. “You don’t find that trike too wide for horse trails?”

She shook her head. “Just fly over them.” Malone sat on the back of her trike and she tightened a canvas belt across his lap. She hooked a thumb toward Hawkins’s ride, ether tanks extended on brass and steel lattices. “And I don’t need to pull out my ether tanks when I want to go up.”

“A fella doesn’t need more than two wheels,” he replied. “Keeps it lean.” Satisfied Rat wasn’t going anywhere, Hawkins strode over to the horses and pulled off their saddles and tack. He untied them, slapped their flanks, and hollered for them to run. They quickly obeyed, weaving through the trees and disappearing in the forest.

Malone craned his neck to see what Hawkins was up to. “Sure, the horse was stole, but the saddle’s mine. Think I can keep it?”

“No.” She placed her answer like a bullet, right between his eyes. “You killed a man in New Mexico. Left his bride a widow. Far as I’m concerned, you shouldn’t even get a last meal.” She took her seat in the trike and revved the engine. “But I’ll let the judge decide that. To me, you’re just one hundred dollars.”

Ether hummed in the tanks and the trike lifted off the ground. Malone gave a little yelp, but she didn’t care if he was scared or not. Yet she did care that Hawkins watched her. More than she wanted to. He even smiled a little as she made her turn over the campsite, twisting higher.

Last thing she saw of him before turning north was Hawkins taking his seat again on the engine-cycle and revving the motor. Then she turned her attention to the treetops and mountain ridges. The salt of the Pacific washed over her in the wind coming from the west.

She turned slightly to the left, getting a view of the full expanse of the silver and blue water. “First time I saw the ocean, thought I’d fall off the earth. Like it was some great waterfall that was going to take me away.” The trike climbed higher, easing to a steady pace two hundred feet above the ground.

Malone’s shackles jingled as he shifted in his seat to grip the trike’s frame. “I ain’t gonna fall now, am I?”

Waggling the steering, the trike swung from side to side. She knew everything was strapped down good enough to stay on. Even Dirty Dan. “We’re all given the same chance starting out. You’ve already fallen.”

The peace of the high air was broken by the rumble of Hawkins’s engine-cycle. He shot up, quick and nimble, and leveled out the long machine next to her. Goggles obscured his eyes, but the wide grin was clear on his face. Revving his motor, he pulled ahead of her in the air.

She prickled, charging forward to move beside him, then forward by the length of her front wheel.

Hawkins smiled, cocky. His cycle nosed ahead of her.

Even though they’d never spoken before this morning, this tug-of-war with Hawkins was all too familiar. In the past, when she’d shared a space with him, the tension was undeniable. They were the two best, they both knew that. But neither knew which was better. One time, in a Tucson opera house, they had spotted each other as they walked down opposite aisles to their seats. She sat a few rows behind Hawkins. He kept squirming in his seat like he was sharing it with a rattlesnake. After a minute, he got up and took a seat a row behind her. Then she had understood what had made him so restless to be sitting in front of her. No way she could relax, knowing he had the advantage at her back. By the time she got up, Hawkins’s row and all the seats behind him were filled. He sat comfortably on the aisle, long legs stretched out. But his eyes remained alert as his gaze tracked every move she made.

She couldn’t let him scare her out of that theater. But she couldn’t keep her back to him. A city dude sat in the aisle seat on the opposite side of the row from Hawkins. It only took a steady glare from Anna to move the dude to another part of the theater. Even with twenty people between them, she was aware of every move Hawkins made on the other end of the row. The Shakespeare actors stomping on the stage and the clockwork ghost of Hamlet’s father weren’t enough to steal Anna’s and Hawkins’s attention from each other.

When the audience rose to a standing ovation, they each slipped out through opposite exits. Flying now through the air with him, feeling Hawkins’s presence closer than ever, she wondered if more than just professional rivalry kept them in each other’s line of sight.

She released more of her engine’s power, retaking the lead. It was a race. But to what end?

His body was at ease, sitting astride his flying cycle. So sure of himself. In command of the machine and the technology that completed his hand. It seemed like he could give her a lot, if she was willing. But it might be more like losing herself than gaining a prize.

Her engine-trike growled. The fan pushed hard and she sped forward in the sky. Hawkins’s engine roared. He was close behind. There was no knowing what would happen once they reached Thornville.


 

Chapter Two



JACK COULDN’T LET her win. Seemed like every step forward in his life there was some bastard trying to hold him back, chain him down, or outright kill him. Not that Anna Blue was as bad as those men, but she was still a competitor. Part of him thought he should thank those other sons of bitches for making him into the best that he was. But they’d never get his gratitude—the ones who were still alive. All they’d get was the dead eye, the look that told anyone that nothing could hurt him.

Anna weaved her engine-trike in the air, blocking him from passing on the side. A glance over her shoulder revealed a wicked little grin. It was like she’d dipped him in lamp oil and lit a match.

No, he couldn’t let her win.

Rat gave out a little yelp as Jack dove the engine-cycle toward the ground, then arced back up, pushing the motor to give out almost all its speed. He raced under Anna’s trike and rose up ahead of her.

When he looked back, he saw her smile was gone. She was as deadly serious and as focused as a mountain cat. The same look she’d given when she’d warned him off ever mistreating a woman. Anna had a quick trigger. He’d never backed down from a fight, but seeing her like that was enough to let him know she was formidable. Throwing down with her would certainly end in bloodshed. From the stories he’d heard of her bringing in bounties up and down the western territories, she was relentless. No sense in testing that in a fight, not when they had jobs to do.

But testing her in a race was another matter. At least this wouldn’t end with bullets blasting or knife edges tasting flesh. She still hadn’t named her prize, though. Not that it mattered. He was going to beat her to Thornville.

He called back, “I get to name my prize when I win.” Nothing crass. She wouldn’t stand for anything like that. He’d practiced enough to play the gentleman. It was one of the first weapons he’d acquired. Always kept those racist bastards off balance when he came off more polished than they were.

Her engine roared and the trike zoomed up parallel to him. She said through gritted teeth, “You ain’t winning.”

“Just one drink, Anna Blue. Sam’s Saloon in King City. Name your poison and I’m buying, but you gotta tell me the tale of your first bounty.” As soon as he named the prize, he knew he had to hear the story. What could’ve shaped such a singular woman as Anna Blue?

Hills and trees sped past them. There was just a glimpse of the town’s clock tower. Two more ridges and they’d be in Thornville.

Despite the size of her trike, she kept pace with his leaner engine-cycle. She had two fans to his one, and riding with the Rat in his sidecar threw off his airstream. Just like she hadn’t named her prize, she didn’t agree to his, either. Her eyes were inscrutable behind the spectacles. He’d hate to play poker with her.

Or it might be a hell of a lot of fun. Once they figured out the stakes. Unlike sitting astride a horse, the way Jack rode his engine-cycle, Anna’s position on her trike was more like leaning back in a rocking chair. It gave him an opportunity to look at the length of her legs, stretched out and operating the pedals and levers of her machine. She was strong and tall. Her weathered hat was pulled down low, but a long blonde ponytail trailed in the wind from underneath it. There was nothing fragile about her.

He pushed his motor faster, edging her out by just the tip of his front wheel. She set the line of her defined jaw and matched his speed. Neither was conceding the race.

Rat quivered in the sidecar. “Y’all gonna get us killed.”

Jack growled back, “If I wanted you dead, you’d be dead. Gun, knife. Could do it with my hands.” He extended his right hand, twisting his wrist to activate the springs and gears in the mechanical fingers. The enameled steel snapped into a fist, along with his other fingers. It was part of himself, second nature. Just like flying under the power of the ether tanks on his engine-cycle. But to Rat, it was all too new.

“You … you ain’t human.”

“Funny, lot of men thought the same thing, even before I got my new thumb and fingers. Just because of the color of my skin.” He released his fist and let his hand rest on the butt of his pistol. “I was ten during the War of Secession. Still killed two Rebs on my family’s run out of the South.”

Rat’s eyes flicked from Jack’s gun to his face.

Thornville was only one ridge away. Jack couldn’t afford any more distractions from his race with Anna. “The only words out of you, Rat, will be, ‘Thank you, Mr. Hawkins, for bringing me to justice.’ Anything other than that gets you brained.”

Rat twisted his mouth shut.

Birds flew from the tall trees on the road to Thornville, scattered by the growling engines of the two flying vehicles. If this wasn’t a race, Jack would’ve saved his ether and driven his engine-cycle along the dusty trail. Suddenly that image of the open road seemed more lonely than free.

Not that Anna Blue was the perfect traveling companion. She wouldn’t smell of rose water or pass the time with butterfly-light conversation about how pretty the clouds looked. Jack shifted in his seat, feeling the leather harness across his shoulders and the weight of the shotgun against his back. He had no use for frills. Anna Blue presented the most unique kind of woman, the only one he’d met who had the first understanding of what it meant to live between a silver dollar and a bullet.

She dove her trike toward the wide main street of Thornville. He angled his cycle to keep up. A barn and a large cannery swept by beneath them. Several people on the street stopped to gawk at the two speeding vehicles.

It was a risk, making this kind of a display in a town known for its strong and fair law. He’d brought a few bounties in to this jail and had nothing bad to say about Sheriff Campos. She’d probably have a few harsh words for him as soon as he landed.

First. He had to land first.

But Anna wasn’t going to make it easy. Face set with determination, she muscled her trike through the air, leveling it out so all the wheels would hit the ground at once. They were both about ten feet above the ground. Jack kicked the lever on his cycle, transferring the engine’s power from the propelling fan to the rear wheel. The whole frame shook with new life as the steel and rubber wheel spun.

A quick twist of the buoyancy valve shut off the catalyst and dropped the cycle out of the air. Rat cursed and Jack braced for the impact. The suspension springs screamed in a quick gasp until they recovered, bouncing the cycle up again. The second time he hit the dirt the rear tire dug in and sped him forward.

Good lord, if Anna wasn’t right there with him. Kicking up a storm of dust behind her, she looked like a half-mechanical fury goddess being born from the elements. Buildings blurred past. Only one thing mattered—the jail at the other end of town.

They were both going so fast there was a good chance they’d overshoot the jail and go crashing into the blackberry brambles that surrounded the town. Or he could lose control of his cycle and smash into the thick adobe wall of the jail.

Jack squeezed the brake lever on the handlebars and stomped on the pedal to lock up the rear wheel. Dirt sprayed out all around as he slid sideways toward the jail. Anna was somewhere in the dust clouds, bringing her vehicle to a screeching stop.

His engine-cycle finally came to rest just inches away from the small boardwalk in front of the jail. The dust cleared, revealing Anna right next to him. And standing in front of the jail were Sheriff Campos and a scowling U.S. Cavalry officer.

A clockwork-driven Gatling rifle rested, ready, in the cavalry man’s hands. He had a hard look, a little wild, despite the polished buttons of his uniform. Since he and Jack were close enough to the same side of the law, there was no sense in challenging him. And if he let that Gatling rifle loose, no one on the business end would probably survive.

Sheriff Campos put her hands on her hips and shook her head, disappointed. “You two are lucky no one in town was hurt.” The burn from her dark eyes left no doubt how this territory stayed so law abiding.

Anna dismounted and knocked the dust off her hands before stepping up to the sheriff. “Wouldn’t dream of causing too much trouble in Thornville.” She extended a hand and the sheriff shook it. “Good to see you again, Rosa.”

“You, too, Anna.” The genuine smile on the sheriff’s face turned wary when she shifted her gaze to Jack. “Didn’t know you were riding with a partner these days. And Mr. Hawkins, no less.”

Anna spoke quickly, before Jack could get the words out. “We ain’t partners.”

Jack stepped off his cycle, pinching the brim of his hat to the sheriff. “No, ma’am. Just friendly competitors.”

As relaxed as the sheriff seemed, the cavalry man was still ready for a fight. Jack watched Anna size him up before leaning close to the sheriff. “Didn’t know you’d taken on a deputy.”

The cavalry man corrected her, “Second lieutenant.”

An unfamiliar smile cracked through the sheriff’s usually hard exterior. “And husband.”

“Well, congratulations.” Anna shook the sheriff’s hand again and extended it for the cavalry man.

He slung the Gatling rifle over his shoulder and shook Anna’s hand, explaining, “Tom Knox.”

Jack stepped closer to the group. “Felicitations to the happy couple.” He put his right hand out to Tom. The cavalry man looked down at it for a moment. Jack saw the familiar expression of wary surprise. But it didn’t last long, and Tom readily took Jack’s hand and shook it.

Jack gave Tom a pat on the shoulder with his left hand. Beneath the uniform, a hard scar revealed more than any army insignia. “Got yourself a good man here, sheriff.”

Tom tipped his head toward Jack’s hand. “You’ll have to tell me that story some time.”

“And you’ll tell me what it’s like to be hit with an ether bullet.”

Rolling his shoulder, Tom nodded. “Over a bottle of applejack.”

Usually Jack held a basic mistrust for a military man, but Tom didn’t wear the uniform like it’d been handed down by God and the president, giving him the right to do whatever he wanted. The idea of swapping stories had appeal. Most places, Jack was friendly with the local law, but he couldn’t say he had friends. That was a price of running bounties for a living. The road was his hometown. “Some other time. Right now there’s a little business to take care of.” He gestured toward Rat, who still sat strapped in to his sidecar.

“More business than you know of.” The sheriff jangled her keys and strode to the front door of the jail.

Anna followed. “What’s the trouble?”

“I didn’t say trouble.” The sheriff unlocked the door. “You’re always jumping to the worst conclusion. No wonder your last name is Blue.”

“Didn’t have much of a choice in a name, did I?” Anna stalked off to untie her bounty.

Sheriff Campos spoke after her, “More than others.”

Jack already knew there was some kind of story that made Anna into what she was, but hearing this only increased the mystery. And the danger. Like sliding down the side of a stone mountain, trying to find a foothold, and only feeling the earth give way beneath your boot. What would he find as he fell? The way she’d captured his attention already, knowing more of Anna could wind up with him crushed and broken.

She had Malone up and walked him into the jail. Jack unbuckled Rat and pulled him to his feet. As he unshackled the bounty, the man cleared his throat and spoke slowly.

“Thank you, Mr. Hawkins, for bringing me to justice.”

“Nicely said, Rat.” Jack barely needed to touch the man and he walked straight into the jail. It gnawed on Jack when his cycle wasn’t as lean as it could be. He quickly folded up the sidecar and drew the ether tanks in toward the body.

The sheriff closed and locked the door to the jail. “Either of these hombres get hurt when you nabbed them? We got a new doc and she’s mighty fine.”

Malone tried, “I think I twisted my ankle …”

But Anna’s growl cut him off. “They’re all in one piece.”

The sheriff double-checked the lock on the door. “Couple of days, federal authorities will pick them up for trial.”

Anna seemed charged with an unstoppable energy. “You said there was more business.”

Jack put up a hand, stopping the conversation before it could get started. “First things first.”

Sheriff Campos nodded. “You want your bounty.”

“But before that”—Jack glanced back at the two vehicles they rode in on—“there’s a little matter of a friendly wager.”

The sheriff looked at Anna with a little shock. “What’d you bet him?”

Anna ground out, “It was a race. Into town.”

Tom grinned, looking like a guy familiar with wild escapades. “Explains why you two came tearing in like tornadoes. Stakes?”

Anna and Jack were silent for a moment. A lot of possibilities there. Then Jack spoke. “They hadn’t been agreed on.”

Tom gave a little chuckle and the sheriff joined him. They looked from Jack to Anna and back, a little more smug than Jack liked.

Anna mustn’t have felt too comforted by the way she was being eyed, either. Her words came out sharp. “So who won? Who got here first?”

Silence. More knowing looks that irritated Jack like nettles.

Tom shrugged. “Looked like a dead heat.”

“Yep,” the sheriff agreed. “You came in neck and neck.”

This made Tom chuckle again.

Jack tried to keep his voice even. No sense in rankling the local law and the U.S. Cavalry. “There had to be a winner.”

“Nope.” The sheriff turned, taking a moment to bump her hip against Tom’s, and walked toward her office. “Now let me get you those bounty payouts and we can get down to the new business.”

Tom strode next to his wife and Jack and Anna hurried to catch up. The interior of the sheriff’s office was a relief after the high sun’s heat. As soon as Jack’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, he made out the two desks, assorted chairs, and locked case full of firearms. Everything was in order, as if the sheriff could intimidate the breeze not to ruffle a stack of paper. She walked over to a whole wall covered with wanted posters and tore two down.

“Hundred dollars each.” She went to a tall safe in the corner and spun the dial.

As casual as Tom looked, leaning against a table near her, Jack recognized that the cavalry man could draw his pistol in a flash. And if that wasn’t enough, the Gatling rifle was still ready over his shoulder. It would be suicide to mess with Tom or his wife. If she didn’t get you, her ever-watchful husband definitely would put you in the ground. Jack hadn’t seen a couple like them. They were so balanced together, aware of the other, as if dancing and never stepping on each other’s toes. Tom wasn’t protecting his wife as much as he was backing her, ready to take on any threat. They made each other stronger. Jack had never seen that with other men and women; he hadn’t the first hint of something like that for himself.

An uncommon heat started to sear at Jack’s left shoulder. He wondered if he’d been so intent on the money coming out of the safe that he’d stood too close to the small iron stove. But that fire wasn’t lit. It was another kind of fire. Anna. They’d both been staring at Sheriff Campos at the safe and now stood less than a foot apart.

She noticed at the same time he did and they both took a quick step apart. So she felt it, too. A brief look of confusion on her face was replaced by her stoic cool. He’d never seen blue eyes that could blaze then frost so quickly.

He’d needed women before. But he’d been easily sated. Flesh on flesh. A night, a week, no longer. He lived for the hunt, the solo ride, and those women never held his attention for long. It was all about the surface of the skin. There was no excitement in discovering anything deeper. This, though, went bone deep.

What the hell could he do with it? Anna wouldn’t let anyone within range. He saw she was a master with the .45. She could knock a flea off a dog at twenty paces. The suede jacket she wore looked more like armor. But there was a woman beneath it, clothed in a simple plaid shirt. Nothing simple about her eyes, though. They showed her strength and hid her history.

Jack almost cursed himself out loud. That was the explanation as to why she’d fueled this kind of interest. It was the hunt. He couldn’t have her, and he had to find out how he could get her.

Sheriff Campos approached them with bundles of money and paperwork. “Your bounties.”

He took the payout and filled out and signed the paperwork with the silver fountain pen kept inside his vest. This was the reward. Hunting Anna wouldn’t lead to anything as good as money. Just frustration and maybe a bullet hole.

Once he signed his name on the paperwork he offered the pen to Anna. She looked at it warily, then took a pen from the sheriff’s desk. He couldn’t be offended, understanding her professional caution, and put his pen back in his vest. She finished filling out the form and the sheriff collected what she needed, filing it away neatly in a desk drawer.

Anna was still focused like that invisible pistol sight she used. “So about this other business?”

There was at least one saloon in town and Jack needed to wash the road dust from his throat. Maybe a couple of beers could cool the burn he still felt being this close to Anna. “Pleasure working with you again, sheriff. Good meeting you, Tom.” He gave Anna a wink. “See you at the next opera.” He never did get to ask her what she thought of the Shakespeare. Not that he was paying any attention to it with her on the other side of the row.

Before he could leave, the sheriff took two folded telegrams and held one out to him and one to Anna. “It’s business for both of you.”

He took the telegram and stepped away from Anna. She did the same, holding the paper carefully so he couldn’t read it. As soon as he was sure his hand blocked his telegram, he scanned it.


To: Jack Hawkins c/o territory sheriff. From: State Police Office of Fugitive Recovery. Bounty leveed on Dr. Franklin Song. $1000.00. Alive. Last whereabouts, San Francisco, CA.


He tore his eyes from the wire to glance north. Anna did the same. Their gazes met before they returned to the telegrams.

Cautiously, he asked, “Dr. Franklin Song?”

She nodded slowly. “Looks legit.”

The sheriff approached with two more bundles of money. “They used the correct state police codes in the wire. And they sent this.” She handed them the money. “Three hundred each as a retainer.”

“From Harbor Savings and Trust?” Anna rubbed the telegram between her fingers, as if she was testing the dirt around a fugitive’s footprint.

The sheriff nodded. “The same bank in San Francisco state police always use.”

The hundred dollars from today’s bounty had been electric. The three hundred Jack now held should’ve been like holding lightning. Something was different, though. The dollars didn’t sizzle like they usually did. The thrill felt muted compared to the charge he got standing close to Anna.

To hell with it all. Jack needed to get on the road, to chase something he knew he could catch. Dr. Franklin Song was worth one thousand dollars. With Anna holding the same telegram, it looked to be another race. But he couldn’t make tracks yet; there were too many dark corners in this job, perfect for hidden scorpions or gunmen.

Anna must’ve been feeling the same tug of the road; she leaned toward the door. Her mouth was turned down, though, skeptical. “Dr. Song break any laws?”

The sheriff shook her head.

Tom scratched at the stubble on his jaw. “Nothing I heard. Last I knew he was working on a two-man Sky Charger for the Upland Rangers, everything on the up-and-up.”

“That inventor’s one of our greatest assets in the war against the Hapsburgs.” The sheriff drummed her fingers on the desk. “Doesn’t add up.”

“We know firsthand the Hapsburgs don’t play fair.” Tom’s small laugh was laced with hard experience. “This could be another one of their stacked decks.”

Jack had heard of some of the enemy’s saboteurs making trouble in these parts. If the stories were true, it was a hell of a mess, but the sheriff and her man did a mighty fine job of cleaning things up.

“The money came from the right bank, but where did the telegraph come from?” Anna still held the paper, scanning over the words again and again. Jack saw she read fast . Probably learned properly as a child, rather than as a teenager like he did.

He added, “Just because they used the right code doesn’t mean they didn’t steal it.”

The sheriff held up her hands for silence. “Best you talk to Izek in the telegraph office—he’ll be able to answer all that.” She motioned them toward the door. “I’ll let you wear your weapons, as long as you’re not planning on staying in town.”

“Staying?” Jack laughed. “Not likely. Not when there’s a bounty to catch.”

Anna added, “Wouldn’t know what to do with a roof over my head, Rosa. I’m always just passing through.”

Sheriff Campos nodded. “As long as the cables are humming, neither of you stay longer than collecting your money, knocking back a drink and a meal, and refueling your engines.”

Jack replied, “That’s the business of a hunter.” A lonely business sometimes. Especially when most of the people he met were going to try and kill him so they could get away.

The sheriff tapped the paper in Jack’s hand. “You find any laws broken with that telegram, come back to me. For technical matters, Izek’s your hombre.”

Jack let Anna exit first, then pinched his brim for the sheriff. She smiled politely and Tom gave him a little wave.

As Jack and Anna stepped off the small porch and back into the daylight, the sheriff called after them. “And go slow. No sense getting someone hurt if you’re racing too fast.”

Tom laughed behind her and she shot an elbow into his gut. But he kept chuckling and she joined him. The two of them disappeared into the dark sheriff’s office and the door shut behind them.

Anna pulled on her shaded wire-rim spectacles. They were tinted reddish orange, but he was still able to see her eyes, narrow and unreadable. “Telegraph office.”

A small twitch of the wrist extended the first mechanical finger so he could point up. “Follow the wires.”

They tracked where the high poles brought the telegraph wires from down the road into the thick of town. Together, their boots scraped in the dust as they walked. Neither let the other get ahead or fall behind. So it was shoulder to shoulder, almost as if they were a couple on a stroll. A couple of bounty hunters who were heavy with weapons and had an insatiable hunger for the hunt.

Jack knew that, besides each other, there was no one within miles of how good they were. “You ever have a run-in with the bounty hunter JG, or Sonny from his gang?”

“Only when I’m slipping bounties out from under them.” She stayed focused on the telegraph office ahead. “Those boys are always three steps behind.”

The main telegraph pole was sheathed in tin from the ground to ten feet high. Jack assumed it to be evidence of the Hapsburg trouble. That would explain the newer buildings on the southern side of town.

Some of the residents of Thornville watched him and Anna warily. He smiled and nodded for a couple of the local ladies. Their polite smiles were a bit shaky.

As he and Anna stepped onto the boardwalk, she asked, “What about Donna and the Greek? Seen them a couple of times on the trail, but never close enough to take what I was aiming for.”

“Same here.” He opened the door to the telegraph office and held it for Anna. “They’re capable if someone’s running through their territory, but get mighty shy further they get from their hearth.” Donna and the Greek weren’t truly dedicated, not like Jack, who didn’t even have a true home to get away from. Colorado was family, but not home.

She stepped into the telegraph office and he followed. Immediately he was hit with the aromas of a tinkerer. Same as Lorna Carmichael’s shop in Colorado, where he sat for hours while she fitted him for his new hand. Hot metal. Solder and brass. But this was also a telegraph office, so the smell of ink hung heavy like a secret needing to be told.

“Lord …” Anna turned in the center of the room, looking at all the wires winding down from the ceiling and into a whole wall of equipment.

Metal and wood all clicked and hummed harmoniously with gears and rods and leather driving belts. Little electric lights glowed and flickered, but nothing had labels, so there was no hope of Jack deciphering their meaning.

A man disengaged himself from the machinery, adjusting his eyeglasses and smoothing down his mustache. “Hola. Sending or receiving?”

Anna fixed him with her gaze and he took a step back. “You Izek?”

“H-how can I be of service?”

She held out the telegram. “You received this here for me.”

Jack gave Izek a friendly smile before Anna scared the poor telegraph man to death. “We both did. Same telegraph.”

Izek nodded. “Anna Blue and Jack Hawkins.” He smoothed his mustache again. “An honor to have both of you here. Your names are always buzzing on the wire.”

A reputation could be more important than a bullet. Jack didn’t even have to draw his gun sometimes. All he needed was his name. “Everything you’ve heard is the honest truth. But there’s only one wire I need to know about today.” He handed Izek the telegram. “Can you find out where it was sent from?”

The same electricity from the equipment sparked in Izek. He took Anna’s telegraph, too, and examined both. The middle-aged man reached for his mustache, then hesitated.

“The clocks will tell us.” He hurried to his wall of equipment and ran his fingers over a row of clocks embedded among the machinery. “Telegram was sent at eleven fourteen o’clock in the a.m.” His nimble fingers adjusted one of the clocks to that time. “So we can see here …” He excitedly waved Jack and Anna over.

They paused to exchange a look before stepping close. A silent communication that they were sharing a room with a bit of an eccentric. But the look was too unguarded, too familiar. The steel returned to Anna’s eyes. Jack set his jaw, feeling the familiar smirk he used to shrug troubles away.

Izek was oblivious to the moment, leaning over his equipment and a long line of small glass orbs. “These lights represent sending stations. Porterville, Santa Barbara to the south. I set the clock to the time of the transmission; the light shows where it came from. It all has to do with the latent resonance of the wire and the—”

Anna got him back on track. “None of the lights are on.”

“This one.” He gently tapped on the light. “Barely.”

Jack read the meticulous handwriting on the label beneath the light. “Morro Bay?”

“And this one.” Izek indicated the next light along the row. “Also very dim.”

“Monterey.” Anna glanced to the door, like she was itching to ride. “That’s where it came from?”

“No, you see?” Izek kept his fingers on the two bulbs. “They’re both too dim. That means the signal was sent from somewhere between them. An experienced operator must’ve spliced in somewhere between Morro Bay and Monterey.”

Anna frowned. She adjusted her gun belt. “This ain’t feeling so legit anymore.”

Jack’s skin prickled. She was right. But the three hundred dollars was real and enough to spark his interest. “So you letting this one go?”

She burned him with a look, a challenge. “Not so much. You?”

“You’re not that lucky.” He pulled a silver dollar from his vest pocket and handed it to the telegraph man. “Obliged, Izek.”

“Any time, Mr. Hawkins.” And a courteous bow to Anna. “Miss Blue.”

She barely smiled back. “Somewhere between Morro Bay and Monterey, right?”

Izek nodded. It was as if he’d fired the starting gun. Anna and Jack hurried out of the office and back into the bright sun. She was fast on her feet, but he never lost a footrace. They kicked up the dust of the main street.

He reached his engine-cycle first, but the damn starter didn’t crank on the first try. She got hers to turn over and he was just behind her. Their engines rumbled like a stampede. Anna tore off. Jack dropped his cycle into first gear and sped away after her.

He could handle his machine. With just a dull knife, he could clear out a barroom full of wanted men, bringing them all to justice. He’d been broken and rebuilt and lived.

He twisted the throttle, gaining on her. This was more than a simple race. High dollar prize meant high stakes. If someone was willing to pay, someone else was willing to kill. But that unknown didn’t gnaw at Jack. The real danger came from Anna. Chasing her, racing against her, meant she would be close enough to burn him.


It’s only thrill of the hunt, he said to himself.


 

Chapter Three



HAWKINS WAS BEHIND her. Was she running from him? Leading him? Anna shook off the thoughts. Neither, she told herself. She was gunning for the bounty and nothing else mattered. But if that was true, she’d be paying more attention to the road ahead than Hawkins on his engine-cycle, cutting through her cloud of dust.

She barely saw the stagecoach with enough time to veer out of the way. The four-horse team lurched to one side, taking the coach half into a ditch on the side of the road. As soon as he wrestled control of his horses, the driver cursed Anna, shaking his fist. His angry face turned red in the side mirror of her engine-cycle. When Hawkins blasted by the driver, the man’s face turned white. He could only sit there, mouth agape. Progress had thundered past him.

The stagecoach driver wasn’t even on top of an Iron Coach. Those tetrol-powered vehicles ate up the dirt at least twice as fast as a normal coach. And they were a hell of a lot easier to track, with their large studded metal wheels. Just two years ago those landlocked ironclads were like something to come out of the devil’s own forge. Now, seeing a coach drawn by horses seemed like ancient history.

Hawkins pulled up beside her and they took up the whole road through the hills. Trees whizzed past in a blur, making him look like the most solid thing in the world. His goggles were on, hat low, and a bandanna covered his nose and mouth. But somehow she could tell he was smiling. Like knowing you were about to step on a rattlesnake in the darkest night.

He gestured behind them. “Nearly ran that relic off the mountain.”

She also had a bandanna protecting her from the road dust, and shouted through the fabric and engine noise. “You might be next.”

His motor revved and he shot ahead of her, calling out, “Do it.”

Damn the man—he was toying with her. He kept his cycle just ahead of her. She surged forward. He laid on just enough power to outpace her. The road twisted, taking them over a small hill and speeding down an incline. They dipped toward a small valley. No one played games with her unless she agreed to the terms. There was one man in Oregon who limped from a bullet still lodged in his leg because he tried to change the wild cards for a poker hand mid-deal.

She sped up, making as much noise as she could with the motor. Hawkins stayed ahead of her. They hit the valley and started the climb out. Time to deal her own hand. Twisting the throttle, she let the engine loose. Tires dug in the dirt and shot her forward. Hawkins had speed, but she had power. He twisted in his seat and saw her coming. But he couldn’t wring out any more juice from his cycle on the climb out of the valley. A flush of victory flashed through her as she passed him.

Another kind of man might throw his hat down in disgust. Or rant until purple in the face. Some might even take a shot at her. She saw it every day, bringing in bounties. Men don’t like to be bested by a woman.

She turned to see Hawkins. He nodded to her and held up his left index finger.

When they crested the hill he caught up to her. “That’s one for you.”

They rode side by side. The warm glow from beating him didn’t diminish. It seemed to be growing, pushing a fever through her limbs. Forgotten nerves tingled awake.


No.

The wind didn’t bite hard enough. There wasn’t enough sting in her lungs from the tetrol fuel. Her body was betraying her. No, she told herself. She couldn’t actually be enjoying this chase, this race.

That thousand dollars was hers, and Hawkins wanted to take it. That’s all. No thrills or flashes of need. Cold cash and hot lead.

She spoke over the din of their machines. “You’re going to run out of fingers and toes to count.”

He held up his right hand for a moment, sunlight glinting off the brass fittings of the mechanical appendage. “I’m used to losing them. Come back stronger.”

There was no question how powerful this man was. Legends told of him routing a whole nest of train robbers with only a shortened cavalry sabre. The western territories were filled with stories like that. But seeing him take care of Rat with one punch, and how fast his mind worked when on the trail of the next payout, she knew firsthand he was formidable.

“Some things no one comes back from.” She patted the butt of her pistol. Her ether-charged Winchester was mounted in a scabbard on the other side of the trike, ready if she needed it.

Hawkins tapped the wooden handle of the weapon strapped to his back. “When I meet my final bullet, I’ll put the devil in shackles and take him to the pearly gates for God’s bounty.”

“Not if I beat you to that prize.”

“Another race.” Hawkins put his boot on the ground to stabilize his cycle as they took a hard turn. She couldn’t tell if he was smiling or not. “Never going to lose you.”

If she wanted to keep her focus, she’d have to lose him soon. Emotions threw off her aim and she couldn’t afford to lose her edge. Ever.

“I ain’t easy to catch.”

“I don’t quit.”

“Even when you’re out of road?” She tugged on the brake handle, bringing her trike to a sliding stop.

Hawkins did the same, fishtailing until he brought the cycle to a rest. They both looked at the sharp bend in the road. The low hills had flattened out and the road widened, heading north. But they were too far inland. At least five or six miles from the coast where the telegraph lines were.

She twisted the lift valve, and her ether tanks hummed. The trike rose above the ground. Sure, the wide cargo roads eventually led from this route to Morro Bay, but flying was so much easier.

She tipped her hat to Hawkins as she lifted higher. “Maybe I’ll see you at the Pearly Gates. With God’s bounty in my hands.”

He stepped off his cycle to look up at her. “Keep your eye on the shadows, Miss Blue. The dark of night, that’s where I’ll be.”

A flick of the gearshift and the engine’s power shifted to her propeller fan. She slipped higher and pushed forward. Below, Hawkins deployed the ether tanks on his cycle quickly. He wasn’t giving up this pursuit easily.

Damn if another flush of need didn’t ache through her at the thought of him on her trail. Those intense eyes staring out of the darkness. Gazing at her. Wanting her. She scoffed and took the trike faster into the high clouds that pushed in from the ocean. He wasn’t chasing her. He was after the money. She was just an obstacle in the way of that goal. Same way he was for her.

Cool and damp, the clouds brushed over her. She pulled her bandanna down to breathe them in, tasting the salt of the sea and the clean of the heavens. Their white glow surrounded her. A glance below only showed hazy images of Earth. Brown hills cut by lines of green trees. Towns were rough squares set in the rolling landscape. No sign of Hawkins.

But the fever remained. Not even the welcome chill of the clouds and high air took it away. Maybe some cold silver dollars in her hand would chase the heat. Otherwise, her edge would melt away. Dulled like that, she could lose everything she’d built for herself. Skills, intimidation—she needed it all to do her job.

Blue infinity crashed into the brown earth where the ocean met the coast. She turned the trike to follow that ragged edge, which seemed like it could split apart any second, tearing the world in half. But the world was already torn. Nations warred on the ground and in the skies. They needed the soya beans for the tetrol fuel. They hungered for telumium to create the Man O’ Wars. Hawkins’s half-mechanical hand was amazing; she could hardly imagine what those metal and flesh warriors were like. Technology wasn’t just helping people, it was transforming them. And driving them to war.

This high above the world, no voices could reach her. At least seven hundred feet in the air, she pushed north. The coastline below opened up. Like the crown of a god’s head emerging from the sea, Morro Rock sat within the bay. Schooners cut through the water around it, heading up and down the coast with their goods. Commerce and daily life went on, while men and women fought and died in the Mechanical Wars over a thousand miles away.

The sea looked calm. She never knew that tranquility. Neither did Jack Hawkins, from the look of him. Besides the hardness in his eyes, there was also a great caution. A man had to survive a lot to become that capable. She also saw a need in him, something deep. A tremor of fear rippled through her because she recognized it in herself. It was the need of someone who had been hungry for far too long.

Afternoon sunlight cut across the ocean and glowed in eight perfect lines cut into the coastline below. Like the wounds left behind by an Italian’s knife. But these were the telegraph lines that helped connect everyone in the state to each other.

Anna steered her trike above the lines and followed them north. Morro Bay shrank behind her. Somewhere between there and Monterey was the next stop in this race for Franklin Song and one thousand dollars.

She grumbled aloud, “It’s only a hundred miles of territory.” Dipping below the clouds gave her a clearer view of the land below. The telegraph lines were easy to follow, but finding any clues there seemed more than impossible.

And the fact that she could see below meant anyone could spot her. Hawkins was out there. Was he close? There was no sign of him, flying like a deadly arrow on his black engine-cycle. But she felt him.

A thousand dollars was a hell of a lure. She knew that hunger. It’s only the money, she told herself. That’s why her nerves jittered in her skin. And she flushed with a new heat when she thought about his eyes on her, tracking her.

“You can look all you want, Hawkins,” she called out into the rushing wind. “Watch me make this bounty before you.”

No answer came. But she imagined his cocky smile, confident he’d beat her to it. Almost made her want to smile back.

The coastline turned jagged, like broken saw teeth. Overcoming nature, the telegraph lines remained straight and reliable between their poles. Nothing out of the ordinary. The wires were all intact. She even caught a glimpse of the glass fittings on the poles, glinting green or blue.

She brought the trike lower, one hundred feet above the telegraph lines. There had been times when she waited for her quarry, gazing at one spot until they showed themselves. She’d caught Molly Gibbs that way. Anna had hid in the tall scrub, convinced the bank robber had been hiding out in a mansion outside of Reno, but didn’t have the proof to go busting in. One night, Molly apparently couldn’t help but gaze out the window during a giant thunderstorm. The rain soaked Anna through, but it was worth it to bring her in.

Anna took a deep breath of the cool, salty air and refocused on the telegraph lines below. Patience, determination. She was better than all the rest. Even Hawkins.

There was still daylight left. She could make it to Monterey Bay before dark, but that didn’t mean she’d find whatever she was looking for below. Hawkins could’ve been toying with her, pretending that he was going after the mystery of the telegraph line. Hell, he could be more than halfway to San Francisco and Franklin Song’s laboratory while she was squinting at miles and miles of telegraph lines. But there were too many questions about this bounty, and she had to track down all the leads before going after a potentially innocent man.

A black bird flapped broad wings as it landed or took off from one of the telegraph poles. Crows were almost as common as ants in California. She reminded herself to ask the next Chumash she met what their legends said about the birds.

As she moved on to the next run of telegraph lines, the crow caught her eye again. Instead of flying, it jerked from side to side, wings outstretched. Was it trapped on the top of the pole, or dying? She couldn’t afford to pass up any crumb of a clue and circled lower.

The breeze from the ocean grew stronger. The bird danced at odd angles. From fifty feet above it, she saw the black shape wasn’t a bird at all. It had feathers, but the wings were too rigid. There was no head.

Gliding lower, Anna saw that the crow was more of a kite. Thin wooden slats formed the skeleton, covered over with feathers. It was tied to the top of a telegraph pole with knots of wire. The same kind used to send and receive messages.

She swept past the telegraph pole, angling the trike and leaning hard so she could snag the fake bird from the top. The wood broke easily from the wires. But the shape was heavier than she expected.

As soon as she brought the trike to the ground, she killed the engine. Stretching her legs, she walked with the bird to a patch of filtered sunlight within the tall pines. Heavy fog collected at the coast, muting the sound of the surf only a few hundred feet away at the bottom of the bluffs. The mist softened the landscape.

“What’s your story, crow?” Turning the bird over, something glinted within its wooden ribs. She drove her hand into its chest. Instead of a heart, there was a small metal plate. Tearing it out caused the bird to collapse, disintegrating into wood and feathers all around her feet.

She was left with only a two-inch-square plate of dull silver metal in her hands. A coil of copper shaped into a one-inch-tall funnel, bolted directly to the center of the plate. Thin wires crisscrossed the center of the funnel, reminding Anna of a cat’s sensitive whiskers.

There were no marks on the metal. No signature, no inscription or instructions. It didn’t even have mounting holes or any indication that it was a piece of a larger machine. Some of the inventions of this modern age made sense to her. She could maintain and repair her trike better than any mechanic. But some things were way beyond her, like campfire folk tales come alive.

The plate’s metal was unique. Strong, but somehow silky, with a sense of life within. Someone put the device in that bird and left it for her to find. But why?

Any possible answers burned away as she instinctually grasped the heel of her pistol and drew. The barrel lined up with the sound of a footstep in the soft pine needles.

Hawkins. Only twenty feet away. Much closer than anyone else could’ve snuck up on her. Damn, that man was quiet for being so big.

He pulled the bandanna down from his nose and mouth, then kept his hands up. “No need for shooting. I let you hear me coming.”

“Sure you did.” She let the green dot of her sight linger on him for a moment, drawing over the broad expanse of his chest.

“Truth be told,” he said with a crooked smile, “you drew on me a few steps before I was planning on it.”

“Lucky I didn’t shoot.”

“It’s looking like you still might.” He waved a hand in the direction of her gun.

She slowly holstered the pistol. He lowered his hands and took a few more steps toward her.

The confident smile remained on his face. His eyes, though, were dark, unreadable. “What’re we going to do with this?”

She thought about palming the metal plate, hiding it behind her back, but knew Hawkins was too sharp not to have already seen it. So she held it up. “This ain’t your problem. I got to it first and it’s going to get me what I want.” Though she had no idea how it would do that.

He slowly shook his head. His mechanical finger drew a circle in the air, as if defining a corral that contained them. “We’re stepping on the same trail. What are we going to do with this?”

The damp mist rolled in thicker from the sea. In that crowded theater, it had felt as if she and Hawkins were the only two people in the room. Now they truly were alone. The fog closed them in, a small island of trees, a stretch of land, and a low sky. And Hawkins.

His dark clothes made him stand out, stark against the light fog. He seemed relaxed, but she knew his body was full of energy, potential. She’d seen him in action, but how would he be with her? Maybe being isolated with Hawkins didn’t have to be a bad thing. She could find out just what his body was capable of, and hers. Never was a man her match, either in bounty hunting or otherwise. But Hawkins … Damn if he didn’t have a way of making her burn from fifteen feet away.

His question strung between them, tight like a rope. She was tempted to let herself fall into him. To test his strength and desire against hers. But where did it end? The rope might turn out to be a noose.

Keeping her eyes on Hawkins, she pointed to her trike, just a few paces away. “You’re going to keep your distance. I can put a bullet through a man at four hundred yards with my Winchester.”

He stroked his chin, eyes flicking up and down her body. “That’s a hell of a distance.”

“If you’re four hundred yards and one foot away, you might be safe.”

His face grew serious as he considered her words. He glanced at the butt of the Winchester in its scabbard on her trike. Then he took a deliberate step toward her.

With a voice low and private, just for her, he spoke, “You know I can’t stay away.”

Was he talking about the money? Not with his dark eyes blazing that way. Her body responded with more heat. It seemed inevitable. They’d been circling around each other for years. The best bounty hunters in the West. A man and a woman with no equal but each other.

One step toward him. That’s all it would take to tell Hawkins, and herself, she was willing. She wanted him. One step seemed so far. Would it somehow move her backward, weaken her? Or show how strong she was?

And if she didn’t take that step, what would she be? A bounty hunter who was no longer a woman. Just a machine like her guns, her trike.

Hawkins stood his ground. His body was capable enough to keep up with hers. And the need and hunger she’d seen in him was the same as she knew. She didn’t back down. Ever. Though this challenge shook her deep. That’s why she needed to face it. To take Hawkins on. To see how far they could go.

A flurry of images ran through her mind. The two of them tangled in the sheets of a hotel bed. His mouth on hers. His touch across her body. Her hands on his chest, his stomach, and lower.

She shifted her weight to take the step toward him. Then, suddenly, the metal plate in her hand started vibrating. It was warm, as if coming alive. Was this some damn device that could measure her desire?

Hawkins must’ve seen the scowl on her face as she gazed at the buzzing metal plate. “What is it?”

“I found this in a fake bird tied to the telegraph pole.”

“I spotted that bird. You got to it first.” He approached, eyes fixed on the device in her hand. “What’s that thing doing?”

The metal shook with more intensity. “I don’t know.”

Both of them drew their pistols. The metal plate buzzed harder. Something was coming.

The fog over the sea darkened. A black shape formed, like a deadly thundercloud. It moved faster than the wind. Forty feet long and as tall as a two-story building. Anna was reminded of the two-mast sailing ships in San Francisco Bay. But this craft didn’t glide through the water. It flew fifty feet above the ground.

“That’s a goddamn Man O’ War airship.” Hawkins drew the weapon strapped to his back. Grasped in his half-mechanical hand was a four-barreled, twelve-gage shotgun pistol.

“What the hell is it doing out here?” The metal plate moved like a mouse trying to get out of her grasp.

As the ship neared, the wooden sides and propeller fans became visible. A large vertical center piece stretched from nose to tail, supporting ether tanks. Crewmembers were on deck, manning equipment and long guns. It was amazing for something so massive to be light enough to fly. Air moved out of the way as the ship plowed through and circled over the area.

Hawkins melted into the shadows of the trees, keeping his eyes on the craft. “They’re not flying any colors. The country markings are burned off.”

Sliding into the trees with Hawkins, she saw the charred patches on the wood where words were once cut in. As the ship made another turn, one figure on the deck stood out. The captain. The Man O’ War. His long oilskin coat billowed behind him. He was shirtless beneath it, revealing glimpses of a metal plate fused to his left shoulder.

“A real Man O’ War.” She’d overcome every obstacle in her life up to this point. But that man-machine hybrid was like a constellation come to life. “You ever see one before?”

“Already fought my way out of one war. That was enough.”

The metal on the captain’s shoulder had the same dull sheen as the plate in her hand. As the ship circled, the plate buzzed harder when the Man O’ War neared. “It’s some kind of detector.” She held out the plate and Hawkins took it from her hand.

His fingers brushed against her palm. Both of them had hard skin from years of work. But his touch got through all her calluses, flaring her nerves. He pulled away quickly. She didn’t know if the tingling in her flesh was residual from the vibrating plate or Hawkins’s fingers.

He transferred the device to his half-mechanical hand, rubbing his fingertips where he’d touched her. If something as simple as that touch burned them both, imagine what their whole bodies would do.

If they ever got the chance. The Man O’ War ship continued to circle. The captain stalked over the deck, his long black hair tied back from his forehead with a broad blue bandanna. Keen eyes searched the ground. His frustration seemed to be growing.

Hawkins whispered, “He’s a rogue. That explains why no colors, no insignia.”

She snatched the metal plate from his hand quickly, before skin could linger on skin. But not quickly enough. Again she felt the burn of his touch. These kinds of distractions could get her killed.

“Someone left this here for me to find.” The plate still pulsed faster whenever the Man O’ War neared.

“For us to find,” Hawkins corrected her. “We both got that telegram.”

“Maybe the Man O’ War also got the telegram.”

“Or he intercepted it.” He kept his wary eyes on the circling ship. “That little detector is a warning for us.”

The ship slowed. Men massed on one side. The captain leaned against the side rail, both hands clutching the wood as if he could splinter it with ease.

The gun in her hand felt like it was made out of thin clay. The bullets small. “If he’s all the way out here, risking getting caught by our Home Guard, this is a hell of a lot more important than one thousand dollars.”

Hawkins tensed next to her. “We’re about to find out how important it is. He just spotted us.”


 

Chapter Four



THE MAN O’ WAR’S gaze bore through the darkness of the trees into Jack. Fog-softened dusk light glinted off the metal plate on the captain’s shoulder. He seemed a wild predator, ready to destroy anything between him and his goal.

But what the hell did he want?

Shouting in a language Jack didn’t understand, the Man O’ War gave orders to his crew. They readied rifles and a mounted Gatling gun.

Pistol in one hand, quad shotgun in the other, Jack positioned himself next to a tree. Anna, though, still stood in open ground, looking like she was about to make a bad decision.

He called to her, “It’s gonna start raining lead.”

In his line of business, all over the West, he’d seen a lot of people get shot. Usually, he was the one doing the shooting. But right now, the last thing he wanted was for Anna to take a bullet. Sure, she was a fine-looking woman, and no one wanted to see any woman hurt, but there was more. He was starting to appreciate having her raw energy near him. There was no fear or judgment from her. They shared an understanding he’d never had with anyone else.

So when she ran from the safety of the trees, he instinctually chased after her. Then the crew of the ship pulled their triggers and sent a storm of bullets down. Dirt flew and the trees shook. Gunfire crackled and thundered from above. Jack sent wild shots back with his .44 as he kept pace with Anna. He knew he wouldn’t hit anything, but he might throw their aim off a little.

Anna reached her trike, pulled her Winchester from its scabbard, and kept running in one fluid motion. Three steps and a dozen near misses, and she and Jack were back in the cover of another stand of trees.

He quickly reloaded his pistol. “You had to have your Winchester? What about that fancy sight on your .45? I can’t see it aim, but I know you can.”

She turned the valve on the slim ether tank strapped to the side of her rifle and cocked the lever. “Not enough sunlight. The prism on the top of the sight catches the light and throws it forward. I’ll do more damage with this.”

“Well, I doubt it can knock an airship out of the sky.”

As the craft circled, the crew moved to keep their firing positions. The Man O’ War was always in the middle of the group. His intense focus seemed more dangerous than the bullets.

“Maybe not,” Anna replied. “But I ain’t gonna lay down with a handful of daisies and wait to die, neither.”

She shouldered the rifle and braced herself against the trunk of a tree. Shots still came down from the airship, but she didn’t flinch. Her rifle fired, with the smallest hiss of ether released into the chamber at the same time. The bullet streaked up and struck one of the crewmen at the rail. He fell backward with the impact. His rifle spun from his hands, knocking into the head of the man next to him.

There was a moment’s pause in the firing. Jack barked out a laugh. “Hell of a shot. That’ll make them think twice.”

Anna didn’t take her eyes off the ship, levering another round into her rifle. “Told you, four hundred yards. Imagine what I could do to you at point blank.”

The ship made another turn. The crew moved to the closest rail again, this time with a little more caution.

Jack had a Winchester of his own on the cycle, but it didn’t have an ether boost. And with his rebuilt hand, long guns weren’t his strength.

“Don’t do it point blank, sweetheart. Close enough to touch—that’s when I’m most dangerous.” Seeing her lean and strong body braced against the tree, he wasn’t thinking about fighting at all.

She fired again, hitting one of the Gatling gunners in the shoulder. “The mechanical revolution’s been good for us sisters. Women sheriffs, mayors, carpenters and such. I’m for it, but do I have to do all the work here?”

Jack saw the frustration growing in the Man O’ War. He coiled at the edge of the ship’s railing. “Here’s where I do my business.”

But it was nothing like anything Jack had to take on before, and he’d handled everyone from crooked railroad detectives to cornered outlaws. The Man O’ War leapt over the rail of the ship. Thirty feet, he fell. The landing would break a normal human. But this man was more than human. He hit the ground and rolled, springing easily to his feet.

Anna whispered, “Holy God.”

The Man O’ War was fifty yards away and coming on fast. He drew a short cutlass from a sheath on his belt and rushed the trees where Jack and Anna took cover.

“No God,” Jack replied. “He’s man-made.”

When he was ten years old, war had shattered the land all around Jack. He’d been afraid. But it couldn’t last. There had been a job to be done. His family had to run. He had to fight. It started with a hunting knife in his hand. Then a huge Colt Navy revolver taken from a dead Reb soldier. Fear had burned away like gunpowder with each bullet shot.

Jack now broke away from the trees to face the coming Man O’ War. A quad-barreled shotgun with special high-compression shells he loaded himself against a three-foot blade. Good odds.

Even with the shotgun pistol’s grip in his half-mechanical hand, the recoil was intense. He braced himself and twitched his wrist to make his metal finger pull the trigger.

The blast bloomed in a ball of fire. Usually, this was where Jack’s target, be it man or reinforced door or moving stagecoach, fell. But there was nothing usual about this enemy.

With incredible speed, the Man O’ War dodged to one side as he ran. Instead of the shotgun slug hitting him square in the chest, it merely grazed the side of his ribs and punched a hole in his flowing coat.

Jack pulled the trigger again, rotating the firing pin to the next barrel. The Man O’ War was closer for this shot, and should’ve been sent back to his family tomb in whatever godforsaken country he was from. But he was just too fast. He dove low and the slug streaked over his head. And he kept coming.

If one slug wouldn’t do it, maybe Jack needed volume. He wished he had one of those army-issued Gatling rifles like Tom sported. Instead, Jack slung his shotgun pistol behind his back and filled both hands with his .44s.

Anna called out from the trees, “Drop him fast. There are more coming.”

A glance to the sky showed a small metal boat descending from the belly of the ship. It glided down, filled with at least eight armed men.

“Believe it, there’s nothing I’d rather do on this Earth than put this son of a bitch down.”

Unleashing both the .44s, Jack sent a barrage of lead at the Man O’ War. This technique had scattered groups of men, sometimes knocking out one or two. The Man O’ War spun through the sheets of lead. Jack cursed. The enemy wasn’t hit, but at least he had second thoughts about a full frontal attack.

The Man O’ War angled away from Jack and Anna, finding temporary shelter in another stand of trees. Jack backed into the cover by Anna, cracking open his pistols to eject the spent rounds. A quick swipe upward brought the cylinders against the fresh shells in their holders on his belt, reloading the guns. He snapped them shut and stepped close behind Anna.

She kept her sights on the coming boat, but they weren’t firing yet. Even the guns from the ship were quiet. Her breath was slow and even. Calm, despite the death swirling all around. Jack knew that a hellstorm of fires must’ve forged her into that kind of cold steel.

“Like your style, Anna Blue.” He kept his eyes on the trees where the captain had disappeared.

Her lips barely moved. “I’d like yours more if you’d killed that Man O’ War.”

“It wasn’t for want of trying, honey.”

She conceded a nod. “He was faster than a jackrabbit.”

“He’s still out there.” So far no movement in the trees.

But the small boat was getting closer.

Anna adjusted the rifle against her cheek. “Let’s turn these fools back.”

Her first shot knocked a man to the floor of the boat. Jack opened up with both pistols, hitting one man and grazing another. The sailor at the tiller wove the boat through the air, making a harder target. A couple of the men fired back, keeping Jack and Anna pinned to their cover.

Then the Man O’ War broke out of the darkness and started his charge again. Instead of the short cutlass, he now held a glass device with brass fittings. He slammed one metal end against his palm and some sort of chemical reaction started within the glass.

Brilliant white light cut through the fog, brighter than the sinking sun. Shadows lurched away from the glow when the Man O’ War threw the device at Jack and Anna. They turned as one, both firing and shattering the glass.

It burst like a Chinese firework, lighting up the whole area. The Man O’ War’s probing gaze took in Jack and Anna. He continued to scan over the area as the light dimmed from the small blast.

The last thing Jack saw before the dazzling light faded was frustration and rage on the Man O’ War’s face. The captain shouted orders to his men in a foreign language and the small boat swooped down toward him. With an incredible leap, the Man O’ War jumped fifteen feet and grabbed hold of the side of the boat. It rocked with his weight, but kept a steady pace up toward the larger ship.

Anna cocked her rifle.

Jack kept his eyes on the boat as it disappeared into the ship. “Don’t take the shot.”

“Only if they try something.”

The doors on the bottom of the ship closed and the larger craft widened its circles over the area. After one final pass, it swung higher and disappeared into the fog to the west.

Anna let out a long breath. Jack found himself doing the same as he holstered his pistols. She leaned her rifle against the tree and held up the small metal plate. It was still, no movement at all.

“They’re gone,” she said, sighing.

“And burning mad.” Seemed like Jack would never get the glowing image of the Man O’ War’s furious face out of his mind. “He didn’t find what he came looking for.”

“Did we?” She tucked the small metal device into the front pocket of her suede jacket.

“At least we got a way of knowing if that rogue Man O’ War is close.” He pulled his quad shotgun from his back, ejected the two spent shells from the break action, and reloaded the chambers.

Anna picked up her rifle and pushed fresh bullets into its feed tube. All the while, she stared into the darkening sky where the ship had disappeared. Night would fall completely soon, turning the landscape to black and gray.

“Maybe the Home Guard will pick him up.” She kept the rifle in her hands. “Or our British allies might step up. Hell, we send enough tetrol their way, they can send a couple of their Man O’ Wars to run him out of here.”

He reholstered the shotgun at his back. “You read a newspaper in the last week? The Brits are all tied up, fighting on their home turf. Those bastard Hapsburgs sprung a surprise attack. Liverpool is burning.”

She cautiously walked into the clearing and squinted into the dark sky. “I certainly don’t want to tangle with him again.”

“Just start singing next time that metal starts buzzing and we’ll be prepared.”

Turning from the sky, her stone gaze fell on him. “Mighty presumptuous to think you’ll be close enough to hear me.”

The thousand dollars hadn’t been on his mind during the run-in with the Man O’ War. “If we’re going to survive long enough—”

She cut him off with a flare of anger. “Enough we, Hawkins.”

His own frustration rose. “I don’t know how in hell a Man O’ War is part of this, honey, but you really think either of us has a chance at that money going against him alone?”

She almost fired off a response, then paused. Her mouth turned down as she thought. He’d seen her do this before, like she was chewing her thoughts as she chewed her bottom lip. Something about it made a little extra pulse run through his veins.

Putting her hands on her hips, she blew out a sigh and shook her head. “Not going to get anywhere fighting each other. Especially with that part-metal freak out there.” She glanced at Jack’s hand with genuine concern. “No offense to you.”

He pushed his hat back with the metal hand. “Freak is one of the nicer things I’ve been called.”

It looked like she really did regret saying it. “Wasn’t talking about you.” She stepped closer. Usually when she moved, it was with the grace of a predator ready to strike. This time, some of her usual steel was gone, revealing a very human caution beneath. “You’re still a man.” She even reached out to touch the metal fingers.

For a moment, it seemed as if he felt her touch through the technology.

She continued, “The metal didn’t change you, like the Man O’ War.”

It was the closest they’d been without guns drawn. In fact, he felt completely disarmed. He looked over her face in the very last light of day. Her eyes were cool, her lips parted. A kiss, he thought. This is the moment.

Instead he shook his head to answer her. “You got that right. I was forged like iron long before I got this hand.”

The moment was gone.

The air chilled. Ocean fog dampened the ground, the trees, the back of his neck. Anna cooled as well. Her eyes searched over his face for a heartbeat, then she turned away and walked to her trike.

The mist softened her voice. “We both know the next step.”

“San Francisco.”

She secured her Winchester in its scabbard. “The bank that wired the money. I doubt the order really came from the state police.”

He was itching to move on, too, but the path seemed lined with nettles. “Banks guard information like they lock up their gold. We won’t get anything out of them.”

After considering what he said, she nodded. “I don’t do much of my work with city banks. We’ll go to Song’s lab then.”

With the last of the daylight gone, the whole area turned into shadow. Dim variations of gray and black shaped the trees, the land, and Anna.

“I’m not seeing a lot of opportunity out there. Not even a railroad lantern to navigate to. Try to fly in this,” he waved his hand through the misty air, “I’ll run myself into the side of a mountain.”

“Or run out of tetrol somewhere over the Pacific.” She brushed her hands across her thighs with frustration. “Grounded until daylight.”

“I’m good company.”

It was too dark to see her expression. But there was a hint of caution in her voice. “I’ll get a fire started.”

“Not too big, don’t want that Man O’ Weasel knowing where to find us.”

She scoffed. “Think this is my first night in the wild? I hit more of those sailors than you did.”

He wasn’t used to spending time with someone as experienced as he. “Damn fine shooting. Best I’ve seen with a long gun.”

“Quoting you on that.” She laughed a little, collecting some gear from her trike.

“Keep shooting like an ace, you can quote me all you want.” The trail was shrouded in heavy darkness, but Jack started to feel his way to where he’d landed his cycle. “I’ve got some food and a bottle. Don’t leave without me.”

Darkness closed around him. His boots barely made sounds on the damp earth. Behind him, Anna continued to collect things from her trike. Leather straps with metal buckles were undone and cinched up again. Shadowy trees lined his path. He tested himself. On his belt was a small quartz lantern he could use to light the way. But he kept it off, using sound and the vague shadows to pick his way forward.

He found his cycle, a little victory in the dark no one would know about. He undid a saddlebag, untied his coat wrapped in a slicker, and turned back. Returning would be easier. Even though she hadn’t yet lit the fire, he could use Anna as a beacon.

When he hunted a bounty, a trusted instinct always seemed to point the way to his prey. It didn’t feel as if he was hunting Anna, though. He was drawn to her. The thrill of the chase, he reminded himself. But he’d lived through plenty of that excitement to know this was something else. He flexed the muscles in his arms, reminding himself that he was strong, not as lean and hungry as he felt, as if Anna was the only hope in the bleak world and his dark path stretched for miles.

A light glowed ahead. She crouched next to a small fire, surrounded by a ring of trees. His pace quickened. She turned to watch him arrive. He didn’t know if it was Anna or the fire that chased the chill from his bones.

Her eyes glittered in the firelight. Her fair skin was luminous, blonde hair like gold. She was a wood spirit, or a Scandinavian goddess, if he knew anything about those myths. She was also a woman. Just looking at her fed some of the hunger he felt. But he wanted more. There was a need in her eyes as well, just a blink of it before she turned back to the fire.

She fanned it gently with her hat, sending a couple of embers dancing into the dark. Over her shoulders was a buffalo-skin cape. A canteen sat at her feet.

He put his gear down and opened the saddlebag to pull out a bottle. “A fine whiskey some friends make up in Eureka. No fancy glasses, though.”

Satisfied with the size of the fire, she sat back on a small log. “People like you and me don’t have friends.”

Usually he didn’t mind, but right now that realization stung like a hornet. He pulled his wool coat on and found a rock to sit on near the fire. “Two classes of people, those who are shooting at us and those who ain’t.”

He handed her the bottle. She pulled the cork, gave it a sniff, and tipped it toward him.

“Here’s to not getting shot at.” She drank a healthy swallow and gave the bottle back.

Watching her lick her lips burned him more than the harsh whiskey. The liquor wasn’t going to satisfy any thirst he felt.

Anna pulled a small cheroot from her shirt pocket and lit it with the glowing end of a stick she pulled from the fire. “Good whiskey.”

He passed the bottle back and she took another drink.

“Glad to share it.”

She held out the bottle without looking at him. Her eyes took her somewhere else, a hint of sadness in the glowing blue.

He took the bottle and tasted again where her lips had been. Her tobacco smoke mixed with the whiskey. Earth and fire.

With her gaze still on the fire, she spoke slowly. “Ain’t splitting the money.”

Jack put the bottle down, halfway between the two of them. “We’ll see what shakes down when we get to it.”

AND NOW? WHERE could this night possibly go? He looked at their small bubble of light. Outside of the fire’s glow was only black fog. Every other time they’d met, it had seemed as if they were the only two people in the world. Now they were. His hunger hollowed him out. She’d felt it too. He’d seen the sparks of her need, fleeting like the fire’s embers. But that didn’t mean she’d act on it. Or if she did, where would that lead them? The thrill of the chase? Bullshit. The chase was over. There was nowhere to run now, for either of them.

The whiskey remained on the ground. It stood between them like a border guard. Time passed in silence. They drank water, shared some pemmican and dried dates Hawkins had in his saddlebag. Neither had planned on jumping on the next bounty trail, so there were just enough provisions to get by. But they didn’t complain. That’s how it was on the road. Sometimes you ate, finding a saloon that served grub or a stage stop with a kitchen, sometimes your stomach grumbled like distant thunder. The dark night held her and him close to the fire. Even staring into the flames, she was aware of his every movement. Adjusting his coat, drinking water from his canteen, watching her as she added another small log to the fire.

The metal plate remained still and heavy in her pocket. If the Man O’ War returned, she’d know—thanks to whoever left the device for them to find.

“You think it was Song?” she asked Hawkins, keeping her gaze off into the darkness surrounding them.

“Who left the detection device? Maybe. It’s just some special metal with some screws and a coil of wire. Inventor like him could whip up a little thing like that before his morning coffee.” He tossed a pinecone in the fire. It chattered and popped. “But I don’t know the why of it. Was it for us, or the state police?” His voice drifted off as he thought. He tapped his metal finger against one of the buckles of his boot. It rang like a mechanical cricket.

Her cheroot was old. The smoke just tasted burnt, rather than sweet and oily. The ember had died a while ago, and she hadn’t bothered to relight it. She flicked the remains into the fire. “All I know is that the money is real, and I still have the telegram promising more.” Other than that, the answers were darker than the starless sky.

“Drink to that.” He held up his canteen in a salute and took a swig.

Like the sun and stars for a sailor, bounty money had always helped her navigate. This time, though, things were more complicated. Twisted like a rattlesnake.

She watched Hawkins screw the top back on his canteen. His mind was somewhere else. Maybe trying to figure out the labyrinth they both faced. But those answers weren’t coming tonight. Hawkins, however, was right there, five feet away. “What was your first payout?”

He surfaced from his thoughts. “First bounty?”

She nodded. He looked into her face, considering, then picked up the small paper sack with the dried dates. He ate one and held out the bag to her. It wasn’t easy, learning to share. Stretching out her hand, she took a date from the sack.

Dark sugar and warmth, the flavor spread through her. “Never learned to cook,” she confessed. “They tried to beat cooking and cleaning into me at the orphanage.”

“Orphanage?” He didn’t look too surprised, but definitely interested in the information.

“So I took the broom handle and sharpened the end with a pocketknife I found in the dust of a horse corral. Kept the boys away with it.” She jabbed him with a look.

His smile was warm. “Bet you still have that knife.”

“Of course.” In the front pocket of her dungarees. “Only family heirloom I got.”

“I understand that.” Slow, and deliberate for her benefit, he reached behind him and drew the short sabre. The blade was only about eight inches long, but it had been cut down and reshaped into a fierce-looking knife. Hawkins turned the point down and stuck it in a log at his feet. Firelight glinted off the brass and steel. Standing there, without his hand on it, the weapon seemed less potent. Hawkins made it dangerous.

His wits were sharp, too. She realized what he’d done, drawing information out of her. After her question, he casually offered food, got her comfortable with her defenses down. Then learned something about her past at the orphanage. No wonder he was one of the best bounty hunters in the West.

He pointed at the sabre with his metal finger. “This was my first bounty. Seventeen years old, living in Fort Collins, doing whatever odd job I could find with half a hand. And I see a familiar face.” His mouth smiled cruelly. Darkness shrouded his eyes. “Colonel Coleman, formerly of the CSA.”

Hawkins glanced at the bottle of whiskey, then decided on water from his canteen. He drank like he was washing the taste of the colonel’s name from his mouth.

After a moment, he continued. “During the war, his regiment was stationed on the land where my family worked. One of the reasons we knew we had to light out or die. They took from us, and everyone else. Forced themselves on women and beat anyone who tried to stop them. Never forgot his dead eyes, so when he showed up in Colorado without a beard, I still recognized him. And I could read enough to know the wanted posters in the telegraph office were for him, even though he’d changed his name.”

He stared at the short sabre. “Son of a bitch was mean. Left behind a lot of scars with that blade. No one in town wanted to take him on. Not even for the hundred dollars. But that was just gravy for me. So I loaded up the old Colt Navy I still had from the war and met him in the street.”

His hand twitched a little with the memory of movement. “We drew. Even using my left hand I beat him. Put a round through his thigh before his first shot. But he didn’t stop trying. So I took out his gun hand with another bullet. Coleman pulled his sword with his left and took a couple swipes.” He reached forward and tested the edge of the sabre with his thumb. “Always feels good to put a couple of knuckles in a bastard’s face.” Satisfied with the sharpness, he pulled the sabre from the log and replaced it in the sheath. “Doc fixed Coleman up, sheriff locked him up. I got paid, bought a new hand, got a job for the rest of my life.”

The fire crackled. An owl asked its perpetual question from the darkness.

Hawkins stared at her. Some of the shadows had lifted from his eyes. “But everyone expects a good-looking and well-built man like me to become the best bounty hunter east of the Japanese islands.”

“Second best.”

He gave her a wink. “The story that really needs to be told is how Anna Blue came to take up arms and put fear into every man in the land.”

Utah winters couldn’t penetrate her buffalo cape. She always built a good fire, and this one breathed healthy and hot. Yet still a chill crept up her spine and down her arms. Her past wasn’t shared. Ever. The memories were for her alone, good and bad. Anyone else wouldn’t understand her pain and joy. They’d take it, use it against her. It had happened once before. Never again.

Hawkins waited, not calculating or greedy. It seemed simple, what people do around a campfire. He’d told a story, now it was her turn. But she hesitated giving anything of herself.

She saw the life in his eyes, the weapons on his belt. Maybe it had to be him. He lived the life of the hunter. He knew what it was to walk through a town at night, only able to look in the lit windows but not share in the warmth of a home. He could be the only one to understand who she was, on the outside and underneath. She realized it was too late—she’d already told him a piece of her past.

The border had been crossed. She was alone with Hawkins, miles into dangerous territory.


 

Chapter Five



THE FINNEGAN GANG had ambushed her once, two years ago. Three of the brothers and Sonny Doogan had leapt out of the walls in a bottleneck valley. She’d shot one of them with her .45 before her horse had a chance to panic. Pulling her rifle as she dismounted, Anna hadn’t hidden and she hadn’t run. The Finnegan gang had been worth more alive than dead, but it hadn’t been about money anymore. They’d made their choice when they’d missed with their first shot. She had stalked steadily forward through the narrow valley without fear. Her deliberate progress had panicked each man in turn, making him reckless, then dead.

She didn’t feel fear now, but there was more trepidation than when she pressed on into that valley. Hawkins stared into the fire, waiting. He didn’t pressure her, but he was listening. Some of her past had already been revealed to him. What could it hurt to tell him more? It was a risk she’d never taken with anyone.

“I didn’t know about the money.” It was a test to see if she could speak at all. Hawkins shifted his gaze to her, ready for more. “Working in a paper mill in Medford. Sixteen years old. So I was younger than you when I took my first.”

He smiled, impressed. “Girls grow up faster than boys.”

“We got to. Dangerous place out there.” She glanced at the darkness, confident she could take on anything that might step out of the shadows. Except maybe that Man O’ War, but the device wasn’t buzzing, so she wouldn’t worry about him now. “The shift whistle had blown and I was heading back to the boarding house. Heard a screaming coming from the forest, down a little hill by a creek. A woman.” The terror in the voice still chilled her. Just like going after the Finnegan gang, she hadn’t hesitated then, either. “I ran and fell down that hill until I came upon the scene. She was a friend of mine. We worked and boarded together. Mary. Didn’t recognize the man, but I knew what he was up to. Trying to rape my friend.”

Hawkins shook his head slowly, mouth turned down.

She continued, “I’d always been a good brawler, in the orphanage and whatnot. Took it to that son of a bitch. Busted his nose, broke his wrist. And that was before I picked up a log and clubbed him unconscious.”

The frown turned to a small smile on Hawkins’s face.

“The law showed up, too late as usual, and told me there was a bounty on the man’s head. Stuffed fifty dollars in my hand. Job seemed like a good fit. Better than a sweatshop in a city or a saloon girl in town.”

“More opportunities than that for ladies nowadays.”

“Not orphanage ladies without much education and a made-up last name.”

He drew his brows together. “Blue ain’t real?”

“The color of the blanket I was wrapped in when I was delivered to the orphanage.” How much more was she going to tell him?

“Same as Hawkins. We got that name because of the family who owned us. Somewhere out there is our real name. Same as you.”

“Don’t want to know. Just want to live my life.”

He gestured to her trike. “There’s your whole life, right there.”

“Same as you.”

His smile turned a little more thoughtful. “That Mary was the last real friend you had before you turned hunter. She make out all right?”

“Think so.” It’d been a long time since she’d thought about those days. “Stayed in Medford. Married a man and they run some kind of shop. Candy or shoes or something.”

“Carl Worth: last friend I had in Fort Collins. He’s on the road, doing tricks with a bullwhip for a traveling show.”

They’d shared stories like they were sharing the bottle of whiskey. There was a steady warmth in her bones. Nothing had felt this easy in her life. Maybe not ever. She let her past go, drifting up with the fire’s smoke. Hawkins hadn’t judged her. He didn’t take what he knew and use it against her. He listened and told her his stories.

Now they were silent. The ocean waves continued to pound somewhere below. The fire chattered. She couldn’t remember the last time she was this quiet with someone else. If it was a man, he was usually begging not to be taken to jail or talking bullshit about how hunting bounties was no job for a woman. There was no strain now to fill the air with meaningless words. Each of them mulled their thoughts. When she glanced at him, he was waiting. Their gazes met and held. The campfire seemed to burn a little hotter, even though neither had fed it in a while.

Hawkins took a long breath before breaking the silence. “We don’t get to choose our history. But people like us make ourselves new every day.”

“Like your hand.” He was so easy with it, sometimes she forgot it was part machine.

He turned it in the firelight, looking over the pieces and checking the fittings with his other hand. “Exactly.”

No more fear, she reached her hand out toward him. “Can you feel anything with it?”

The mechanism made small ticking sounds as he turned his wrist, extending the fingers out as he moved to reach her. Cool at first, the enameled metal warmed with her heat. Each segment and hinge was expertly fitted, created by an artist and a craftsman.

Their eyes locked. She didn’t let go of his mechanical hand.

His voice rumbled, low. “Sometimes, it seems like I can feel things. The trigger mostly.”

The hunger she’d come to recognize in him flared as she slid her hand over the metal fingers and against his palm. “Do you feel anything else?”

From the shape of his body, she knew he was incredibly strong. Watching him brawl erased any doubt that he was the best fighter she’d ever seen. But it wasn’t a fight she was interested in. He could’ve pulled out of her grip, or resisted her pull. Instead, it took the slightest influence with her hand to draw him toward her.

They both stood. Her cape fell to the ground. His metal and flesh fingers wrapped around her hand. Just as he could’ve fought her pull, she needed only to pull out of his grip. But she didn’t.

His strength made it easy to come to him. The need in his eyes matched her own. One step, then two, and their bodies were close. They were both loaded with weapons and shifted so they could bring their chests together. Tension ran through them. They were both used to fighting at this distance, struggling for leverage against a foe.

Hawkins still held her hand, but leaned away slightly. He took a steadying breath and she joined him. They stood like that for a moment, relearning how to be this close to someone without reaching for a knife.

The smallest smile curled his lips. His face grew serious again and he brought her close. She let herself melt into him. Their bodies fit together quite well. His muscles were hard and defined, even under his vest and shirt.

He leaned his mouth toward hers. She tilted up to meet him. No fear. Only hunger. Her eyes closed. The last thing she saw was his intense gaze, dark and burning.

Then their lips met. He tasted of whiskey, hints of the sugary dried date. The kiss wasn’t as reticent as their bodies were. She opened to him and he gave himself. They seemed to devour and be consumed by each other.

They held each other tight. On their own, they would’ve fallen. But they balanced, swaying as the kiss continued. It didn’t feel like a first test of their desire. They’d known each other. By name, by sight, for years. Even if they’d never spoken.

She remembered the theater, the little game they played, neither conceding. This kiss was no game. It was proof that the charge she’d felt when he was near wasn’t just because he was a rival. And there was still a lot to learn.

His stubble was rough. Her tongue flicked into his mouth. He chased her back, licking across her lips. His arms wound tighter around her. She dug her fingers into his shoulders.

Their bodies turned and he took a step. His boot clinked against the whiskey bottle.

She whispered, “Give me a drink.”

The bottle was instantly in her hand. She uncorked it, took a swig of the whiskey. It mixed with the taste of Hawkins’s kiss, spreading the heat further through her body.

He took the bottle, drank a swallow without taking his eyes off her.

Still holding the bottle, he wrapped that arm around her, drawing their bodies close again. His other hand was on her hip, flesh and metal fingers. She dropped the cork and pulled on his shoulders, resuming the kiss with more intensity.

His firm lips pressed on hers. This man wasn’t afraid to show how much he hungered. That strength inspired her. She could be fearless, too. Opening her mouth, she let the thrill of the kiss spread completely through her.

Tight against his chest, her breasts grew sensitive. Her nipples hardened, and she moaned into his mouth. A heat centered between her legs. She’d never felt a need like this. A need to set fire to the world so she could be alone with this man, to forge their bodies together in the blazes.

Running her hands across and down his chest, she felt the buttons of his vest. It would only take one to set things off. Simple and round like the primer in a bullet.

Her fingers hovered over the button. Her body told her to pull it, break it, tear it away. Beneath the fabric was Jack Hawkins, the man she’d seen for years. The one who’d heard her stories, shared his, and stood with her now. Needing her.

It might’ve been years of circling each other like wolves, but less than twenty-four hours had passed since they’d exchanged their first words. And that was with guns drawn.

She braced her hands on his chest, offering a slight resistance.

He instantly released his grip on her. Quick, hot breaths rose and fell in his chest. The intensity remained in his eyes.

Too fast. Too soon. She wanted what he wanted. But a raw edge remained in her from telling the stories of her past. She could only expose so much without feeling too vulnerable.

She gestured for the bottle and he handed it to her. The whiskey cooled her down. He took the bottle and drank. It would be so easy to light the fire again.

Her body was still sensitive from his touch, the potential of them together. She retrieved the bottle, brushing against his fingers. Even that made her pulse race faster. Reaching down, she found the cork in the dirt and dusted it off.

She stopped the bottle with it, adding a little emphasis with her palm.

Hawkins smiled and nodded. He still burned, she could see that, and felt it herself.

Taking the bottle from her, he placed it back on the ground, midway between where they’d sat.

They stepped backward, neither turning away from the other. It gave her a chance to see him completely in the firelight. The day’s riding had dusted his fine clothes, but he was still sharp. Pistols, buckles, and his metal hand shone in the dancing light. His eyes were dark and alive, taking her in, too.

The pounding of her heart slowed. She caught her breath. The night’s chill found her exposed flesh. She finally turned from him and pulled the buffalo cape over her shoulders.

He threw a log on the fire, bringing its dry heat back. Settling on the ground with his back to a low rock, he pulled his slicker over himself like a blanket.

She rolled back her log to do the same, reclining enough to grab some sleep. The ice of danger shot through her as she heard a gun being pulled from a holster. But it was only Hawkins settling in for the night. He held one of his .44s in his left hand, rested across his chest.

Despite the distance of a few feet, it still felt as if he was speaking in her ear, words resonating up and down her body. “’Night, Miss Blue.”

The Man O’ War detector was still in her front pocket. She drew her pistol and kept it in her hand as she wrapped the cape tighter around her.

“Anna.” She wished they were close enough to whisper. Instead she spoke in full voice. The fire died, and she hoped the night’s cold would descend to cool her thoughts. The metal plate would move if the Man O’ War came close. She had no device to tell her what was right with Hawkins. Her heart tried to speak, but she’d never learned to trust that voice. She was alone.

No. For the first time, there was someone else who understood. Five feet away and right next to her, closer than her own skin. He was her rival, her only equal. She was one touch away from feeding her hunger for him. But where would it end? Once she bit down on the strong cords of his neck, raked her fingers down his back, it didn’t seem as if it would ever be enough.

“Jack,” he replied.

Like a simple kiss. A little comfort in a harsh world.

She held on to it, wondering if it would be enough. The need hadn’t gone away. Could she give in without losing herself completely? It had taken too long to build herself. Maybe this was the next step, if she could just take it.

METAL ON SKIN, Jack touched her. Below her ear, down her throat. The enameled iron, steel, and brass of his finger absorbed her heat. He felt her, through the mechanisms. Metal came alive. Electric fire ran through his hand, up his arm, and swirled in his body.

He woke, still feeling the rush of blood from the dream. His heart pounded. He blinked open his eyes, adjusting to the hazy bright of morning. Anna was awake, watching him rouse himself. Luckily, his coat was wrapped around him, and the slicker over that, obscuring the erection that ached to be released.

He rasped, “’Morning.”

A small groan escaped her as she stretched her arms in front of her like a cat. “Yup.”

The fire was cold ash. Fog still hung low, glowing white with the new sun. Jack holstered his pistol and stood, getting the kinks out of his joints. “No time for coffee.”

It was impossible to keep his eyes off her. Standing, stretching again. Rearranging her blonde hair in its ponytail. He’d been aware of her all night.

She scanned the white sky and surrounding area. “Weather hasn’t lifted, but we can see enough to navigate.”

The trees were ghosts in the fog. Only Anna seemed to be real and solid in the world.

He dug in his saddlebag, finding the pemmican and handing her a piece. Their fingers did not touch. Watching her tear into it with her teeth, he marveled at how such a hard woman could burn that bright with a kiss.

Lord, he’d never forget that kiss.

She swallowed her food, chasing it with water from her canteen. “You sleep?”

“Enough.” There’d been fitful nights before. Hiding from people while he was on the run as a child. Then chasing people as he’d made his living. Never lost sleep over a woman before. But she wasn’t like any other woman he’d known.

“What’s funny?” she asked, rolling her buffalo cape into a bundle.

He hadn’t realized he was laughing. It hit him again and he let out a louder chuckle. Having his rest ruined by Anna felt good. No strumming fool with a guitar could write a song about it, either. She was unique. A hunter, a formidable force. Whatever Jack shared with her was entirely between the two of them.

She stared at him, waiting for an answer.

“Dream I had. Standing on the stage of an opera house, no pants on.”

Her eyes looked up and down. Thoroughly. Seemed they could boil water for coffee with that look. Then she smirked to cool down, with a small nod toward his crotch. “Can see why that’d be funny.”

Last night’s kiss was real, but it didn’t offer an answer, just more questions.

“The kicker in the dream? There was only one person in the audience.” The dream had woken him, and between that and remembering the kiss, it took what seemed like hours to get back to sleep. “You.”

Her smirk disappeared.

He continued, “And you were giving me a standing ovation.”

She kicked through the dead fire, making sure there were no embers. “Definitely a dream.”

Daylight burned brighter. They were already losing time, but he couldn’t help but leisurely eat his small breakfast and watch Anna arrange her gear. The other women he’d known lately readied themselves in the morning with ribbons and lace.

Anna double-checked her pistol, straightened the knife in her boot.

After securing her bundled cape to her trike, she pulled her rifle, made sure it was loaded and the sights were clean, then replaced it in the scabbard. “You ready to roll?”

He took off his coat and bundled it with the slicker. “I never rode with a partner.”

She looked up from attending to her trike’s engine. Uncertainty flickered in her eyes. He knew exactly where she stood. Something needed puzzling out and she couldn’t find the first step. “We ain’t partners.”

Fair enough. “Ever ride with anyone?” They both knew what he meant.

“Not anyone who didn’t end up in shackles.” She sounded as cold as steel chain.

The path to his cycle took him right by her. Was last night a flash in the pan?

She adjusted the choke on her trike, grabbed her starter cable. As he passed she paused, straightened her posture. He slowed his pace. She faced him, turning as he went by. No, the charge wasn’t dying. The hunger remained in her eyes, on her lips and, goddamn, he felt it, too.

But this wasn’t the time or place. She’d corked that bottle last night. He kept walking. The cold engine turned but didn’t start with her first pull. A rumbling hum filled the area with her second try.

“Don’t leave without me.” He quickened his pace up the path.

Standing next to the trike, she turned the throttle to warm the engine. “Keep up.”

Progressing forward, the trees obscured his view of her as he glanced over his shoulder. A glimpse of her securing her goggles, her hat. Tightening down all her gear. She stalked off to some bushes for privacy and he stopped looking.

He took advantage of his own solitude to relieve himself of the morning, then found his cycle. Everything was trim and efficient. It only took a second to secure his coat and saddlebag. The engine turned over on the first try. No roads to this area, so he extended the ether tanks before mounting. The catalyst buzzed and the cycle rose under him. Cool air washed over his face. He pulled on his goggles, tugged his hat low. There’d be no dust up here, so he kept the bandanna around his neck.

After leaving the trees below, the hazy mountains and horizon stretched out around him. The coastline staggered north toward San Francisco. Cutting through the fog, Anna rose up on her trike to ride abreast.

“I’m not getting anything from the detection device.” The goggles obscured her brilliant blue eyes. He missed seeing their sharp edge.

“No signs. But there are plenty of places to hide.” The mountains to the east or the rocky bluffs at the ocean had hidden plenty of fugitives. He’d found a lot of them. Anna had taken care of the rest.

She nodded to the north. “San Francisco?”

“All the way.”

They opened up their throttles, cutting a path through the fog together.

He hadn’t lied to her. He’d never ridden with a partner, not even for a small stretch. People on the trail either sped up or slowed down to avoid him. Striking up a conversation in a saloon was easy; people didn’t want to leave a barroom. But there’d been no one to pass the time with during the miles and hours of travel.

A line of pelicans slipped below him and Anna. She watched the birds until the dwindling mist obscured them.

Because the engines were only turning the propeller fans, he could easily speak over their hum. “I started my career taking bounties on foot.”

“Same here. Put my money into guns. Bought a better piece with each job.”

“They teach you how to shoot at the orphanage?”

She smiled at the thought. “Learned on the job. You?”

“Fighting our way out of the South. I collected a lot of experience until we were north. Even then, too.” There wasn’t much welcome for a black family traveling through towns and neighborhoods looking for a new home.

The goggles obscured her eyes, but he felt her gaze. “Far as I’ve seen, people ain’t nice.”

“No, they ain’t.” Flying two hundred feet over the ground was incredible, but if they’d been on horses, he could’ve walked his close to hers, glancing his thigh against hers. “But you might change my mind.” If he wasn’t wearing goggles, he would’ve winked.

“I’ve never been accused of being nice.”

“Well, you’re certainly easy to ride next to.” Last night still shook him. That bubble of light in the dark, just the two of them. The kiss. That couldn’t be the end.

She didn’t give him a clue. “My first horse came from a bounty. That thief didn’t need it where he was going.”

“After I had my hand and a good gun, I bought a horse. I was nineteen years old. The rancher looked at me like I was crazy from sunstroke. Should’ve seen his eyes when I pulled out my wad of federal currency.” Jack laughed, still remembering how the man’s thin lips quivered. “Peeled off one bill for him and left with a fine piece of flesh.”

The warming day had burned off most of the fog. Only patches of clouds dissipated as Jack and Anna flew through them.

“I’ll admit,” she said, “I miss having a beast to talk to. But I don’t miss going that slow.” Her engine roared a little louder and she pulled ahead.

He pushed his cycle to catch up, revving high for show. “Tetrol giveth, tetrol taketh away.” Letting the throttle go, he held up his half-mechanical hand.

Instead of outpacing him, she slowed, staying at his side. He gripped the throttle so they didn’t lose too much speed.

“If it weren’t for the inventers and tinkerers out there, I wouldn’t have this hand. But they’re not all as skilled as they think they are. You seen them paintings in saloons, where something doesn’t look quite right?”

“Usually it’s the women. Breasts too big, too high.”

“But a bad painting’s just hard on the eyes and might even distract you from the rotgut. A bad machine—a bad ore separator in a mine, for example—is a mite more dangerous. Parts get jammed, metal eats away at itself, then spits out the shards.” There had been blood before the pain. Shock had hollowed him out, completely cold. The pain had come later when the doc cleaned up what remained of his hand and sewed it shut.

“I can’t imagine.”

“I bet you can. Seems you’ve lost plenty and made yourself again.”

“Seems so.” She spoke quietly, almost to herself. But his hearing was good. He wasn’t going to miss a thing from her.

Quiet surrounded them. Land and sea passed beneath them. The sky seemed eternal. Wind tugged at his sleeves, but it couldn’t hold him back. He rode north with Anna at his side. Two hunters on the scent of prey they didn’t understand.

Freighter ships dotted the ocean, moving up and down the coast. Some had sails, others streamed black coal smoke and white steam vents. Ironclads were out there, too, pushed by side wheels powered by the latest tetrol engines. He’d never ridden on one of those. No appeal to be in a vehicle he didn’t control.

A dark shape cut through the air to the east. Both Jack and Anna drew their pistols and turned to face the threat. They instinctually staggered their rides, giving each a clear shot. Jack sighed and holstered his gun when he saw the shape was a three-car Sky Train.

The inventors got something right with that marvel. Each car had four ether tanks along the roof edge, just above the windows. The front engine had three huge propeller fans, the largest on top, as tall as a man. The smaller fans on the sides had louvers for steering. Slow and steady, it headed north, probably to San Francisco.

Jack turned back to Anna as she holstered her pistol. She tapped the front pocket of her shirt with relief. “For a second I thought it was that Man O’ Weasel coming back, but the device didn’t say anything.”

“She’s just a passenger wagon.” Each window was filled with a tiny silhouette. “Maybe a mail run in there.”

“That one’s army.” She pointed and he followed her finger.

Incredible. She had the eyes of a sky predator. It took him a second to make out the shape of the Sky Train in the distance. She was right. Four cars long. An engine at the front, a cannon car with a swivel gun second. The next two cars were armored wood with ether-powered Gatling guns and rifle slots. The whole beast arced up, probably from Fort Vantage.

“Heading east. To the front.”

She spoke to the distant train. “Drive those Hapsburgs out.” Her snarl gave him wicked thoughts. “Just leave that one Man O’ War to us.”

“First man I couldn’t find a way to kill.” A higher charge in the shotgun shells? A smith might be able to make him exploding slugs. “I do like a challenge.”

Like Anna. But she was more than that now. Complicated. Uncharted. It didn’t seem like there was one answer to find. It was the processes of puzzling her out that Jack looked forward to. If she let him.

Rolling hills built up for a while, crested, and gave way to the bay. San Francisco lay ahead. The hard angles of the buildings broke the flow of nature. Cities put him on edge. Too many people. Every corner hid a man with a grudge and a gun. But the job brought him here and he wouldn’t quit. A thousand dollars would get him out of the cities for a while. Might even buy him some time with his boots off. Maybe time with Anna.

The notion hit him like a stick of TNT. He never considered spending time with a woman as anything more than brief relief between jobs. After this taste of Anna, though, he was changing his mind.

The buildings went from the size of teeth in the distance to tombstones. A main road opened up in the midst of the sprawl. Anna gestured in the direction of the boulevard and Jack nodded. They slowed their engines and dove town toward the city.

Jack ran his mind over all his weapons. Bullets ready in cylinders and on his belt. Quad shotgun was fully loaded. Cut-down sabre hung on his belt. And Anna was with him. Fighting shoulder to shoulder, they’d turned away the Man O’ War’s crew, even if they couldn’t dent the captain. He’d known her legend for years and now knew firsthand. Hell, he knew more than any newspaper could spin. One kiss. She was a force he’d never forget. What that meant would have to be answered another day. San Francisco approached. He stole a look at her. Jaw set, posture relaxed but ready.

They weren’t partners. But whatever they were, they’d have to be fast, sharp, and dead-on with their aim to handle whatever was coming next.


 

Chapter Six



THE MORNING HAD glowed with quiet. Anna had woken before the dawn and watched the fog brighten all around her. The surf pounded steadily. Birds chirped. Dew fell from branches, ticking against the ground. Every small move Jack made had been amplified in her head. His slicker rustled. His boot slid in the dirt, hitting a small rock. He breathed, slow and even. She’d known he was awake. Thoughts had chattered through her mind, louder than the wakening world.

The kiss couldn’t be forgotten. If it had been just a lark, she might be able to put Jack behind her. But it was more than a kiss. It was a beginning. Where it led, she had no idea. No matter how much noise her mind made, no answer could be found.

The din of San Francisco left no room for thoughts. She and Jack rode down Market Street, the churning city’s main artery. As if a history book had fallen and its pages had scattered, the avenues were filled with vehicles spanning the recent eras. From a horse pulling a cart filled with produce to the sky-rail trollies motoring on cables strung between the buildings, there was constant motion all around. Other engine-cycles rumbled along the road, as well as Iron Coaches and a couple of steam tugs.

She and Jack built up speed to pass those lumbering tractors that pulled huge flatbeds filled with construction equipment for the expanding city. It had been more than a year since she’d been to San Francisco and the latest innovations were everywhere. The taller buildings had dedicated shuttles. The shuttles rolled on rubber wheels, picking up the clerks and business people with jobs she’d never understand. Once the shuttle reached the building, large hooks latched into rings on the top and lifted it up. An array of cables carried the shuttle up the side of the building, making it an external elevator.

She was so busy marveling at the shuttle she almost ran into the back of a two-person steam buggy that puttered at the side of the road. The driver shouted curses and squeezed the bulb of his horn—until she glared at him. He paled and seemed to shrink into his skin. Jack rode alongside her, also firing a look at the man as they passed.

Compared to turning back the Man O’ War and his crew, this was nothing. Maybe that was why Jack’s gesture stood out like a glittering ruby in the ashes of a long-dead fire. There was no choice but to battle against the rogue and the armed men. This buggy driver was nothing, and Jack still had her back. To take her on meant fighting him, too.

A shadow passed over the sun and she put her hand on the heel of her pistol. Jack also readied himself, staring into the sky. Instead of a rogue Man O’ War ship, they saw a large dirigible passing over the city. The main body looked almost like two dolphins swimming side by side. Ether and nitrogen kept the long steel gondola below aloft.

Jack released his grip on the pistol to steer around another rolling building shuttle. He nodded toward the dirigible. “Long haul runner. Maybe to Asia. Sky Trains won’t cover that distance.”

“Neither will I,” she replied. “Trapped in a box over the ocean holds no appeal.”

“It all depends on the company, sweetheart.” Now that they’d kissed, his wolfish smile sent even more heat through her limbs. A lot of potential in that man.

“A thousand dollars will buy me a fine traveling companion.”

He tipped his head back with a laugh. “It just might.”

They progressed into the heart of the city. A high sun in a clear sky drew hard shadows across the bright road and buildings. Finding and tracking a man in the wilderness was as simple as spotting an overturned rock, or smelling a broken tree branch to find out how fresh it was. There seemed a million places to hide in the city, with no logic to how to track someone.

She tried to keep the city’s chaos from compounding her frustration. “I’m not seeing any tracks in the city; you got a plan as to how to find him?”

“They don’t do footprints out here. We need a building.”

Jack pulled his cycle up to ride parallel with one of the steam tugs on the road. A weathered man with a dirty bandanna tied around his head steered and constantly adjusted the levers and knobs in the cab.

Pushing his hat back with his thumb, Jack called genially up to the driver. “Say, buddy, you help a guy out?”

The driver stole quick glances down at Jack, too intent on keeping his tug operating to stare too long. “What’s it you need?”

“Looking for a man: Franklin Song. His residence would be mighty helpful.”

“Song?” The driver considered for a second. “Northern tip of the city. On the outskirts, near City Cemetery. Can’t miss it. Big brick building with a loading dock and all kinds of contraptions on the roof.”

“Obliged, friend.” Jack held up a shining silver coin.

The driver waved it away. “Keep it, pal. They pay me fine for driving this slow beast. Just show me what that cycle can do.”

Jack smiled and tugged his hat back down. After a brief wave, he gripped his handlebars and let the engine loose. Squealing, the rear tire smoked until it dug into the road. He blasted forward.

Anna cranked her own throttle, chasing after him. Behind, the tug driver blew his steam whistle in appreciation. Nimble on his lean cycle, Jack wove through the bustle and traffic. Her trike was fleet, but didn’t cut as hard, so she kept her speed down to prevent wrecks.

Before the distance between them grew too great, he glanced back and slowed so she could catch up. He pointed north and they cut off Market Street and around Telegraph Hill. The city might be a mystery to her, but as long as the sun was shining, the directions of the compass were as natural as breathing.

Up and down paved hills, they rolled further north. The buildings finally thinned, giving way to patches of green, as if nature wasn’t willing to completely give up the land. Industrial buildings dotted the area. Here they found an Iron Coach builder, and a foundry to supply huge iron parts for the latest innovations. Finally, not far from a sprawling cemetery, Song’s brick building emerged.

It had to be his; on top was a ten-foot brass and glass sphere that glowed prismatically in the sunlight. What it did, she had no idea. The long iron pole with copper fittings and the canvas and vulcanized rubber bladder that filled and sighed like a giant lung similarly baffled her.

Jack stood up in his seat to inspect the approaching building. “Anyone knows addresses, it’s a man who drives for a living.”

Besides the rumbling of their engines, this street was thankfully quiet. Probably why Song had his lab here. Either that, or no one wanted to build too close, for fear of one of his inventions going out of control.

She slowed her trike and killed the motor, about twenty yards away. Jack did the same and they came to a stop on the gravel road. The birdsongs were welcome after the din of the city. There were a few trees and patches of grass, but still not enough nature for her.

They dismounted and approached the building cautiously. The sun was bright enough to work with her prismatic sight, so she pulled her tinted spectacles on. The red of the brick building was more vivid. Green weeds were like emeralds. No sense of panicking anyone with her pistol out, but it could be ready in a flash.

Jack, too, was poised. She sensed it more than saw it. To anyone else, he’d look like not a care in the world weighed down his broad shoulders. But she understood the crook of his elbow, the flex of his hand ready to draw his weapon.

The area wasn’t completely built up, but it was still the city, and she was out of her element. That didn’t mean she was helpless to stalk her prey, however.

She spoke, low. “He’s not here.”

“I’m getting the same feeling.”

A house, even a brick one as big as this, had a way of settling down when a person hadn’t been there in a while. Doors sagged heavier on their hinges. Windows took on a film of dust as the still air laid against them.

Two heavy steel doors secured the front entrance. No slot for mail, nor any door handle. She looked up and down the ten-foot-high doors. Anything—a fleck of paint, a speck of mud—could tell her when Song had last been there.

She reached to put her fingers on the door. Jack immediately took up a position at her side, covering the area behind her.

The metal was cool. Knocking her knuckles against it barely rang.

“Must be three inches thick,” she said.

He whistled. “If I had a thousand dollar bounty on my head …”

She finished for him. “I wouldn’t be at home.”

“And we ain’t getting in.” He pointed to several devices above the tall doors. Glass vials were suspended in metal cages, with spring-loaded spikes cocked at the ready. Greenish yellow liquid glowed inside the vials. “Acid. Bet we try anything funny, that glass breaks and sprays it right on the center door seam, welding it shut.”

“Or the shotguns will get us.” Looking like wasp nests in the corners of the entryway, four shotgun barrels pointed directly at anyone standing in front of the doors.

Jack slid a finger into the back of her pistol belt. The touch inspired a spark of electricity from the base of her spine all the way up her back. But he wasn’t being forward. Tugging lightly, he got her to step away from the doors.

He removed his finger, but kept his hand on the small of her back. “Bet that grate is electrified.”

A metal grid was set into the ground in front of the door. Soldered to the very edges were copper wires that disappeared into underground runs.

“So if Song doesn’t like his caller, they get a jolt?” She didn’t move from Jack’s touch. “I’ve seen plenty of snares. Sig Anderson had sharpened sticks that whipped out of the bushes and falling rocks ready for me at his homestead.”

Jack looked suitably impressed. “That was you who finally locked down Anderson?”

“His traps might’ve snared a squirrel.”

“But not a mountain cat like you.”

His touch started to inspire a little too much need for more and she stepped away. As she turned, his hand slid along her hip and waist. A small sigh caught in her throat.

She coughed and moved further from him. Boots crunching in the gravel, she surveyed the building. He stayed close to her, sharp eyes taking everything in. A large loading ramp and tall steel doors took up one half of the backside of the building.

“Same security.” Using his mechanical finger, he pointed at larger glass vials over the metal doors. Shotgun barrels were seated in the corners of the entryway. And another metal grate waited to send lightning into anyone Song chose. “I don’t even want to know what’s waiting for us in those.” Higher above the doors, just at the edge of the roof, were two brass canisters. Several wires and hoses linked into their tops. Hinged stoppers were ready to deploy whatever was inside onto anyone standing at the doors.

“I didn’t catch Anderson at home either,” she noted. “A man’s got to eat, and when he was stalking a buck, I was stalking him.”

Turning from Song’s building, Jack moved his searching eyes over the rest of the area. “Heard Anderson was brought in with a bullet hole in his leg.”

“Mine.” The other buildings were a few hundred yards away, separated by weedy lots. “He sassed some comments about where my place was as a woman. Would’ve shot him in the mouth, but I didn’t want to cut my profits.”

Chuckling, Jack headed off toward a cluster of low buildings and barns.

“Where’re you going?”

“You said it yourself, man’s got to eat.”

He continued to walk and she caught up quickly. “Go find yourself a banquet,” she snapped. “I’m finding Song and that thousand dollars.”

Without losing stride, he spun and walked backward, a sly smirk on his face. “Oh, but I’m not thinking about my belly. I’m thinking about Song’s.” Turning his back to her, he kept walking. She couldn’t help but be swept along. “He’s a bachelor. Everyone knows that about him. Fella like that ain’t cooking his own dinner.”

“Got enough money for a full staff.”

“But not enough trust. You think a man with shotgun barrels poking out of his door frames would have a cook working while he was asleep?”

Damn good point. “You ever cook your own dinner?”

“Over a campfire.” He flicked a look back to her. A smile was on his mouth, but his eyes shadowed. “Never around long enough in a proper home for the stove to heat up.”

She understood. “Learning to shoot pushed whatever the orphanage taught me about kitchen arts out of my memory. Couldn’t roll out a pie dough to save my life.”

“But you can drop a man at four hundred yards.” He slowed, nearing the buildings.

Window glass had been cleaned since the last rain. A horse had kicked stones out of the path. This area didn’t seem as lifeless. Someone had been through recently. “These could be his buildings. Same bricks.”

“Underground tunnels?”

“They’d have to be deep. Didn’t feel anything underfoot.”

“The front doors are locked.”

Even the barns were bolted and padlocked. “No tracks in or out.”

He answered curtly. “I already looked for that.”

But she knew plenty about bounty hunting, too. “You check the side door on that spread?”

His annoyance seemed to escalate. “Those stacked tree trimmings block it. They’ve been rained on, haven’t moved for months.”

No sense in grinding stone against stone. They’d both be worn to dust. “Left’s your strong hand?”

There was that sly smile again. “I’m mighty good with both hands.”

But there wasn’t time to test exactly what he meant. “Then you cover the left side of the street. I’ll take the right. Let me know what you find.”

“Likewise.” He nodded.

They moved down the center of the dirt and gravel street. A moving wall, they walked abreast, matching each other’s steps. It felt unnatural to only check the buildings on the right. She stole a glance to the left and caught Jack glaring at her.

He growled through the small smile. “This was your idea.”

“Ain’t easy, though.”

“Hell, no, it ain’t.”

Both turned back to their sides of the street and continued walking. The barns and buildings were mostly storage. No one had been there in some time. Rust covered a hinge. Vines crept, unharmed, up the side of a window. The left side of the street was a mystery. But she trusted that if anyone could spot anything out of the ordinary, it was Jack Hawkins.

The first time she lifted off the ground on her engine-trike, it seemed that sensation could never be topped. Nothing new left in the world. That was before she’d spoken a word to Jack, shared whiskey with him. Kissed him.

And now it seemed she trusted him, too.

“Nothing worth a penny on this side.” Now that she’d heard it, his voice seemed to find its way into her veins to push her blood faster.

“Not here, either.” Patience when stalking was necessary, but this wasn’t as simple as tracking a fugitive through rough territory. “I don’t even know what to look for anymore.”

“Stop using your eyes.” He paused in the street, tilting his head up. “Use your nose.”

Her stomach rumbled before she’d even identified the scent. Someone was cooking. Meat. Onions. Rich and thick aromas of spices and oil.

Jack moved with purpose, tracking the aroma. “That ain’t no chophouse.”

“I’ve never smelled anything like it.”

They hurried down the street and cut through the tall weeds between two barns. On the other side was a short alley, then another network of roads. A small neighborhood of wooden apartment houses and shops spread out. The sounds of life came from a tinkerer’s shop, a bakery, a market with baskets of produce lining the sidewalk. Mostly Chinese, the people moved about their lives, unaware that two bounty hunters stalked in their midst.

As Anna and Jack walked further into the neighborhood, the people quickly became very aware of them. Cautious, the residents kept wary eyes on them. A mother prevented her little boy from running down the street toward them. A shopkeeper held his broom as if he could use it to disarm a foe. From the look on his face and his balanced stance, Anna believed he could do just that.

“Reckon that’s the restaurant.” Jack nodded toward a long low building. Windows along the ground floor showed a large room with over a dozen tables filled with patrons. A wooden shingle out front was painted with Chinese characters.

He started to knock the road dust off his slacks and sleeves. She did the same, but it seemed like she’d never get clean enough for the city.

“I woke up on the ground this morning.” The other women wore simple dresses or even trousers, all neatly sewn and free of dust. “I don’t think they’ll open the doors for me.”

Jack removed his hat and ran a handkerchief over his forehead. “If they let me in, then you’re definitely welcome.” He gave her a wink, pulled his hat back on, and strode toward the front door.

Inside, the aromas of food surrounded her. She took off her hat and fanned herself, almost dizzy with hunger. Jack also had his hat off. He stood with his feet braced and ready.

A few painted panels of fabric hung on the walls, showing foreign landscapes and Chinese writing. Otherwise it was a simple place, built for the locals. The people in the restaurant stopped their meals to stare at the two of them. Only the sound of small steam-powered carts chugged through the room.

A Chinese waiter approached cautiously. He smiled politely, but she recognized wariness in his eyes. And a willingness to defend his territory. He checked over all their weapons, taking a quick inventory. Other waiters and waitresses stood by, waiting to see if they’d be needed. This was a well-guarded community.

She whispered only for Jack, “They ain’t gonna give up any information.”

He whispered back, “Not without a fight.”

So that’s what it was going to come to. None of these people deserved getting shot, not that she knew of, anyhow. There was a knife in her boot, and her fists, and the butt end of her pistol if she needed it.

Next to her, Jack’s body was balanced and ready. He held up a hand and the waiter braced himself. The whole room waited. Any second, the tension would crack like a whip.

Jack said, “Table for two.”

The waiters and patrons seemed to sigh with relief. It was amazing that a man as hard as Jack Hawkins could make his voice so genial. The pressure that had been building seemed to dissipate from everyone. Except her.

“We ain’t here to eat.”

The waiter gestured toward a table by the wall. “Will this suit you?”

Jack turned to her. “You can’t still be full from that one mouthful of pemmican five hours ago. I can hear your stomach growling like a grizzly from here, same as mine.” He didn’t wait for any answer, speaking to the waiter, “That’ll do fine.”

Leading the way, the waiter still threw cautious glances at them over his shoulder.

She hissed low into Jack’s ear, “We’re eating here? You said they wouldn’t give anything up without a fight.”

They reached the table and he made an extra-gallant gesture of pulling out the simple wood chair for her. “There are lots of ways to win a battle, and none of them are fun on an empty stomach.”

Still not convinced, she sat, keeping her back to the wall. Jack moved around the circular table to sit next to her, also safe against the wall. From there they had full view of everyone in the restaurant.

“Menus?” Jack had such an easy way of sounding like an old friend.

The waiter kept his smile polite. “You’ve never had dim sum, have you?”

It wasn’t often she found a new experience anymore. Her jaw tensed, clenching her teeth. She didn’t want to look the fool for anyone here. Especially Jack.

“No, we haven’t.” He smiled and picked up the small coffee cup that was overturned in front of every chair at the table. “But Dr. Franklin Song recommended we come here and that man’s word is gold.”

The waiter’s face brightened with the mention of Song’s name. “More valuable than gold.”

Things were a mite more comfortable and she also picked up the coffee cup. The damned thing didn’t have a handle on it.

Jack held up his mechanical hand and clicked the joints of the metal fingers. “Met him in Morro Bay. The genius built me this.”

The waiter grinned. “His work has enriched many lives. And will help serve you some fine dim sum.”

She finished fiddling with the small cup and set it back on the table. Jack wasn’t the only one who could spin a tale to snag what he wanted. “He said this was the best eats in San Francisco.”

The waiter’s smile turned more humble, but he didn’t deny it. “I know he’s also fond of The Pineapple Italian eatery in North Beach, but he doesn’t frequent it as much as he does here.”

If this didn’t pan out, that restaurant might be their next stop. She tried a smile, finding it wasn’t too difficult to conjure while Jack was being so genial next to her. “I don’t reckon Song’s ever wrong about anything. Soon as we catch back up with him, we’ll thank him proper for sending us here.”

The waiter waved a waitress and her wood, brass, and tin cart over toward them. “You won’t be disappointed.” He drifted back, giving them their space.

They were out of earshot for a second and Jack leaned against her shoulder. “They don’t know about any bounty on Song.”

“All this business as usual don’t make sense, unless they’re protecting him.”

“The waiter already gave up the Italian restaurant. If he was aware of trouble, he’d have stared us down with a restaurant full of people and told us they were closed.”

Chugging with a small motor and puffing steam from the joints between drawers and doors, the rolling cart approached. Whatever food was in there, it wasn’t anything she’d ever tasted.

Jack casually placed his metal and flesh hand on top of hers, as if they’d dined in Chinese restaurants hundreds of times before. “I’m buying.”

She pulled her hand out from under his. “I pay my own way.”

He kept his hand on the table for a moment before dragging it away. “I don’t doubt it.”

The middle-aged waitress reached the table before they could speak another word. She took a ceramic kettle from the top of her cart and filled their cups, explaining, “Tea.” Leaving the kettle on the table, she pushed a pedal on the cart with her foot and brought the machine to life.

Mechanized drawers slid out of the front, staggered like steps to reveal metal bowls full of gleaming round dumplings. More steam poured out of the cart as the top opened and more baskets of hot food lifted up on metal pistons.

The waitress quickly pointed at the various offerings, naming them. “Jiaozi, shaomai, har gow, haam sui gaau.”

Anna stared at the foods, hardly knowing where to begin. A glance to Jack showed he faced the same dilemma.

Instead of it letting the foreign offerings daunt him, Jack simply gestured over the lot and said, “Yes.”

“Very good.” Quick and efficient, the waitress pulled little bowls and plates of the dumplings and placed them on the table. She smiled when she saw neither Jack nor Anna knew what to do next. With kind patience, she slid a cup full of thin wooden sticks toward them.

Anna had hardly noticed they were on the table. “Thought it was a bouquet of dead flowers with all the petals fallen off.”

The waitress pulled two of the sticks out and demonstrated using them in one hand, deftly picking up a piece of food. “Kuaizi. Chopsticks.” She put the food down and glanced to the shotgun pistol Jack still wore on his back. “Not like a gun.” Tilting the cup, she waited for Jack and Anna to both retrieve two chopsticks. “You don’t have to be fast to be good. Take your time.”

Another push on the pedal and the cart folded up, bringing all the food back into the pumping steam. She wheeled the cart away with no more instructions.

It took several tries for Anna to even hold the chopsticks the way the waitress did, let alone pick anything up with them.

“I climbed a fifty-foot sheer rock face in order to get the drop on the Lyde gang.” She dropped one stick on the table and picked it up to try again. “I can do this.”

Jack struggled with the sticks in his left hand. “Edward Parker locked me in a hotel room. Nailed the door shut. Set the balcony on fire so I couldn’t go out the window.” Ever so slowly, he clicked the tips of the chopsticks together. “Punched my way through the wall to the room next door. Still had the strength to wrestle Parker off his horse and slap him unconscious.”

The dumplings radiated warmth. Their aroma filled the air. Her mouth watered. But they were so damn hard to pick up with the chopsticks. “I heard you shot the horse.”

“Hell, no.” He almost grabbed one of the dumplings, but it slid from the chopsticks and back onto the plate. “That horse never did anything to me.”

Instead of anger rising, Jack let out a laugh. She joined him. It was ridiculous, the two of them, armed to the teeth and not able to operate a couple of eating sticks a local child could master before they were walking.

She could hardly catch her breath, let alone the tantalizing food in front of her. “I’m so damn hungry.”

He still rumbled with laughter. “Never been this hungry in my life.”

Who cared if the other people in the restaurant stared at them? She and Jack were already the center of attention. Laughing like this made her feel lighter than ether. Like she was rising up through a cool spring rain. It took a moment before she discovered she leaned, shoulder to shoulder, against Jack. He was solid, strong. Strong enough to stand up to her.

The laughter slowed, but she still felt light-headed. Was it the steam from the food or Jack’s steady presence that warmed her? A long breath brought her back to the table. She leaned away from him and brought her attention back to the dumplings. Learning to use the chopsticks was easier than figuring out her and Jack. One would feed her stomach. The other? She recognized hunger enough to know that all the amazing food in this place wouldn’t satisfy what gnawed, deep and empty, within her.


 

Chapter Seven



“FOOD AND SEX.” Jack hadn’t mastered the chopsticks, but he could at least get the delicious food into his mouth. “Best way to track someone.”

Anna sipped her tea and dove back into the plate of spareribs in front of her. “Not love.”

“No how,” he agreed. “That just makes a person dangerous.”

She finished her bite and tapped her chopsticks against the plate as she drifted away in thought. “The way a husband and wife fight for each other, or a family protecting the children. That’s when you know it’s a fight to the death.”

There were no meatballs left, so he dragged the plate of spareribs away from her and took two. The waitress had brought the unfolding cart full of broiled and fried meats over once all the dumplings were cleaned off the table. It sure beat the hell out of some lean pemmican for breakfast. Though Jack was discovering that any meal he shared with Anna was quite unique.

They ate in silence for a while. She finished her cup of tea. He refilled it. When his cup was empty, she poured more for him. And when anyone new came in the front door, they both stopped chewing and dropped a hand to the butt of their pistols.

But there was no trouble. The only dangerous characters that day in the neighborhood were Jack and Anna. They collected their share of curious looks and cautious glances.

He knocked his elbow into her arm and nodded in the direction of a table of local men. They ate automatically, not taking their eyes off Jack and Anna. Jack smiled at them, more menacing than friendly.

His words were only for Anna. “This restaurant should throw us a take. We’re bringing in enough extra profit.”

She glared at the men and they finally turned their attention to the food on their table. “There’s only one profit I’m interested in.”

“I think we’ve cut enough firing lanes to get a clear shot at some more information.”

The waitress came by with yet another cart. This one didn’t pump out steam, but was covered in lines of frost. It breathed cool air as the drawers unfolded. Jellies and custards lined the stacks of plates.

Anna smiled politely at the woman. “Don’t go in for sweets, thanks.”

Jack made a show of patting his belly. “I couldn’t eat another bite. Everything was so delicious.”

The waitress nodded, folded up the cart, and wheeled it away. The original waiter came over, pushing a tin cart with a large crank on the side. He quickly assembled the dirty plates and loaded them into racks in the cart. Turning the crank handle, he rang up a tally that punched out on a small strip of paper.

The waiter announced, “Four dollars fifty,” and slid the slip toward Jack.

Anna quickly pinned the paper to the table before Jack could reach for it. “Three dollars each and we’ll call it even.” She moved her hand and fished coins from a pouch sewn on the inside of her jacket.

The waiter expressed his thanks, straightening his jacket. “Come back any time.”

Jack dug three dollar coins from a vest pocket and placed them on the table next to Anna’s. “You fed us so well, I don’t think we’ll need to eat for another week.”

Leaning close to the table, the waiter glanced over his shoulder at the other patrons before speaking conspiratorially. “Did Dr. Song not tell you about the lodge?”

Anna didn’t miss a step. “He mentioned it in passing, but got too distracted tinkering with my friend’s hand. You know how he is when he gets to inventing.”

“Oh, yes.” The waiter chuckled. “Sometimes we have to bring him a second meal because the first one goes cold while he’s sketching designs at the table.”

Jack was almost convinced that Anna really did know Song. “Too bad he never got the chance to tell us about the lodge.”

The waiter stepped a little closer, excited to disclose a secret. “Out the door, make a right. Two blocks, make another right and go until the street ends. It looks like an old two-story shack built into the side of a hill, but it’s his lodge.”

The information was the perfect dessert. Jack and Anna stood. He felt how ready she was to move, to track down the next answer in this puzzle. Neither wanted to wait another second.

He shook the waiter’s hand. “Appreciate the meal and the directions.”

The waiter glanced from Jack to Anna and back. “Enjoy the lodge.”

It felt good to be a little welcome for a change, rather than feared or hated.

He and Anna were quickly out the door, back on the street in the sun.

She pulled her hat low, hiding her eyes. But her lips quirked a secret smile. “Well, I never had finer company for dim sum.”

The rare complement fed him better than any food. “You never had dim sum before.”

“I guess neither of us will forget our first time.”

They turned up the street and walked toward their next turn. “When this is all over, I might come back and have another shot at their dumplings.”

She shook her head, adjusted her gun belt. “People like you and me never make plans like that.”

It was the honest truth and he couldn’t deny it. But the idea of not spending another adventurous meal with Anna chilled the satisfaction that warmed his bones. She truly wasn’t afraid and had jumped feet first into the experience. No one else in his life had been that ready to face a challenge with him. Not against him, but side by side.

That was how they strode up the street, counting two blocks, then turning right into a smaller alley. They bent tall weeds with their boots, walking a path that no one else had stepped on for at least a month.

She tugged a tall green blade of grass from the ground and rubbed it between her fingers. “We’re not going to find him here.”

“Each step takes us closer.” Closer to each other. Without speaking about it, they naturally aligned themselves so Anna was on his right. That way, he could draw a gun with his left hand and she could with her right, neither obstructing the other.

The alley angled steeper, taking them away from the neighborhood and two hundred yards toward a small hill in the landscape. Looking like a forest mushroom, one weathered wood building clung to the side of the hill. Jack watched Anna as they climbed toward the building. Her lean legs were strong. He knew the power of her arms from when she’d gripped his shoulders with the kiss. It was hard to suppress an appreciative growl as her hips swiveled to climb the last few yards.

She stopped, chest rising and falling from the effort, and assessed the building. “No trampled grass. Moss on the wood’s not disturbed.”

He added, “Leaves are piled on the roof. Anyone landing from an ether vehicle would’ve knocked some off.”

“Front door?”

As she moved to it he drew his pistol, nodding he was ready. She gripped the door handle and gently twisted it. A brief wave of desire rolled through him. Damn if she turned a rusty old doorknob without making even the smallest squeak.

With a long breath, she steadied herself. Then threw the door open.

An inventor like Song could come up with a lot of things. Jack expected mechanical scorpions shooting acid. Or clockwork Gatling guns that were drawn to body heat. He didn’t expect what was on the other side of the door.

A solid wall.

Anna ran her hand over the bricks that completely blocked the entryway. “Warm. And a little damp.”

He licked his lips, taking in her words. She glared at him and walked toward a rickety set of steps on the side of the building. They started up together and the wood swayed. A definite heat radiated out of the building to Jack’s left.

“Like the hot springs in Saratoga. You ever sit in those?”

“Found some further north, in the Cascades. Nice and private. You can only get there with ether.”

His shoulder rubbed against hers. “You’ll have to show me them some time.”

“Nice and private, I said.”

“Exactly.”

But she didn’t pull away from his touch.

Until the stairs collapsed under her feet. The railing crumbled away and fell twelve feet toward a jumble of stones. She’d been on the outside of the steps, so as the wood split and splintered, gravity took her down.

Jack lashed out with his right hand as she fell. His bottom two fingers wrapped around her wrist. Twisting his arm, he activated the springs and pistons in his mechanical hand to fully grip her.

Muscles burning, he swung her toward him. She slammed into his chest, knocking him back into the side of the building. He wrapped his other arm around her waist. Her fingers curled into his gun belt, pulling her tighter against him.

The last of the broken stairs clattered against the rocks below. Jack and Anna sighed together. Then she winced.

He immediately turned his wrist to release the metal fingers from around her. She rubbed at the spot. “Hell of a grip.”

“It’s not made for flesh. Last thing I’d want to do is hurt you.” Her fingers uncoiled from his belt and he loosened his arm around her. But she didn’t step away too quickly.

“Beats the alternative.” She kicked a wood chip off the steps and they both watched it skip against the rocks. Slowly, she slid away from him, staying close to the intact part of the steps. “Besides, I’ve had worse. Had to kick Pete Glenn unconscious with one hand shackled to a house beam.”

They started up the stairs again, single file this time.

“Don’t tell me he got you with your own shackle.”

Her eyes narrowed and her lips barely moved as she spoke. “Let’s just say I didn’t know he had a bounty on his head until after we’d …”

“But you still brought him in.”

“Let it be a lesson. Don’t keep your own wanted poster, no matter how proud of it you are.” A small laugh brightened her face again.

“Only if I know you’re coming to collect the bounty.”

They reached the top landing. The Chinese neighborhood was visible below the hill. Beyond that were the straight lines and sky-rail trollies of San Francisco. A gentle breeze moved the trees above the building, shifting shadows like darting fish.

There was another door, same size as the one on the ground floor. Anna reached for the handle, then paused.

She looked him straight in the eye. “Thanks.”

He drew his pistol and nodded toward the door. “I’ll cover you.”

“For stopping my fall.”

Trust was hard to find in their line of work. Easier to pry a skeleton made of diamonds out of the beak of a twenty-foot-tall vulture. Genuine thanks sometimes revealed weakness and were rarely given. He knew how hard it was for her to tell him. Just as hard as it was to say how far he’d go for her.

“I’ll cover you.”

It felt like the world held its breath. No breeze. No birds. Just Jack and Anna standing on the landing, not knowing what was entirely behind each other’s eyes.

Easier to face whatever danger lay on the other side of the door.

She tore her gaze from Jack and gripped the door handle. Again, it turned without a sound. After quick nods to confirm they were ready, she swung the door open. There was no wall this time and Jack slipped quickly inside, his .44 leading the way.

Waves of humidity thickened around him. The room seemed larger than it should’ve been. Redwood paneled walls extended past the roofline; it must have been dug into the side of the hill. The only piece of furniture was a large wooden tub set into one corner. Two or three people could be hiding in it, and he approached cautiously.

He felt more than heard Anna behind him, keeping watch on the door as she stalked into the room. With the two of them covering all the angles, no one could escape. And if they fought back, they wouldn’t survive.

Edging close to the tub, he saw that it was already filled with water. Wisps of steam danced across the still surface. If someone was in there, they’d been holding their breath for some time. He’d seen all kinds of tenacity from fugitives. Climbing trees, living in the desert. The extremes of human survival. But it never worked. No one was more determined than he was.

At the first bubble, the tiniest ripple, he’d fire. One step closer. The tub was empty.

“Son of a bitch.”

She clicked her tongue, disappointed. “If that ain’t the best. Nothing in here but that tub and these rocks.” Along the base of the walls was a six-inch trough filled with black river rocks. “Wooden nickel says he’s hiding in there.” She stalked to the trough and kicked it with frustration.

Turning through the room, he saw no other doors or compartments, no more secrets to be pried out. “As secretive as that waiter was being, I thought we were on to something good.”

“A thousand-dollar dessert.”

Her need for the prize was deeply ingrained in him as well. It was how they rated themselves—how many ruthless men and women they bested and brought in. The money helped prove their skills. But spending this time with Anna, his equal, shook those values. She wasn’t impressed by who he beat on the draw or how many dollars filled his pockets. The bullets, the coins, didn’t matter. He had to be genuine with her.

Dead ends had a way of cooling the thrill of the hunt. But Jack’s blood still ran hot, and it wasn’t the humid lodge room. The echoes of the meal with Anna wouldn’t go away. Warm food and her laughter put him in a better mood than he’d ever remembered. The hazards of the hunt had passed for a moment and they were alone.

He took one step toward her, and the danger came back with a fury. The floorboard slipped on its joint, activating a metallic click below. The building rumbled to life. Machinery on the floor whirred and churned.

Anna was first out the door, Jack right behind her. Guns ready for whatever was coming, they scanned the inside and outside of the building. The sound of a hundred snakes hissing rose out of the top room.

He drew the quad shotgun from his back. “Clockwork diamondbacks?”

The tension had built so high that Anna laughed in loud peals. She rested her hand on his forearm. Where there was no metal, he felt the heat of her skin.

“It’s a bathhouse. A sweat lodge.”

Inside, sheets of steam billowed from the stones in the trough. Little quartz lights glowed yellow on the ceiling, like constellations just before dawn. No longer still, the water in the tub bubbled with gentle jets.

Her laughter died down and she holstered her gun. She kept her hand on his arm.

The danger was gone and he lowered his weapons. But the tension remained. Every step could bring death. What about life? He took the leap.

“I’m going back in there, and I’m taking off all my clothes.” Her eyes flared; she licked her lips. He holstered his .44 and put out his hand. “You coming with me?”

TAKE HIS HAND? Or walk down the broken stairs to chase a cold trail? Anna’s body was still buffeted by waves of sensation. The meal was an adventure she shared with Jack. Nearly falling from the stairs, only to be brought close to his body had been a rush. The hissing of the lodge was the last bit of danger, but it had passed.

The wet heat of that simple room was inviting. Her joints and bones ached for comfort. Deeper, she yearned for Jack. They’d been circling each other for years. The closer she got—hearing his voice, touching his skin, learning his history—the more the hunger increased. She didn’t know where it would lead her, but she had to find out. All she had to do was take his hand.

Anna slid her palm against his. Curled her fingers around him. He held her hand, staring into her eyes. She thought she’d known the man behind the legend and the metal and the guns, yet she now understood there were miles of territory within him she had yet to discover.

Their grips tightened. They drew closer. He leaned down to her. She pressed against his chest. In the sunlight, they kissed. Neither hid their hunger. She understood his need. His lips on hers strong, devouring. And she understood her yearning. Probing forward with her tongue, she led him into her.

And it wasn’t enough. Their first kiss could’ve taken them too far and she’d had to stop. Now, with Jack pressed against her, his arm wrapped around her shoulders and lips against hers, too far seemed like the perfect place to be.

They pulled apart and, still gripping each other’s hand, walked back into the lodge room. Sheets of steam curled up the walls and filled the space, bringing the scent of the redwood paneling. The room seemed alive, breathing with her.

Jack cracked a small smile. “This guy Song, I like his style. Lot of inventors are drunk on tetrol. Half-baked ideas that don’t work right.” He held up his half-mechanical hand. “People wind up getting hurt.”

“Song knows his business,” she agreed. “So why the bounty?”

He leveled his gaze on her. It seemed the steam came from him, his intensity. “You want a cold trail or a hot bath?”

She took off her hat, holding his look and not backing down. “Hot. Bath.”

Burbling invitingly like a secluded brook, the tub waited in the corner. The steam softened its edges and obscured the walls around it. As if the room went on forever.

With the toe of his boot, Jack swung the front door closed. Only the small lights in the ceiling glowed. Warm night clouds now surrounded her. A gentle storm. And Jack was the lightning. Still gripping her hand, he walked her toward the tub, chuckling a little to himself.

“My last bath was at a lonely little stage-stop hotel in Camarillo.”

The buckle on her gun belt was hot from the steam. “I’m overdue.” She undid it and held the rig in her hand.

“I’m guessing you picked up Malone’s trail sometime after the Sierras, so it’s been a few hundred miles for you, too.”

It took her a second to track her path backward. “Beatty, Nevada.”

“Rough town.” He let go of her hand so he could undo the straps and belts that held his own weapons.

She hung her gun belt on a wooden peg on the wall next to the tub. Easy to reach if she had to. “A little less rough after I left.”

His pistols and quad shotgun took their place next to her weapons. He was unarmed. But still deadly. Broad shoulders, muscled arms and legs. Dark, blazing eyes. And the smallest smile.

They came together again, this time without the clang of gunmetal. The heat of the room had soaked through her clothes, bringing a light sweat across her skin. She felt every fold of fabric, and every ridge of his muscles. Her hands ran over the cords of his neck, pulling him to her mouth for another kiss.

Nerves yearned for sensation. Dust storms had chafed her flesh. Ice-cold rivers had woken her up and she’d slept in the rain while waiting out a fugitive. She needed pleasure. And Jack was the only man strong enough to bring it to her.

But all those damn clothes were in the way. Without breaking the kiss, she ran her hands over his chest until she found the buttons of his vest. Undoing them wasn’t enough. Pulling open the snaps of his shirt brought his skin to her hands.

He growled into her mouth as her fingers traced over his chest, along the ridges of his ribs and stomach. Dark hair traced a broad line from the base of his neck to below his navel. She teased through the curls, giving a little tug and drawing out more sounds deep in Jack’s chest.

His lips were on her cheek, her neck. He tugged at her jacket and drew it from her shoulders, piling it on the floor. With his dexterous left hand, he undid the buttons of her shirt. It joined her jacket. Moist heat made the thin chemise cling to her skin.

Leaning back, he took her in, growling again. His flesh fingers were hot on her side as he gathered the fabric of her chemise. Even hotter, the metal fingers drew a short gasp through her lips.

He started to pull away, but she grabbed his wrist and brought his hand back to her. “Burns good.”

It wouldn’t blister her, or leave a mark, but the metal’s heat sank deep into her flesh, bringing fire to long-dark places. More sparks skipped along her skin as he drew the chemise up and over her head.

Exposed to the air, to Jack’s gaze, her breasts grew more sensitive. Her nipples hardened. It seemed if anything touched them, she would collapse into flames. And if every nerve wasn’t fed, she’d die of starvation.

Raking her fingers across Jack’s chest, she pushed his vest and shirt completely off his shoulders. Her chest pressed against his, skin to skin. She moaned. He whispered a curse or a prayer. Rubbing her nipples against him, she built the fire larger.

She licked along his collarbone. He was clean salt. She bit into the base of his neck. He was solid muscle.

More and more of her body came alive. Her own moisture gathered between her legs.

He whipped off his shirt and vest. She saw for the first time that his metal climbed higher, ending in a mechanism midway up his biceps. His shucked clothes disappeared into the steam. But she would always be able to find him. Same as before they’d even spoken, if he was within a mile, somehow she knew. Much closer than a mile now, the smallest gaps between their bodies seemed too damn far.

“Take off your boots.”

Without hesitation, he leaned against the side of the tub to pull his boots off. She dropped to one knee to undo the laces of her tall miner boots. They came off, along with her short stockings. The floorboards were hot on her bare feet.

“Now your trousers.”

He paused, lip curling in a grin or a growl. “You think you’re going to deprive me the pleasure of removing your dungarees?”

Not waiting for her answer, he brought his body close to hers again. She slid against his chest, moaning softly as her nipples gathered the sensation. His fingers played along the waistband of her jeans. She arched her back to bring her closer to him. An ache for pleasure centered in her pussy. She needed release. She needed Jack to touch her everywhere.

His mouth found the side of her neck, her shoulder. The buttons of her jeans were no match for his quick skill. He slid the dungarees and her drawers over her hips and down her legs. As she stepped out of the jeans, he bit into her neck, where it joined her shoulder. More fire ran up and down her body.

Jack stepped back to admire her. She was naked, but not shy. Unarmed, exposed, but not weak. She gazed back at the defined muscles of his chest and arms. And the outline of the erection in his trousers. Even without a shred of clothes, she still had power.

He rumbled, “The Almighty lost an angel.”

“What if he put a bounty on me?”

“He’d never collect.” Jack wrapped his arm around her back, bracing her body against his. “I’d see to it no one ever took you where you didn’t want to go.”

“I can handle that myself.”

His other hand glided up her thigh, traced the curve of her hip. “And where you do want to go? Handle that yourself, too?”

Higher, his hand moved over her ribs, past the scar from a horse thief’s homemade knife. The pain was long gone. She was lost in the steam, as if floating. And the only touch in the world was Jack’s.

He took her mouth with his. Cupped her breast in his hand. She pushed forward. The rough calluses on his palm and fingers teased sparks from her sensitive nipples. He kissed her with more hunger, swallowing every moan she breathed.

A rhythm moved her. The drumming of her pulse, or something else deeper, merged with him. Her hips swiveled forward. She needed more of Jack against her. He obliged, sliding his hand away from her breast and down her belly.

Despite the heat, she shivered.

She widened her legs. Gripped his arm to keep herself from falling into the clouds beneath her. The very tip of his finger drew a line along the edge of her hip. Further down the front of her thigh. They continued to kiss. She bit his lip and he smiled. His finger’s path turned, coming up the inside of her thigh.

The kiss had to stop. She pulled away just far enough to whisper the only word running through her head.

“Yes.”

He repeated the word back to her. Again and again it rumbled through his chest. With the same rhythm that moved her. She couldn’t answer back. Breath had left her. She only knew the very tip of his finger sliding ever higher.

When he reached her pussy, she sighed. Dug her nails into his skin. The length of his finger slicked along her. She leaned harder against his arm, opening further to his touch. Up and back, he gathered her moisture. Instead of feeding her need, it only increased. She ground against his finger. Spinning rings of heat radiated from her clit. Her muscles shook, wanting everything against and inside herself.

His words were steam, close to her ear. “You’re going to burn me down.”

“Take off your trousers.”

But this was Jack Hawkins. He didn’t follow her order right away. She didn’t have the breath to complain. His finger continued around her folds, teasing, drawing the hunger out. The rough pad rasped against her sensitive bud. Then his finger entered her.

Neither moved. Her blood drummed. He barely slid his finger out, then back inside her. She ground against his palm. The steam filling the room muffled her moans. She’d never felt so naked and free. She’d never had an equal like Jack. Iron to her flint.

And everything could burn. She knew that more than her flesh was wrapped up in the moment. This was what she was afraid of. Her defenses could crumble. The life she’d built could go up like a stick of dynamite soaked in tetrol. Too late.

She gently pushed against his chest and he released her. Even in the dark, his eyes were intense with hunger. She’d felt empty, too. At times the world seemed like a storm of hurt until death came. But not this day, in this steam-filled room with Jack.

Reaching forward, she took his half-metal hand in hers. The brass and enameled iron singed. It wasn’t pain. She was alive.

Locking eyes with him, she held up his mechanical hand between them and caught her breath long enough to ask, “Can you get this wet?”


 

Chapter Eight



THE LEGEND OF Jack Hawkins never spoke of his birth. He simply appeared in the Western territories, two guns strapped to his thighs and a half-metal hand. If Anna had to imagine what he looked like, stepping out of the smoke of creation, it was like this.

Naked.

His trousers were gone. He stood before her, hand outstretched to take hers. Shining with steam and sweat, his muscles looked like chiseled stone. Thick thighs and trim hips. His cock stood rigid and ready. Even with the dusting of chest hair, she saw all the ridges of his stomach and ribs. And the broad expanse of his chest leading to rounded shoulders. Scars from bullets and blades marked him, the truth behind the legends.

She took his hand and the two of them climbed the three steps on the side of the tub. The water roiled, glowing white with jets of bubbles. A first test with her toe told her it was hot, but not unbearable. As she stepped in deeper, the bubbles danced along her skin, like wrapping her in warm rain.

Jack was right next to her. They still held each other’s hands, balancing each other.

He whispered, “I’ve never seen anything like it …”

“The bubbles are incredible.” They both stood on the bottom of the tub. The water reached the top of her thighs.

His left hand came up to her chin and turned her toward him. “The smile on your face.”

Maybe the bubbles were getting into her head. She did feel a little giddy. Plunging into the unknown.

The water swirled as their bodies came together again. Heat and effervescence rose up, coating them. Skin on skin, they slid, wet. His cock pressed into her belly. She licked along the base of his neck. He ran his hand down her spine and over her ass. She pressed against his thigh, rocking her hips.

They kissed. His hand held the back of her neck for a moment, then pulled the leather thong that bound her ponytail. He dipped into the tub and brought water up along her back and into her hair.

She broke away from the kiss and lowered herself into the water. He scooped more water onto her, rinsing away the trail dust and campfire ash. Her hands gripped his hips to steady herself. His cock was in front of her, angled from his body. She took one hand and raked her fingernails down his chest, along his abs. Lower.

Barely touching him, she drew her nails along his shaft. He didn’t move, gaze fixed on her. When she wrapped her hand around him, he bared his teeth in a snarl. Stroking up and down, she watched the fire blaze hotter in his gaze.

Her wet hair fanned across her back as she stood quickly. Still holding him, she lined the side of his body with her chest. Naked, without their money or guns or status, men thinned. Fragile like moth wings, their egos could break, making them lash out. But Jack didn’t doubt himself. The man was strong enough to let her back him against the side of the tub. He even had a wicked smile of his own.

“There’s never been a woman like you in all the world.”

She brought her hand to circle the base of his shaft. He thrust forward to match her. Surrounded by all this water, she still thirsted.

“Touch me,” she breathed.

He slid his left palm over her breast, then moved the hand down along her ribs and hips.

She shook her head and drew his right hand toward her. “With this.”

Slowly, carefully, he turned his hand over so the mechanism extended the two metal fingers. She could tell that if at any moment she hesitated, he would pull away. But there was no doubt in her.

The heated wet metal glanced along her thighs. Unknown words tumbled from her mouth as the mechanical fingers reached her pussy. He held them in place, allowing her to move against the rigid heat. Back and forth, she ground herself along the slick metal.

One hand gripped his arm. Her other hand remained on his erection. He moved with the rhythm of her rolling hips. Water splashed high on her hips, along her back.

“Can you feel me?” she asked.

“Felt you for years.” His hand ran along her arm, her shoulder. “Even when I couldn’t see you, I always knew where you were.”

He palmed her breast, ran his fingers over her nipple and pinched it gently as a test. Her soft moan encouraged him. He squeezed a little harder. Pleasure sparked, feeding the waves of fire running through her.

Faster, she ground herself along the metal. The rigid fingertips ran from her pearl, along her folds. She even eased them inside of her. Solid heat stretched her. She drew them out and increased the speed with even more urgency.

Everywhere she touched, Jack was solid. His muscles, his erection, his hand. Her pussy was soft, but not weak. She demanded release. Up and back, faster along the fingers. He pinched her nipple harder, a little twist that had her arching her back.

“That’s right,” he encouraged her with a growl. “Take everything from me. I’m all you need.”

A climax built in her, bubbling up like the jets in the tub. Hot metal, warm water, the solid strength of Jack. This wasn’t the world she’d known. Too much pleasure. She devoured it, filling herself. Overflowing.

One more stroke. She pushed hard against his fingers. The orgasm crashed through her. Her short gasps cut through the steam. Trembles of pleasure shook her. Holding her bud against the metal, she savored the fire.

She caught her breath, but still didn’t feel attached to the world. Jack, though, wasn’t in doubt. She gripped his body, his presence. Intense, his eyes remained focused on her face. His mouth grinned wickedly as he basked in her pleasure.

In her hand, his cock throbbed in quick pulses. She stroked it again, drawing him toward her.

She whispered, “I’m taking everything from you.”

“You’re the only one who can track me down.” He brought his metal fingers to his mouth and licked the tips.

“No one escapes me.” She continued to stroke along his shaft.

“There someone else you’d rather catch?”

It wasn’t about bounties or reputation or legends. “No one.”

“But I’m dangerous prey. The hunter can become the hunted.” He kissed her, wrapped his arms around her. Turning quickly, he spun so she pressed the front of her thighs against the edge of the tub. Jack lined her back, arms across her chest. Teeth into the side of her neck.

There were ways of escaping from a man when he held her like this. Her heel to his foot. Thumb to his throat. Foot to the balls. But she didn’t want to get away from him.

She savored each part of him against her. The rasp of his stubble on her shoulder. Arms enfolding hers. His erection lined against her ass. She reached back to take his hips, encouraging him forward.

His hot breath whispered past her cheek. “Two hunters catch each other. What happens next?”

“You fuck me, Jack Hawkins.” She dug her nails into his hips.

He ran his tongue over her earlobe, then drew it into his mouth. Never in her life had she been so sensitive, so tuned to a touch. His teeth gently nipped her flesh. She slid her ass against him. He groaned.

Releasing her earlobe, he kept his lips close to her. His voice was inside her head. “You commanding me, or begging me?”

Both, but he didn’t need to know that. “Do it now.”

An unwelcome coolness clung to her back as he stretched away. The room was still incredibly hot, but it wasn’t the same deep warmth without him against her. Leather creaked and metal rang. He unbuckled one of the pouches on his belt hanging on the peg and retrieved something. Quickly tearing through the small waxed paper envelope, he backed away for a moment, then again wrapped himself around her body.

Her breath caught in a gasp. The head of his cock slid between her legs and along her opening. Arching her back, she brought him all the way against her sex. She looked down to see the head of his penis rub past her pearl. He wore a vulcanized rubber sheath for safety.

She reached back again, dragging her nails on his thighs, up to his ass. Hot metal gripped her hip. His other hand cupped her breast. He rolled her nipple between his fingers, pinching just enough to bring out another gasp.

He slid himself along her opening another time, then drew away. With his chest against her back, she felt them both breathing as one. His erection hovered at her lips again. She looked back, searching his face. There were no wicked smiles, no winks. His focus was astounding, searing. Everything for her.

Their gazes drew their bodies together. He entered her. She braced her hands on the side of the tub. If she breathed or spoke, she did not know. There was only him, filling her. Slowly. She savored it all. When he was buried to the root, neither moved.

The embers of her last orgasm hadn’t dimmed completely. Reawakened, she knew it wouldn’t take much to come again. She swiveled. He moved within her, stirring the sparks higher.

As slowly as he entered her, he drew out. Not completely. Just before he left her body, he plunged back in, a little faster this time. And again, faster. Water splashed out of the tub. She closed her eyes. He thrust in and out of her. She was locked between his body and the edge of the tub. As he drove forward, she pushed back. More sparks swirled within her.

The orgasm rushed up and slammed into her. She cried out, still pressing back to meet each of his thrusts. The climax was white hot. It was her making the steam, as if she could boil away all the water around them.

While it was still crashing through her, she looked back again to watch Jack’s intensity grow. His lip curled in a snarl. He sped his pace, pumping faster into her. She held his gaze with hers. There was no need to beg or command.

Drawing in a breath, he thrust deep into her one more time. His moan was a growl as he came. His cock pulsed in her with release. Small tremors shook his muscles. He sighed, breath hot on her neck. Then his lips were on her back, her shoulder.

He kissed her mouth. Both of their pulses thrummed at the same pace. And they breathed together as he slid out. She turned, not ready for the chill to hit her skin again. The kiss continued. She stoked the side of his face. He held her hip with one hand and smoothed the other along her hair.

Their breath and blood slowed. The sound of the steam and bubbling water returned. They leaned against each other as the world settled like a blanket around them.

He spoke, voice raspy. “You caught me.”

“You had me cornered.” Coils of tension fell away from her body. “You gave me no choice.”

“After that taste, I’m gonna keep hunting you.”

It was too soon to know what had been damaged in the fire. But her body knew what it wanted. Rest, and then more. Was it that easy? It never was.

Her senses screamed, hating the chill, but she forced herself to step back from him. He let her drift away. This was Jack Hawkins, the man with the singular goal of tracking bounties, making money. She couldn’t allow herself to get accustomed to his heat. There’d been no comfort in her life before, and no reason for this one to last.

As she moved through the tub, she stepped on a small lever on the inside edge. The water shifted. Swirls of cool interspersed with the hot. Instead of killing the glow that persisted in her, she felt reinvigorated. Jack too had a small smile on his face, a new light in his eye.

“Franklin Song.” He chuckled. “When we catch him, I’m going to have him build me one of these.”

“We can just use this one.” It felt natural to say it, but as soon as the words were out, Jack’s eyes snapped to hers. Making plans without a thought wasn’t like her. But doing so felt like the cool water in the tub—unexpected, yet thrilling.

She took her foot from the lever and the cold flow stopped. As did the bubbles. The steam in the stones died down, replaced by a mechanical clicking within the structure. Wood creaked. She and Jack both pushed to the edge of the tub, drawing their pistols.

Her barrel swung to a panel in the wall near the tub as it opened—a secret door. Jack stood next to her. Except for their guns, they were both naked.

Jack called out, “One step and I blow you away.”

A single squeak of the floorboard and they’d both let the bullets fly. They waited, straining for sound. Nothing. She took a cautious step forward, peered into the darkness beyond the door.

“Oh, God, Jack, they got the drop on us.” She couldn’t suppress a laugh. “It’s the terry cloth gang.”

Inside the door was a simple cabinet with shelves of folded towels. She pulled one out and tossed it to him, then grabbed another for herself. He chuckled with her, shucking his sheath and stepping out of the tub.

Keeping the pistol in one hand, he dried off with the other. “I’ve always heard legends of the terry cloth gang, but I never met up with them.”

She descended the tub steps. “You should take a bath more often.”

“If it’s with you, I’ll do this every day.”

She couldn’t answer. He seemed to understand that. Both kept silent. She dried herself, the towel a finer cloth than she’d ever had against her body.

Something drew Jack’s attention. “Well, howdy to you.” Still nude, he stalked toward a far corner of the room, where it was built into the hill.

Following cautiously, she whispered, “What is it?”

“This room has more than one secret.” Using the barrel of his pistol, he drew a large rectangle on the wall.

Then she saw it. The steam moved differently in this area. It sucked into small gaps in the wall, the same shape he drew. “A door.”

As he searched over the wall, she remembered how that hand felt on her skin, making her come alive. A metallic click brought her back to her senses. The door swung open, just an inch, to let more steam flow in.

Jack hummed thoughtfully. “I’m gonna put some clothes on before seeing what’s in there.”

They both retreated, keeping their eyes fixed on the new secret. Without a word, they traded off watching the door and getting dressed. Once the last buckle was pulled into place, they moved forward again.

She thought the clothes might suffocate the pleasure she’d had. But she was still aware of being naked beneath it all, as if Jack was still surrounding and inside her.

“Do you have a torch?” He tugged at a pouch on his belt.

“In my saddlebag.”

“I always carry two.” In his palm was a friction torch, about the size of a pistol grip.

She took it and started turning the small brass crank on the base. He did the same with another. They sounded like a swarm of hornets in a feather pillow.

“Just like you always carry a rubber sheath?” She wasn’t sure how much she wanted to know. Handsome man like Jack, no ties, thundering through town on his engine-cycle. He could attract a lot of ladies.

“Haven’t needed one in quite a while, if that’s what you’re asking.” The torch lit in his hand, powered by the small crank generator. A yellow spot of light appeared around the secret door. “And now I’m asking.”

“You needn’t.” Though that he did gave her an unusual charge. “I ran down eight bounties in the last six weeks. Who’s got time for tumbles?”

They stalked nearer to the door. He was close to her shoulder, still hot.

“Guess this is an advantage to running with a partner,” he said.

“We ain’t partners.”

Effortlessly shifting positions, she stepped to the door and he stood to one side, gun and torch ready. He nodded, she swung the door open.

Steam swirled into the darkness beyond the door, drawn by air currents. Cool, moist air threaded into the room, scented with deep soil. It seemed to wrap around her, pulling her closer to the doorway.

She and Jack approached slowly, the yellow light of their torches barely penetrating the deep shadows, but revealing a passage. Instead of going straight into the side of the hill, it angled steeply.

Jack muttered, “That’s a hell of a descent.”

“Hell is right.”

The walls of the passage were cut from the dirt with precision, as if by a machine. Instead of stairs, the corridor was a long ramp.

She stepped through the doorway, gun in one hand, torch in the other. “Seems a perfect path toward damnation.”

He was with her, closing the door behind them and stooping a little so he could fit in the passage. “I might be headed there, might not. Ain’t for me to judge.”

The soil under her feet was packed hard, but any loose rocks could send her tumbling down. And there was no telling how far this path led. “Let’s find out.”

The air cooled as they descended. Her nerves chilled. Walking shoulder to shoulder, they had about six inches each to maneuver. Ambush, cave-in—all possibilities. Not the best way to hold on to the afterglow of their sex. Yet somehow, even as the steel of her .45 grew colder, she still hoarded the warmth of Jack against her, inside her.

Yellow light bounced off the dirt walls, showing just slivers of Jack’s face. “I haven’t been to church in an age. Finding the spirit within four walls don’t make much sense after you’ve flown over the Grand Canyon at dawn.”

“Or sat out a storm in a hidden cave at the top of a mountain.”

“Once I took my cycle over the Pacific, about a mile off shore. Tracked along with the whales migrating for the season. Some were bigger than train cars, just gliding along in the water, then popping up to breathe.”

“You’ll have to show me that.”

“I most certainly will.”

Dangerous business, making plans. The cool air and darkness might suffocate the little glimmer of hope, but it persisted.

Further and further they descended. Neither spoke as the passage reached its bottom and leveled out. Tight and close, the only sound in the space was their boots and the creak of their clothes and gun belts.

The dim torches couldn’t illuminate more than ten feet ahead of them.

She paused to crank her generator again. Jack put his back to the wall and kept watch over both approaches.

He whispered, “This could go on forever.”

Fully charged, her torch was at least able to draw sharper shadows in the rocks and dirt. “Anywhere else you’d rather be?”

His torch flickered against his grin. “Not alone.” He cranked his generator to full power and they resumed their walk.

“With company then.” She was baiting him. And herself.

“Present company only.” He bumped his shoulder against hers. “There’s a little cabin in the hills above Pine Flat Lake. Built it with my own hand and a half.”

“So you’re afraid to be seen in public with this lady?” Though she wasn’t sure she was a lady. Never wore a bustle, and she’d sooner put a tomahawk in a man’s head than cinch a corset around her.

Hints of anger and defiance flared in his voice. “You and me will deck out in the sharpest fineries, polish our bullets, and walk arm in arm up to the Grand Opera House in San Francisco.”

Operas were held in the winter. She imagined the cold looks of the men with their silver-tipped walking sticks and the women in well-cut furs. “They don’t want either of us there.”

“That’s why we’ll do it.”

He sounded so sure. She almost had to believe him.

A new angle caught in the light of her torch. She put an elbow into Jack to slow him. He saw what she did and moved more cautiously.

“Another door?” she asked.

Sticking from the soil was a piece of wood, about a half-a-foot long. As they came closer and the torches illuminated it, she saw that whatever had cut the path had also sawed through the wood. Splinters were torn out from one edge in a fringe. The other side of the wood was darkly lacquered.

Jack picked at the wood with a fingernail, pulling off a chip of the finish. “The door to the afterlife.”

“I thought you didn’t believe in that.”

“One thing’s certain, once you get in here, you ain’t coming back.” Knocking his metal knuckles against the wood, it thunked slightly hollow. “Coffin.”

Swinging the yellow circle of her torch over the walls, she saw the soil had settled in patches. Holes dug and then filled again. “We’re under the cemetery.”

“And I was starting to like this place.”

They left the shard of wood behind, continuing toward the unknown end of the path.

Any second, she expected bony hands to tear through the dirt and into her skin. “I might find some old friends down here.”

“I put a few people in here myself. Think they hold grudges?”

“Wouldn’t you?”

He nodded. “I’m not the forgiving type.”

“Makes for a good hunter.”

“You sure make a potent spirit.”

“Not dead yet.” Though their surroundings could convince her otherwise.

“Even alive, Anna, you haunt me.”

“Don’t mean to.” But to know she snagged his attention the way he did hers made the darkness a bit less dangerous.

“Sure you do. Every woman knows how an ether-powered Winchester and a horn-handled knife in her miner boot affects a man.”

Their pace slowed. Dim outlines showed in the yellow light ahead. Hard angles and small glints. Metal machinery. Jack put his torch away and drew his other gun.

She whispered, “If this is a trap, it’s gonna be a long run back up top.”

“I don’t smell any fuel or oil. Whatever that is might be as dead as whoever’s resting in these caskets.”

Inching forward, her senses strained for any hint of action. At the first tick of metal, she’d pull the trigger. Jack seemed to be wound just as tightly. He stalked with her, a gun in each hand, one pointing at the machinery, the other aimed back where they came from.

The light shined off rows of jagged metal teeth. A mechanized predator. More shapes emerged. The teeth were set into circular saw blades, about six inches around. The blades were lined up in jointed arms that spread out from the center of the machine, linked to a central gear with drive chains and pistons. The whole thing was the size of a barrel, and rolled on small metal wheels. Seeing it fully, the device seemed like a fat metal spider.

With the arms drooping against the ground, the machine seemed dead. But nothing was certain with the incredible technology devised by these inventors. It could spring to life any moment and cut them to ribbons.

She and Jack came to a stop, about ten feet from the device.

He tipped his head to just beyond it. “See what it’s blocking?”

The path stopped on the other side of the machine. But there was a small steel ladder leading into a vertical passage.

Imagining the device alive, teeth extended, she saw that when spinning, the arms would fit the walls perfectly. The center of it was a short, wide tube that turned with turbine fins.

“This thing cut the tunnel.” She closed the distance and tapped her gun barrel on the central tube. “This pushed the dirt back.”

Jack glanced into the darkness behind them. “There must’ve been another device that cleared all that soil out.”

“Or a shovel.”

He groaned. “I’ve done that labor. Two bits a day, me and my pa clearing drainage trenches beside a road.”

“Family still around?” She’d never cared to ask anyone else.

“They stayed in Fort Collins. Don’t work shit jobs like that anymore. My pa’s a tinsmith, and they’ve got a little shop.”

She knew the place. Not specifically, but she had seen plenty of family stores with counters built by the man and woman behind them. “They keep newspaper clippings of all your exploits?”

That got a chuckle out of him. “Sure do.” The laugh soaked quickly into the dirt walls. He was quiet for a moment. “I’m sorry there ain’t people to put up your mentions.”

“Don’t be.” She shrugged off the familiar absence. But Jack’s real concern for her wasn’t familiar at all. “You can’t miss what you never had.”

The device was half as tall as the tunnel. She holstered her gun and tested the front edge of the metal with her foot. Jack put a pistol away and extended his hand. She balanced on him, climbing on top of the machine.

The ceiling kept her crouched until she got to the other side of the device. The upward passage opened up, extending a dozen feet toward the surface. Polished with use, the rungs of the ladder looked stable.

She shined the torch higher, but it barely penetrated the darkness. Yet there was another light coming from above. Faint lines drew a square.

“There’s a door up there.”

Jack quickly climbed over the machine and stood close to her, peering up the passage. “Single file up the ladder. I’m first, you’re covering.”

Professional pride flared. “I’ve busted through plenty of doors on my own without you.”

“Don’t I know you have? This ain’t about me doubting your skills.” Even in the dim light, she saw how serious his face was. “There’s no way I’m sending you up there first.” He holstered his gun and pulled the quad shotgun off his back. “And there’s no one I trust other than you to back me.”

They stared at each other. It was all too complicated for her to unknot.

He continued, “So give me a kiss and cock your pistol.”

She clicked back the hammer to her .45. Then she leaned into him, bringing their mouths together for a kiss. Even with what happened in the lodge, their hunger hadn’t dimmed. It seemed stronger, now that she’d gotten a taste of what they were together.

Wrapping her hand in the leather harness on his shoulder, she pushed him back, away from the kiss. It wasn’t worth fighting him over who climbed first. But she wasn’t going to let him completely run the show.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I could never forget what you got.”

He turned and started climbing the ladder. With the quad shotgun in his half-mechanical hand, he moved from rung to rung with his left. As soon as he was a few feet up, she got on after him. At least she had a fine view of his ass.

With only about a body length between Jack and the door in the ceiling, a sense of dread shot through her. Sweat slicked her palm as she gripped the metal ladder. Something bad was coming. She tapped the side of his boot with her pistol. He looked back down at her with a question on his face.

She had to find the breath. “The metal plate.” The small device was alive in her shirt pocket. “It’s buzzing. The Man O’ War is here.”


 

Chapter Nine



ANNA’S TENSION RAN right up the steel ladder like electricity, filling Jack’s body. It was better climbing toward the unknown. But with the knowledge that the Man O’ War was up there, the last few feet seemed like a mile. Jack was still troubled by how damn fast the part-metal ship captain was. But he wasn’t all metal, and that meant he could die.

As quietly as he could, Jack climbed up to the end of the ladder. Anna didn’t back down, staying right behind him. Her presence was more reassurance at his back than he’d ever known. The trick now was keeping them both alive.

The door was just above his head. Beyond it, he heard the sound of feet scuffling, muffled voices. Using the barrels of his quad shotgun, he slowly pushed the door up half an inch. Just enough to let more light into the passage and give him a sliver of a view.

Only a corner of the room was visible. Men struggled. Most of them had their calves wrapped in strips of cloth, or sported ragged pants. One wore the wide Chinese trousers Jack had seen in the little neighborhood. He must be Song. The thousand dollars seemed like enough fuel to get Jack through the door and into the fight. But the heavy tread of the Man O’ War slowed him. The captain wore tall boots, stalking around the melee. It didn’t last long. Song was surrounded. And Jack and Anna were outnumbered.

He turned down to her, shaking his head to let her know it was impossible. She coiled, as if she could go right through him and blast the door open. But it would be death for the both of them.

Looking back into the room, he saw the captain and his crew shuffle Song out a far door. Jack lifted the door higher, revealing a room paneled in white marble, lit by opaque glass set into an iron ceiling. The place was empty, so he opened the door completely and climbed through.

Anna was instantly in the room with him, hissing quietly, “What the hell? Song was just in here, wasn’t he?”

They didn’t look at each other, instead aiming their guns through the space.

“Busting into a room with five men is one thing, but taking on that many shooters and a Man O’ War would’ve wiped us both out.”

No disagreement came, but a glance showed the anger on her face. “Mausoleum would be a perfect place for it.”

She was right. The marble room was hung with plaques and brass baskets for flowers. The door they’d come through was what should’ve been used to take coffins below. But Song had made modifications to the space. Workbenches covered with half-completed projects lined the walls.

No time to figure out what all the machines did. Voices outside drew Jack and Anna to the front of the mausoleum. They gathered together, bodies close, to look out the partially opened door. In the cemetery, Song’s hands were being tied by the crewmen while the Man O’ War loomed over them.

Jack kept his voice low. “Think we can take them out in the open?”

“I count at least four ether pistols. Bandoliers, probably with sodium grenades. The Man O’ War has an ether rifle.” She grunted with frustration. “Then there’s that.”

The small metal boat skimmed out of the sky toward the group. On the prow was a stout swivel gun, a recent addition after the run-in they’d all had on the coast.

She was eager next to him, itching to move. He understood.

“They’re taking our prize,” he said. He could drop two of them before the real fight would start. But he knew how it would end from there. Maybe one or two more of the enemy would be killed, along with him and Anna.

“It ain’t for the bounty.” They could only watch as Song was loaded into the metal boat. He was a slim man, about five-and-a-half feet tall, with slick black hair. “No authority would pay a rogue Man O’ War for bringing a man in. He’s got a different need for Song.”

The crew and their quarry were all in the boat and it lifted off. The only one standing was the Man O’ War. He scanned below with his hawklike gaze. Jack pushed on the heavy brass door, swinging it open wider.

Anna grabbed his arm. “He’ll spot us.”

“Let him. This is our territory.” He stepped out into the sun. “He knows he’s being hunted, he’ll run harder. Make a mistake.” Jack stared back at the Man O’ War, who shrank further into the sky. “Then we’ll kill him.”

“We have to catch him first.” She turned, getting her bearings, then took off running through the cemetery.

Jack followed, keeping one eye on the small boat as it disappeared. Another shape rose into the sky near it—the airship. Soon the boat would be swallowed up and the Man O’ War would be on his way to whatever bad deeds he had planned.

The front gate of the cemetery couldn’t come fast enough. Rows and rows of tombstones blurred past as Jack and Anna ran for the tall wall that surrounded the space. She didn’t even slow down to unlatch the iron gate. Instead she kicked the center of the doors and they sprang open.

The airship was on the move in the distant sky. Jack pointed it out to Anna as they ran into the neighborhood of industrial buildings. “It’s heading east.”

“There’s Song’s place.” She directed them to the building with the fantastic devices on the top. And for all that security Song still got himself captured, away from home.

They rounded the corner of the building. Jack couldn’t help but smile when he clapped eyes on his old friend. The engine-cycle waited, right where he left it. Wasting no time, he adjusted the choke and pulled the ether tanks out and adjusted their valves. The catalyst hummed, soon drowned out by the roar of the motor.

Anna’s trike thundered. Between the two of them, it felt like they should shake the brick buildings to the ground. But they didn’t stay around long enough to find out. Streaking into the air as fast as their propeller fans could push, they turned east.

The airship was about the size of a .22 bullet in the distance. Jack and Anna leveled off at a thousand feet above the ground and pursued from a little over two miles away.

Jack tightened his goggles down, settling in for the chase. Anna maintained her throttle while quickly tying her hair into a ponytail with a leather thong. She pulled her hat low, focused on the airship.

He called over to her. “Told you he’d make a mistake.”

She craned her neck, checking the angles around the distant ship. “I don’t see any advantage.”

“He stayed on our turf.” There had to be a way to kill that bastard. Seeing him hurrying away Jack’s bounty lit a fire for revenge that would never burn out. “If he’d been smart, that airship would be over open water, somewhere we couldn’t follow.”

“He nabbed Song for a reason. Whatever he needs him for can’t be done over the ocean. It has to be done somewhere out here.”

“Song’s an inventor; maybe the Man O’ War wants to fix up his ship, improve the tech.”

“That Man O’ War is part technology himself. He could be the one getting the upgrades.”

Son of a bitch. “We didn’t do so good against him before. Hate to think about him with improvements.”

She found a way to wring a little more speed out of her trike. “So we find him, and we bury him before he gets the chance.”

Jack adjusted the choke, giving a little more fuel and picking up speed to pace her. They were past the city, over the bay. Soon the blue-green water slid past and they were over land again. Rolling hills gave way to flatland. Orchards and agriculture. Small farms and giant co-ops. Some had steam-driven mechanical harvesters, others the more modern tetrol models.

Vast cattle ranches spread out beyond the agriculture. The acrid stench of the manure even reached as high as Jack and Anna flew. Cowboys tended fences and maintained order, riding horses or smaller engine-cycles.

The green of the hills seemed different. Deeper, alive with potential. He took more notice of solitary trees, imagining what the shade underneath must be like.

He’d seen all this territory before. But not with someone who wasn’t shackled into his sidecar. Never with Anna. She made everything a little new, including him.

She brought her trike as close as possible without knocking their vehicles together. “At least the sun is at our backs.”

Time was measured by the lengthening of the shadows on the ground and the dropping of his fuel-gage needle. The airship was a dark smudge against a darker, distant range of mountains.

“How’s your tetrol?” He tapped his gage, but the needle didn’t miraculously jump up to full. “I’ve got an eighth of a tank. Won’t be good much longer.”

“Same here. Been pushing hot ever since we left that telegraph office.” He remembered the thrill of that run. Now that he knew what it was like to share a meal with her, share their bodies, he’d take that chase to the end of the world. “Didn’t think to refuel.”

“The Man O’ War is his own fuel. That’s how it works, right? His implants feed the batteries that run the ship.”

“Meaning that bastard can run as long as he’s alive.”

The air cooled as the sun sank. The chill whipped at any exposed skin and penetrated his clothes. He’d been through worse on a hunt. Though his quarry had never been entangled with something as dangerous as a Man O’ War.

He assured himself that he would not fail. “Then we’re just going to have to figure out how to end him.”

Late light cast her in a deep blue shadow, a piece of the sky come alive. “He’s fast, and cocksure. Opens him up.”

“Fake a left, hit him with the right.”

“We get him alone, without his crew making trouble on the flanks, we can take him.” It wasn’t a boast. She’d walked the same paths Jack had for years, breaking the hardest men in the territory.

He always rode alone, but just then, he wished they were sharing a saddle. “Hot damn, Miss Blue, there ain’t another woman as attractive as you.”

It was too dark to see if she blushed. But she did smile. “You’re nicely put together yourself, Mr. Hawkins.”

Night descended further, inking the sky a deeper blue. Jack and Anna eased off their throttles. The airship had grown to the size of a heavy bumblebee in the sky.

She leaned forward, trying to squint through the darkness. “They’re slowing, circling.”

The ship hovered above a plain that abutted some foothills. The only sign of habitation was four quartz lights demarking a group of buildings surrounded by a wall, about one-hundred-fifty-feet square. Glancing to the north and south, Jack collected his bearings.

“They’re right over Fort Oso.”

She continued to slow her trike in the air. “That was decommissioned and abandoned years ago. Fort Crane took over that territory.”

“Someone’s down there.” Even from about a mile away he could see the quick winks of flame from gunfire.

“Looks like a party.” She dove toward the action.

He was right with her, patting one of the .44s on his hip. “I got my invitation.”

She unlatched the cover on her Winchester’s sheath.

They descended just in time. The luminous paint on his fuel gage showed he was near empty. The engine even gave a couple coughs on the way down.

Anna glanced over to him. “You gonna make it?”

“I’ll run on foot if I have to.”

They reached the ground about a half mile from the walled buildings. Rubber wheels took over for the propeller fans, digging in the dirt and shooting them forward. Above, the airship continued to circle. Gunfire still crackled at the fort.

Jack and Anna both killed their engines a quarter mile from the fort. Their momentum carried them across the plane for a while, the low scrub looking like dark ghosts fleeing the fighting ahead.

Jack’s cycle slowed to a stop. He swung out the kickstand and dismounted, happy to have blood pumping through his legs again. Anna sprung from her trike, drawing her Winchester. She ran with him, taking a wide path toward the fort. The direct approach was too exposed, but this way had some crooked trees and clusters of boulders to provide cover.

The shooting died down ahead. From the way he’d seen the Man O’ War and his crew fight, Jack suspected they’d won the skirmish at the fort. About a hundred feet from the high wooden walls, he and Anna took shelter behind some tall rocks.

She quickly checked over her guns, making sure they were loaded. “They must be down here for supplies.”

He pulled the quad shotgun from his back and opened the break. Each chamber was loaded with the special high-compression brass shells. He snapped it shut and wrapped his mechanical hand around the grip.

“You want to soften them up from a distance with that Winchester? I’ll get close.”

The high yellow lights at the edges of the fort revealed the aftermath of the shooting out front. Two soldiers lay on the ground. Standing guard by a side entrance were two of the Man O’ War’s crew.

She nodded. “Once you reach the door, I’m coming up. We’ll keep swinging forward.”

“It’s a date.” He leaned in quickly, kissed her, then started sprinting toward the front of the fort.

A shot rang out behind him. The bullet whizzed past and struck one of the crewmembers. The crewman slammed back into the wall before collapsing. The other guard didn’t even have a chance to bring his barrel up. Anna’s second shot streaked through the air, screaming with ether, and dropped him.

One of the fort’s soldiers on the ground was definitely dead. The other groaned and held a wound on his shoulder. Jack dragged him against the fort’s wall before finding the man’s carbine and tossing it into his lap.

“Don’t shoot the woman or the Chinese doctor. Everyone else is fair game.”

Grimacing with pain, the soldier rallied himself, sitting straight and cocking the carbine.

Quick footsteps brought Anna out of the darkness and back to Jack’s side. She loaded two fresh rounds into her Winchester.

He gave her a wink. “Fine shooting.”

“Wasn’t easy.” She winked back. “Got distracted by your rear on the run.”

They took positions on either side of the tall wooden double doors. Jack holstered the pistol in his left hand so he could grip the cool iron door handle. Anna stood ready, so he pulled hard. Both doors swung open, allowing him and Anna to rush in together.

The yellow light was brighter inside the walls. Shots immediately erupted from a high walk, coming from behind a stable and next to a low warehouse. He couldn’t see the shooters, but muzzle flashes were fine aiming points. His shotgun thundered toward the closest shooter at the warehouse. The impact bit a piece of plaster and wood away from the wall. Behind it a man yelled in pain.

Anna fired her rifle at a man on the high walk. The first shot sent him ducking away. The second shot took him off his feet.

More gunfire popped all around. Ether-charged bullets screamed, slamming into the ground and wall behind Jack and Anna. They sprinted to one side, where a thick walled guardhouse gave good cover.

Each reloaded, peering around opposite sides of the eight-foot-square structure. Unwelcome bullets buzzed past them like hornets at a picnic.

She ducked back as a bullet chipped the wall near her. “You see the Man O’ War? The detection device is buzzing away.”

From his angle, there was only the stable, barracks, and what could be an infirmary. And at least six crewmembers with ether pistols and conventional bolt-action rifles. “Just a choir of assholes.”

Movement in the infirmary drew his eye. Glass windows revealed several men near the long tables full of technology. One man towered over the others. The Man O’ War. He stuck close to a smaller man, pushing him to hurry. It was Song.

Jack tapped Anna and waved her over to his side of the building. “The doctor’s in there.”

He fired his shotgun at a crewmember trying to run to a better firing position. The man flew backward, head over heels, then landed motionless. Using his pistol to keep the others pinned down, Jack gave enough cover for Anna to peer out toward the infirmary.

She painted the picture for Jack as he fired. “They’re collecting things. Song’s pointing to what he wants and they’re stuffing it in a crate and a canvas bag.”

“What about the flying boat? That’s their only way of getting back to the airship.”

“Haven’t spotted it.”

The shots lulled for a moment and he scanned the area for the boat. “It must be in the clearing at the middle of the fort.”

They shifted to the other side of the guardhouse. This time, Anna laid down the covering fire with her Winchester as Jack reloaded. A man shouted briefly, then fell silent.

She kept the rifle to her shoulder. “That’ll learn you to stick your foot out from cover.”

Jack snapped his pistol and shotgun shut and looked over the central opening of the fort. “Still no boat.”

She glanced up. “Oh, hell.”

Charged with white heat, his muscles pushed him to run. She was with him. They sprinted away from the guardhouse as the sky opened up with an unholy thunderclap. Half the guardhouse exploded.

The metal boat hovered a dozen feet in the air. At the prow, the gunner racked the handle back on the swivel gun’s breach. The empty shell pinged out and he slammed a fresh one into the weapon.

Jack and Anna both fired as they ran, sending a tangle of bullets into the air. The gunner ducked and the man at the tiller steered the craft away at a hard angle. A blast from Jack’s shotgun punched a hole the size of a grapefruit in the side of the boat. Neither man was hit, though.

“The ether tank.” Anna slowed her run to fire off two quick rounds. One popped a hole in the metal hull. The other barely missed the gunner.

“Believe it, I’d love to put a hole in that tank.” The boat would either be grounded or rocket off out of control because of the venting gas.

The boat continued to twist through the air, making a slippery target. Just when Jack had drawn a bead on the tank and was ready to pull his shotgun’s trigger, more shots crackled from the ground.

The other crewmembers slowly converged on Jack and Anna, forcing them to take cover behind another long building. As he slid against the wall he caught a last glimpse of the boat lowering toward the crewmembers.

Hands steady, Anna reloaded. “They take off and we can’t chase them. Not when our engines have empty bellies.”

Steady gunfire kept them pinned. It was only a matter of time until the swivel gun roared again. He glanced around the wall and saw the gunner readying the weapon. More troubling was Song and his equipment being loaded into the boat, followed by the Man O’ War.

Jack came back around the wall and nodded for Anna to move on. She started a crouched run and he followed. The swivel gun fired and the spot where they’d been erupted with flame and debris.

Anna stopped running and Jack knocked into her. They struggled to stay on their feet, both supporting the other.

“They’re expecting us to come out the other side,” she whispered.

“I see what you’re getting at.” He slung his gun and laced his fingers together to create a foothold.

Anna climbed up his body and to a high window on the wall behind them. She swung open the wood frame and climbed into the building. Jack leapt up and grabbed the bottom sill. He hauled himself up, Anna helping get him over the edge of the window.

They stood on a small loft in a storehouse. There were two doors facing the central part of the fort where the boat hovered. One of the doors had been shattered by the swivel gun.

Jumping down from the loft, they hurried to the intact door.

“Song’s already in the boat,” he noted. “We’ve got to be pinpoint accurate.”

She glanced about her surroundings with a frown. “Not enough light for my prismatic sight.”

“You could hit the ones off a dollar bill at fifty paces without it.”

The smallest smile cracked her stern face. “There’s only a boat full of shooters and a swivel gun. No problem.”

She threw the door open and started firing. He stood in the opening with her, letting loose with both his pistols. One crewmember fell from her bullets. Another from Jack’s. Song was seated in front of the ether tank, so it was too dangerous to try for it.

The crewmembers had been aiming at the far end of the building where Jack and Anna were supposed to be. They swung their weapons around and opened fire on the doorway.

Ducking back inside, Anna hissed in frustration. “Not so easy with Song hunkered down smack in the middle.”

“At least that’ll keep the Man O’ War from sticking around until we’re dead. He wouldn’t risk his prize getting hit in a shootout.”

She and Jack slid along the interior wall, away from the door, then ducked behind some crates. The swivel gun boomed, blowing the door and the frame back into the building. Debris rained down on them. A small fire started burning in a corner of the storehouse.

He spotted a glass-globed fire grenade mounted to the wall. The chemical retardant sloshed inside for a moment before he threw the device toward the fire. Anna fired her pistol, shattering the glass and spreading the chemical over the flames. They sputtered and suffocated before flickering out completely. The room stank of sweet vinegar, but at least it wasn’t a blazing inferno death trap.

The shooting quieted outside. He and Anna peeked through the latest hole in the wall. The boat rose up, carrying Song, the equipment, the remaining crew, and the Man O’ War. That big son of a bitch was the only one standing. Hands on his hips, he glared down at Jack and Anna. Daring them to keep fighting.

But the boat was fast and Song was quickly out of sight. It would be too easy to hurt him if the bullets started flying again. The Man O’ War’s glowering face disappeared with the rest of his craft, gliding from the yellow light of the fort into the black sky.

Anna growled, “I’d love to smack that smug look off his face with the butt of my rifle.” She kicked a shard of wood in frustration. It flew across the room and clanged against a small metal tank.

Jack hurried to it, picking up the two-gallon container by its wire handle. “Tetrol.” There were several other tanks on a shelf. “We’re not out of the fight yet.”

He picked up another tank and Anna filled her hands with more tanks as well. They cautiously scanned the sky before exiting the building through one of the giant holes blasted by the swivel gun. They ran for the side entrance to the fort.

A white light flickered to Jack’s left. He dropped his tetrol tanks and drew his pistol on it. But there was no whiz of a bullet or another shot. The light came from inside the infirmary, beyond the glass windows. It flickered on the end of a small rod on one of the long tables.

Anna squinted at it, too. “Is that fire?”

“Looks electrical.”

She set her tanks down and walked cautiously toward the infirmary. “Like the kind of thing a scientist like Dr. Song could do.”

“Do you think it’s deliberate?”

“I’m not counting it out.”

“Wait here,” he told her. “Gonna get that wounded soldier.”

“Good—he can wire for someone to come clean up.”

Jack hurried out the side entrance and found the soldier where he’d left him. To the wounded man’s credit, he still kept watch and swung his carbine toward Jack before he recognized him.

“You’re Jack Hawkins, right?”

“No other.” Jack helped the man to his feet and supported him as he walked back into the fort. “And that there is Anna Blue.”

“The Anna Blue? She-devil-man-hunter?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Reading too many dime novels.”

The soldier replied, “There’s nothing else to do out here. Just me and Newell guarding this place.” He paused. “Now it’s just me.”

Anna kept his mind off it. “I thought Fort Oso was decommissioned.”

“It’s just storage now. Odds and ends, tech stuff no one knew what to do with.”

Jack added, “Except Song.”

Anna pointed toward a small building where all the telegraph wires converged. “Get a message out to your superiors. Tell them what happened.”

The soldier steadied himself, pulling away from Jack to stand on his own. “What did happen?”

Jack said, “A foreign mercenary showed up with a kidnapped American citizen, stole some technology, and flew off before Jack ‘Iron Hand’ Hawkins and the she-devil-man-hunter could stop him.”

Anna cocked her head to one side to ask, “You got all that?”

The soldier nodded and made his way toward the telegraph building.

Once he was gone, a little light flared in Anna’s eyes. “I like your ‘Iron Hand.’”

“It likes you, too.”

They approached the infirmary. Inside, the white electrical light still flickered. The door hung open from the Man O’ War’s hasty exit. There were no beds for the sick, just rows of tables and crates and shelves. Mechanical scraps littered every surface. Whatever was left behind had been overturned or thrown onto the floor.

“Ain’t a doubt this is a message.” She stopped by a table. “Song knows how to catch our eye.”

Next to her was a five-inch green glass cylinder, scored with thin ridges. Balanced on the top was a bright silver dollar.

“So what’s he trying to say?” asked Jack.

She pocketed the silver dollar and picked up the cylinder. “Grooved like a phonograph recording.”

“I don’t see any players.” But one piece of technology did stand out. A hand-cranked machinist’s lathe lay on its side on the ground. “This might work.”

He righted the sawhorse-sized device and Anna brought the cylinder to the central jaws. After a small adjustment they got it to fit.

“Of course it’s going to work,” she said. “Song got it ready for us.”

Instead of a chisel or hard awl locked in the tool rest, a thin needle and a glass sphere lined up with the edge of the glass cylinder. On the back end of the needle was a roughly shaped cone of thin brass.

Anna motioned Jack toward the lathe’s crank. “Get her started so we can hear it.”

“It’s more than sound.” The white light still flickered on the end of the rod. Leading to the metal base were two wires strung into a piece of copper half-submerged in a glass beaker. He picked up the whole apparatus, feeling the slight tingle of electricity, and moved it to a closer table, lined up with the glass sphere on the lathe’s tool rest.

The light focused through the glass sphere, then into the cylinder. A hazy green image of Dr. Franklin Song appeared on the opposite side, projected onto a tall wooden crate.

Anna muttered, “Lord …”

Jack started turning the lathe’s crank. Song moved, slowly and choppily as if alive in the room. Jack worked the device faster. Song’s voice rang tinny from the small cone on the needle. His image turned to them and spoke.


“This is life or death. For me, for you, for all of us.”


 

Chapter Ten



“THE PRICE OF my mind. The cost of my curiosity.”

Like a spirit trapped between the dark of death and the light of life, Song’s image flickered. He had recorded the message in a room, probably a cabin in the airship. There was a dim image of a porthole behind him and a table with mechanical equipment. He spoke, hushed and a little nervous, glancing at what must be the door to his cabin.


“I never should’ve tinkered with the Man O’ War technology. But how could I stay away from one of the most important technological developments in human history?” He seemed to get himself back on track. “The rogue Man O’ War is Guillaume Charron. He stole my notes regarding how to improve the energy transfer between his implants and the batteries. He must’ve tracked the telumium to my lab. But he couldn’t decipher the notes, so he stole me. If I don’t help him, he’ll kill me. If I do, he’ll kill us all. And if I let him kill me without doing his bidding, some other scientist without a conscience will take over. My adaptations would make him the most powerful Man O’ War, the pinnacle of the warrior. Nearly unstoppable. It has to do with the energy reflection from the battery back to him” Again Song took a breath and refocused, glancing at the door. “That’s why I put the bounty on my own head.”

Jack nearly stopped cranking the lathe. Anna took a step back.


“I don’t know how you’re going to catch us without an airship of your own, but if you’ve made it far enough to see this, you’re proving what I’d heard. You’re the best out there. I knew I couldn’t hire you outright as security. There was no time. Charron had my notes; I knew he’d take me before you found me. But there’s still a chance. The money is yours if you save me.”

Song turned toward the door and hurriedly reached for whatever was recording the message. The image went black for an instant, then resumed.


“I’m leading him the long way around to an abandoned mine near Mineral City.” He chuckled. “Abandoned because they didn’t know what they had …” Shaking off the thought, Song leaned closer to them. “He thinks it’s the answer to becoming the most powerful. For all our sakes, stop him …”

The message ended, the image of Song frozen in the flickering light.

Jack stopped cranking. “We’re supposed to stop the Man O’ War or save Song?”

She took the silver dollar from her pocket. “Sides of the same coin. The Man O’ War won’t let Song go without a fight. We’ll have to kill Charron.”

“And I thought I was doing this just for the money.” Quick like a rattlesnake, he snatched the coin from her hand before she could close her fingers. “Mineral City’s a ghost town.”

“Can you find it in the dark?” She took the glass spindle from the lathe.

Jack thought for a second, then nodded. “North. We follow the foothills. Mineral City is at the base of jagged peaks; that’s where the mine will be.”

Bullets with deadly intentions had flown at her. Exploding shells from the swivel gun meant to send her pieces to the afterlife. She’d given some back. But it wasn’t enough. “This job’s getting to be more about payback than the payoff.”

Jack grinned, predatory. “Let’s fly.”

He pulled the metal from the beaker, extinguishing the flickering light. The message had been received. Now they had work to do. They hurried out of the infirmary and collected their tanks of tetrol.

The soldier sat on a bench outside the telegraph building. He wrapped a fresh bandage over his wounded shoulder. Wincing, he gave a little wave when he spotted them.

“They’re sending a detachment,” he said. “Sky Chargers’ll get here first. It won’t be more than a half hour.”

Jack asked, “How you holding out?”

“Aces.”

“It hurts now, but think of the nurses.”

It seemed to ease the pain a little. Then the soldier furrowed his brow. “You want I should send another wire, get a detachment to help you two?”

Anna spoke, just for Jack. “I’ve never needed the army’s help before.”

He clicked his tongue. “I’m not sharing my bounty.”

“Or revenge.”

His eyes were steady on hers. “We can do this.”

No one had ever backed her like this. It was new and exciting territory. “Together, there’s a shot.”

Jack turned back to the soldier. “Save it. Ain’t letting you uniformed types take all the glory.”

The soldier nodded. “Put a couple bullets in those sons of bitches for me. Finish them off for Newell.”

Anna called back, “Count on it.”

Then she and Jack exited through the side door. Just before they stepped from the yellow light of the fort, she saw a frown crease Jack’s eyebrows.

“He doesn’t know it was a Man O’ War. I didn’t tell him and he must’ve been shot before Charron showed up.”

“I don’t think a man in uniform would let a rogue Man O’ War fly around our territory without letting someone know.”

Jack paused, outside the light of the fort. “Last chance to call in reinforcements.”

Her eyes slowly accustomed to the darkness. He was a dark shadow against the black night. “Hell, no.”

He turned to start walking again, but stopped. Twisting back to her, he leaned down and brought their mouths together. The kiss lasted a little longer than the one before the shooting started. But it meant the same thing. Words wouldn’t cut it. Some things only their bodies could say.

She gave him her mouth, took from his. In the fight, they moved without words, knowing their tactics and hardly missing a beat. This kiss, this trust in his body, took more learning. But it was worth it.

They slowly pulled away from the kiss and continued walking into the darkness. She wasn’t alone. Strange feeling. It was new and unique. It came with questions, but not all of them bad. No answers, though. And she couldn’t figure out how to explain it to herself. That’s what the kiss was for. Where words failed.

The angular shadows of their vehicles emerged in the shadows. They quickly refueled their fuel reservoirs and prepped for flight. Everything was strapped down on her trike. Her guns were loaded. A cool wind cut across the plain. It would be colder the higher they climbed, so she unrolled her duster and buttoned it up snugly.

Jack did the same at his engine-cycle, pulling his slicker on his broad shoulders. He silhouetted against the light of the fort. A potent hunter. An angel of death. A hell of a lover.

All of the shooting and fighting hadn’t exhausted her. Her body still glowed, ready for another spark to set her off.

She gripped the handle of the starter cable on her trike. “I need to get you alone again.”

The darkness wasn’t enough to keep his searing gaze from her. “We ain’t done.”

One pull of the cable and her trike came to life. Jack mounted his cycle and kicked the starter. Their thunder rumbled across the plane. She climbed onto her trike and set the ether to humming. The ground drifted away and the stars drew closer.

With the shadowed shape of Jack flying next to her, she turned north. The dark mountains slid by to her right, like storm clouds. Cold wind bit at her cheeks. The smells of earth and trees rose up with it.

Climbing higher, she and Jack pushed through wispy clouds. Their moisture quickly thinned. A sliver of a moon jabbed sharply into the sky. She could wrap a leather handle around one end and use the edge to cut the throat of that rogue Man O’ War. She understood a life on the outside of society, but not kidnapping, or killing soldiers. Charron had to pay.

It might take something as mythic as the moon to take him down. Even someone as professionally deadly as Jack couldn’t kill the Man O’ War. But the shootout on the coast had been a different fight. Things were personal now. And she and Jack understood how they fit together in combat. And otherwise. Seemed that together they could take anything on. She hoped the feeling was genuine. Otherwise they were in a heap of trouble.

Arms outstretched to his handlebars, Jack turned his head, scanning the dark landscape and star-marked sky. “We could run into that Rat O’ War anywhere out here.”

“Detector isn’t buzzing. Seems to have a pretty good range.”

“Holler if you feel a tingle.”

They had shared sex in the lodge, fought and killed men together, surviving. They were a thousand feet over the ground, flying toward a ghost town. She’d never been herself with anyone else before. “I’m feeling it, Hawkins, but it’s not from the device.”

He swung his cycle next to hers, but they were still too damn far away. “I got a detector that tells me when you’re close.”

“Does it buzz?”

“More like a compass needle.”

“Reliable?”

“Never fails.”

Part of her wished the conversation was in the dark of a bedroom, quiet and intimate. But this was them, on the hunt, guns loaded and a fight ahead. There would be quiet later. She made herself believe. She would make it happen.

Their engines droned on. Wind whistled past her ears. The propeller fans hummed and the ether tanks buzzed. It was too late for birds. She and Jack were the only predators in the sky. Them and the Man O’ War, somewhere in the darkness.

The glow of the fort was long behind them, not even as big as the North Star. Some lights flickered below. Towns or ranches, homesteads at the edge of farmland.

Jack angled his cycle to look down at the little flickers of civilization, then tilted back toward her. “Most hard-working folks are sleeping by now.”

“No one works as hard as I do.”

“One guy does.”

“Just one.”

The scant lights beneath them passed. The dagger of the moon plunged into the distant horizon. Shades of black defined the world and the sky. Foothills collected like a prizefighter staggering to his feet. They turned to mountains, then grew taller. One particular jagged range caught Jack’s attention. He pointed down to them.

“Mineral City. No lights. Even the ghosts deserted it.”

He dove his cycle in a gentle descent. She angled to follow. Warmer, dusty air rose up to meet them. The town was aptly named. Heavy and salted minerals spiced the air.

Smelled like blood.

The straight line of a one-road town became visible on the flats before the mountains. Two rows of buildings faced each other, like tombstones. There was enough starlight to navigate, so she kept the front quartz lanterns of her trike off. Their engines already made enough noise; there was no sense in letting anyone know exactly where they were.

Jack pulled off his goggles, letting them rest around his neck. “Hotel’s the tallest building on the street. Land it on the roof, we’ll go down from there.”

“How do you know so much about a ghost town?”

“When it was still up and running, the crooked mayor had a price on his head.”

Vague names and dollar amounts drifted up from the back of her mind. “Petty, Patterson, something like that? I was doing business in Los Angeles at the time, didn’t pay it much mind. You bring him in?”

“Patterson thought he could fight his way free. He went down with one shot, but that bullet cost me fifty dollars.”

“I’ve been there. Sometimes you have to kill a fool just to prove a point.”

Three stories tall, the hotel loomed over the other buildings. She throttled back and eased toward the flat roof. Jack killed his engine and coasted the rest of the way on momentum and the ether tanks. Her motor sighed when she turned it off. The hum of her ether tanks was just a little louder than the ringing in her ears.

Suspension springs squeaked as she and Jack landed on the roof. They rolled to quiet stops and locked down their vehicles. He dismounted and rolled his shoulders, throwing some punches at an invisible foe. The legend of Jack “Iron Hand” Hawkins had come alive, more potent than any tall tale. She stretched her back and legs, wishing she could have the hot wet of that bath with him again.

“This road leads right to the mine.” He drew a line with his hand, along the road and up into the mountains. “If that Man O’ War has business here, we’ll see it.”

She walked to the edge of the roof at the far corner over the road. Only a howling wind moved through town. Dozens of buildings, dead and empty.

“Let’s take a room on the corner.” She tapped her foot, hearing a hollow room below. “Covers the street and the mountain.”

He untied a couple of saddlebags and joined her. “It’s an easy jump to the balcony below. Or we can use the door.” On the other side of the roof was what looked like an angled cellar door, most likely leading to stairs.

She collected her rifle, a box of shells, and her buffalo cape from her trike, walked right past Jack, and dropped from the roof to the balcony. Her impact cracked some of the weathered boards, but they held strong enough. Dust from the dry wood rose up, then hurried away in the wind.

A shadow slipped from the roof and landed easily on the balcony. Jack was steady on his feet, but the wooden structure shook. Some startled birds flicked from the eaves and disappeared into the night. Even in the darkness, she could tell that nature was taking the town back, grinding whatever the animals didn’t need into dust with sun and wind and cold.

Wood groaned as Jack opened a window to the corner room. He climbed in and put a hand out for her. Not quite like stepping out of a fancy carriage on the way to the governor’s ball, but she took his hand anyway and stepped over the sill into the abandoned hotel room.

They left the window open, allowing the musty smell of the rugs and furniture to clear. Whoever left did it in a hurry. The bed was still made, the sideboards had their basins, and the fireplace was complete with screen and irons.

Jack took off his hat and waved it through the room. “Nobody’s breathed this air for years.”

His movement seemed to bring the place alive, stirring the atmosphere with his energy. He hung his hat on a wall peg and dragged two heavy chairs to the corner, facing both windows for a complete view. She leaned her rifle there, placing a box of cartridges next to it. Her buffalo cape took up the whole seat of one chair.

“High-roller suite?” Her voice echoed off the high ceiling.

“Only the best for you, Miss Blue.”

The corners of the large room were completely black. Seeing wasn’t the only way to sense, and she could tell from the stillness that nothing threatened them. She removed her hat and hung it on one of the chairs. Jack disappeared into the darkness for a moment, then returned with a short wooden stool. He set it between the chairs and put out his hand.

“Let me have that device.”

She fished it out of her pocket and placed it in his palm. The night’s cold hadn’t robbed him of his natural heat. He rapped the corner of the metal plate on the stool, sounding it like a drum.

After placing the device on the center of the stool he stepped back, satisfied. “If this detects the Man O’ War, it’ll buzz like a diamondback. As sensitive as it is, it’ll give us at least one minute to load up.”

“And we’ll be keeping watch.” Long nights lying in wait were part of the job.

Jack shook his head, slowly approaching her. “At that theater. The founder’s day parade when we were both going after separate bounties. It was like there was no one else in the world. Just you and me. I know you felt it, too. Didn’t give a damn about anyone else around us.” He reached her and put his hands on her shoulders. “And now that I finally have you to myself, I ain’t going to let you go.”

She brought their bodies closer. He leaned down. She closed her eyes. The darkness was welcome. There was nothing but Jack. They kissed. With the dead town stretched out beneath them, it truly felt as if they were the last people on Earth. What a perfect place to be with him.

WITH NO CLOCKS ticking in Mineral City, time stopped. He had a pocket watch, but hadn’t wound it in days. These moments were all his and Anna’s. Danger was coming, but it wasn’t there yet.

Jack savored the kiss. He’d been parched from the trail. Hungry since the unique meal in the Chinese neighborhood. She filled him back up.

And he needed more.

“Let me undress you.”

Her breath was hot on his neck. She nodded, her temple against his cheek. He undid the buttons of her slicker. Hooking his real and mechanical thumbs in her slicker and jacket, he pulled both off together and draped them over a chest at the foot of the bed.

The buttons of her shirt were smaller, but if he could hand-cast the pellets for his shotgun shells, he could deal with this. As the shirt opened her skin became exposed. Just the top of her chest before it was hidden by the chemise. But it already seemed as if a fresh moon had risen, casting light into the night.

Her shirt joined the other clothes. She gave a little shiver as he started to pull up her chemise.

“Cold?” They couldn’t risk a fire. It would get them spotted, or burn down the whole town.

“Not at all.” She proved it with another kiss. They only parted when he pulled the chemise over her head.

Her skin was warm. He glided his palm over her arm, her shoulder. Graceful like a strung bow, her collarbone arced into the pretty hollow of her throat. She softly sighed as his hand moved to her breast.

The soft curve was the most sublime feeling. Years of hardship and struggle meant nothing as he touched her. He traced a line around her with his fingertips, then brought them to her hardened nipple. She leaned into the touch. Her soft moan threaded through his body, strumming his nerves to life.

His body remembered. Their sex still resonated in him. A fall from a roof in Tacoma was easier to forget than what they’d shared. But the memory wasn’t enough.

He needed more. Now.

The next kiss was a message, telling Anna how much he wanted her. She understood, breath rising faster in her chest. She unbuckled his harness, then plucked at his buttons and snaps, bearing his chest. He quickly threw off his harness, along with anything else covering him from the waist up. Her skin met his, chest to chest.

They might finally level that collapsing town.

“This,” she whispered, “this is just for you.”

She ran her hands over his chest. Her palms were hardened from work, but it took that strength to get through his thick skin and to the heat at his core. His cock thickened, needing inside of her. He rolled her nipple between his fingers, gave it a small pinch. She moaned again and brought their hips together.

Gunmetal clanked heavily. They pulled apart and undid their rigs, hanging the weapons carefully on the back of a chair next to her hat, close enough to grab if trouble dared interrupt.

He moved to bring them back together, but hesitated when she stood off a bit. Was she having second thoughts? They’d been through so much without a hitch; what brought it on?

“First the breeches.” Enough starlight filtered in through the old windows to reveal her sly smile.

He obliged, quickly kicking out of his boots and shedding his pants and drawers.

His erection strained forward.

Bold, she stepped forward and wrapped her hand around his cock. His hips made an involuntary surge, meeting her. She raked fingernails down his chest as she stroked along him. Before he’d thought it might be the steam and water in the lodge that had made him run so hot. But it was all Anna.

He found her breast again, shaping it, feeling the smooth skin. They moaned together. She moved her hand along him, he thrust forward, as if he could part her clothes and bury himself in her heat.

Between breaths, he managed, “Need you naked.”

Without her touch, it felt like he’d detached from the ground, lost to drift away in the wind. Seeing her shadowy shape swiveling her hips to undress brought him back to Earth.

In fact, she brought him to his knees. With his hands on her hips, he pulled her toward him as he knelt in front of her. Careful to keep his metal fingers from hurting her, he caressed over the curves of her ribs, her waist. Her strong thighs. He kissed her belly. She ran her hands over his head, down his neck, and gripped his shoulders.

His left hand moved up from her ankle, along the inside of her calf, her thigh. She spread her legs for him. He felt her heat even as his hand paused at the silky flesh just before her pussy. Her fingernails dug into his shoulders, silently urging. This wasn’t the time for teasing.

He moved his hand higher. Her heat increased. Then her moisture. He bit into her hip, getting a little gasp out of her, then slid his fingers along her. Slick wet heat took his breath away. The last time, it had almost seemed as if he could feel her through his metal fingers. With his own flesh now, he discovered how amazing she truly was. For the world to see, she was bullets and sharpened blades. He knew she was a woman throughout.

She moved her hips, drawing his fingers along her. He wrapped an arm around her back, holding her close. Her rhythm increased, nails digging harder into his shoulders. He slipped a finger inside her, surrounded by her sweet heat, then drew it out to circle her bud. She moaned louder.

He kissed her navel, ran his tongue over it. “I thought life had to be broken or it would break me. Never knew something as fine as you existed for me to touch.”

Her voice was husky. “I don’t break.”

Kissing along her belly, he moved his mouth lower. She continued to grind herself against his hand. The sounds of her pleasure filled the room, scattering the lifeless air. When his mouth reached the very top of her folds she gave a long sigh. Slipping his tongue forward, he licked along her pearl.

One of her hands moved from his shoulder to hold his head against her. He slid his tongue forward, along her wet lips. She moaned louder. His half-metal hand held her hip. His other hand rounded the sweet shape of her ass.

“I’m begging,” she told him. “I’m commanding.”

He drew her clit into his mouth, flicked against the sensitive flesh with the tip of his tongue. Tremors ran through her limbs. But she still held him strong against her. With her wet heat on his lips, his chin, he plunged his tongue along her slit and inside her. She tasted of exotic spices and the essence of woman.

She moaned louder, quieting the wind. He held her stronger, keeping her supported as she gave in to the sensations. Moving his tongue along her folds, he discovered her. What she needed, what she wanted. The flat of his tongue against her clit. The tip just at her entrance.

His erection raged, wanting what his tongue knew. But her momentum was building and Jack had to keep her soaring higher and higher. She rose up on her toes. Her breathing came faster. The muscles in her legs tensed. Then she released it all. Long moans drew out her orgasm. She held him against her and he didn’t move, allowing her to find whatever pleasure she needed.

The cold night was gone. They made their own light and heat. He felt her glow as its waves moved through her. Her knees buckled against his shoulders, so he stood to hold her. She rested against his chest for a moment, catching her breath.

With her palms, she urged him toward one of the chairs by the window. Swiftly knocking her buffalo cape from it, she pressed on his shoulders to get him to sit. He could’ve resisted, but why the hell would he?

Sitting in the chair with her before him, he took in her starlit shape. Even better than only seeing her, he knew how she felt, how she tasted. He knew he’d helped her come and they fit together perfectly.

She tapped one of the pouches on his gun belt. “Which one has a sheath?”

He pointed to the one and she retrieved one of the envelopes. After tearing it open, she took the rolled vulcanized rubber in her hands and approached. He moved forward to help, but she pressed on his chest until he leaned against the back of the chair. Her fingers remained there, drawing rings of fire on him. With her other hand, she slowly unrolled the sheath along his length.

Once it was settled, she brought both her hands to his shoulders, steadying herself. The air seemed to sizzle as she stepped closer. He put his hands on her waist. She widened her legs, standing over him.

Just a little lower. The head of his erection rubbed against her opening. She let out a little yearning growl. But she didn’t rush. Swiveling, she drew him along her cleft. Moisture coated him.

Lower. She sank lower, drawing him inside her.

He growled with her. Anna leaned forward and kissed him. There was nothing to hide in the darkness. They were raw, naked, and exposed.


 

Chapter Eleven



OUTSIDE THE WINDOWS, there was no life. A dead town slowly sinking into the dirt. Those landscapes were well traveled by Jack. The edges of the world, home of fugitives and those who hunt them. But inside this room, with Anna wrapped around him, he traveled to a new land. No maps. And the discovery was incredible.

She gave herself to him, to her pleasure. He braced his feet on the floor and held her waist as she rode him. Their rhythm matched perfectly. As she plunged down, he thrust up, sinking deep in her heat. Her hands gripped the back of his neck. She kissed his cheek, his ear. She bit his lip and he bit hers back.

He moved his left hand up her hip and to her breast. She took him fully inside her and ground her hips. Short gasps gave way to longer moans of pleasure.

“Give me everything,” he rumbled. “We’re finally alone. There’s no one to hear.”

She responded with a sigh, “You’re here.” And to prove it, she rose up, drawing his cock nearly out of her, before sinking back down on him again. “You’re the only one.”

A gasp replaced the words. She quickened her pace, rising and falling on him. And her voice rose. With each thrust, she called out in pleasure. It echoed past the room and through the town. If there were any ghosts there, Jack and Anna were showing them how to live.

Sweat glossed her body. Faster and faster she rode him. She threw her head back with an aching moan. Another stroke, another. Her voice shattered the stillness and carried him up with her into the air.

One last plunge and she released. The climax wracked her, sending waves through her limbs. She moaned long and leaned against his chest. Her heart beat hard. He wrapped his arms around her, gripping the moment, knowing this was something he would never forget. And he would never get enough of her.

Pulling her closer, Jack stood. She wrapped her legs around his waist and moaned approval. He walked them away from the windows. Her teeth nipped his collarbone.

The bed could be full of mice or who knew what. Instead Jack carried Anna to a low, velvet-covered settee. He leaned her down there, the fabric still soft after the years. Their bodies were still joined as he settled above her.

Her legs stayed hooked onto his hips. She dragged her nails over his back and shoulders. The rocking of her hips encouraged him deeper into her. He pumped in and out, savoring the sensation of her all around him. Never had a woman inspired such hunger in him.

“Now you,” she whispered. “It’s only me and you. Give me what you have.”

He kissed her, tasting the salt of her sweat. She urged him deeper with her legs against his. Thrusting in and out, he felt the climax growing. It was a hunger he chased. She was the answer to the emptiness he’d felt. Pressed against him. Wrapped around him and moving with his rhythm.

He’d heard her loudest cries of pleasure. Now her soft moans in his ear sent him off the edge. Plunging deep one more time, he felt the surge build, then crash out through him. He spent everything he had as she clutched him.

They were truly alone, the only two who understood.

The world reassembled around them. His breath returned. He smelled the dust and old wood of the abandoned hotel room. But he still tasted her on his lips. They sighed as he eased out of her. The settee creaked as they sat up and curled close to each other.

Quiet wrapped them like a blanket. The howl of the wind returned. The town creaked and moaned outside. No human sounds, though. The detection device rested silently on the stool.

He stroked the fine silk of her hair. “You’ll never be rid of me, Anna Blue.”

She traced shapes on his chest and shoulder. “If you run, I’ll hunt you down, Mr. Hawkins.”

“Promise?”

“You got my word.” She made an X over his heart.

“I ain’t running.” He drew the same mark on the center of her chest.

They kissed to seal the deal.

He looked into the darkness out the window. “But I still ain’t splitting my bounty with you.”

“Not if I get it first.”

“After all this, Song should pay us double.”

She nodded. “How about he gives us use of his lodge?”

He pulled her a little closer. “I’d take that as payment.”

Anna ran her hand over the velvet of the settee. “So fine. The only way we get into a room like this is after it’s dead.”

Looks of fear, distrust, and hate were common for a man like him. He knew what she felt, living on the outside. “Ain’t no one in the territory who can stop us. We’ll go where we want.”

“Make it sound easy.”

“It’s never easy. But who better to do it than us?”

She was silent for a while. When she spoke again, her voice carried her familiar confidence. “No one.”

He shucked the sheath and tossed it into a dark corner of the room. “Don’t have to worry about anyone finding it.”

They slowly disentangled their bodies and stood. Both knew the threat was still out in the darkness. It was just a matter of time before it came crashing down.

Dressing quickly, they buckled all their weapons back on. She took hold of his harness, adjusting it on his chest.

“Next time we stay in a room like this, we sleep past sunrise.”

“On the bed, even.” He picked up her buffalo cape and handed it to her. She draped it over her shoulders and sat in the chair where they’d just made love. Across her lap was the ether-charged Winchester.

A quick search through a saddlebag produced a canteen of water and pemmican. He sat, facing the windows for the view of the empty street and black mountains. All the guns were loaded. The device rested on the stool, a mechanical watchdog.

They shared the food and water, recounting the dim sum meal and all the new foods they tried. Passing the canteen back and forth, they disagreed about where to find the best whiskey in California. Neither had tried much wine, but Jack tried to explain what it was like to drink the grappa an Italian family had offered him. He remembered where their farm and vineyard were, said the door was always open to them.

The wind outside died, resurrected, then died again. It brought the mineral smells of the mountains in with it. With the moon set, time passed with the nearly imperceptible movement of the stars. But what they were waiting for didn’t depend on time. Alarm clocks or sunrise wouldn’t mark the beginning of the day or chores or labor in an office. This work started with the falling of a hammer.

Jack pulled his shotgun and rested it on his leg, hand light on the grip. “Get a little shut-eye. I’ll take first watch.”

She didn’t settle in right away. Instead she spoke slowly, deliberately choosing her words. “Pete Glenn. Told you he and I tangled before I took him in. It took me a while to find out he’d been lying. Two months.” Jack remained silent, letting her unfold the story and, with it, deeper emotions. “I got wrapped up. Broke my heart. If his plan had worked, I’d have lost everything. Reputation, livelihood. I swore I’d never let a man do that.”

He knew it couldn’t be easy for her to tell him. But that’s how brave she was.

Anna spoke again, “I ain’t going to lose myself.”

“I’d never ask that of you.” He spoke from the heart. “Why would I want to change the only woman who truly knows who I am?”

“It would be a tragedy.”

He wanted to reach out to her, but some things had to be put into words, solid for all to see, like a wax seal. “It would ruin me.”

The breath seemed to come a little easier in her. “Then we’ll have to keep that from happening.”

Still holding the rifle across her lap, she pulled the cape tighter and stretched her legs out. Trained like he was, she fell asleep quickly. He knew that at the first sign of trouble, she’d be awake and ready to fight just as fast.

Her long slow breathing was his blanket. He wrapped himself in the memory of their lovemaking. Sharing the Chinese meal. Shooting down some of those rogue bastards and solving Song’s message.

But he couldn’t watch her sleep. Then he’d want to wrap her up with him, carry her off to some high peak of the mountains, and never come down. Instead he looked at the dim outline of the gold scrollwork on his black shotgun. It wasn’t just a weapon, or a tool. It was a work of art. And he was the artist.

Enough time passed and he nudged her boot with his. She was immediately awake, hands tightening on her Winchester.

“No trouble,” he told her. “Your watch.”

She nodded, rubbing at her face. He closed his eyes, the image of her silhouette lingering until he fell asleep.

And he woke with her hand on his shoulder. He swung the shotgun out, but she moved her hand to his forearm.

Pale blue light lined her face. “Dawn.”

He stood, stretching to work out the kinks in his back and legs. “All quiet?”

“So far.” She collected her hair in a ponytail. “But we know how that goes.”

“Storm coming.” For the first time he was able to see the room. High ceilings and peeling red velvet wallpaper. Gold paint flecked off most of the furniture. He wandered toward a far corner. “We ain’t planning on coming back, are we?”

“You said we’ll go to legitimate places.”

“I still mean it.” He turned away from her, undid his fly, and made use of a chamber pot. When he was done, he turned back to the brightening room. “You need to … ?”

She gave him a wry smile. “Already taken care of. I used the water closet, like a lady.”

“Ain’t you a fancy one, Miss Blue.” He approached her. “One night in a fine hotel and you’re real society.”

The stood face to face. She looked him straight in the eyes.

“Don’t want to be real society.”

He took her hands in his. “We’re whatever we make ourselves.”

She tugged on his hands, brought him in for a kiss. It was a little good morning and a lot of promises for more.

Breaking from the kiss, she stepped back, still holding his hands. “Then we’re the best hunters in the territory.”

“Damn straight. And everything else we are, that’s just for us.”

Her eyes were brighter than the dawn. “It’s only you and me.”

“Always.”

Jagged buzzing interrupted their next kiss. The detector rattled on the wooden stool. She snatched it up and put it in her pocket. They both crouched low and searched out the windows.

“South,” she whispered.

The Man O’ War’s airship glided low toward town. Its cannons and Gatling guns were all manned. Like a dog bristling, the ship was ready for an attack. Four ropes dangled over one side of the ship. Men slid down these ropes. At least one of them had an ether rifle slung over his back. The craft slowed as it hovered twenty feet over the buildings. With the sun still behind the mountains, the shadows were too deep to see where the men went as they disappeared into the town. Once they were deployed, the ship rose higher, speeding toward the mine in the steep hills.

He kept his voice down, though with the wind outside, the men couldn’t hear them anyway. “We’re gonna have to get through those four if we’re making a play for the ship.”

“I’ll go up, you go down.”

“Sure I will.” He gave her a wink.

They quickly collected their gear and slipped out the door of the room. The hallway was dark, floorboards warped by the sagging building. They found the stairwell and paused. She took their gear in one hand, balancing her rifle in the other. This was completely uncharted for him. He knew she could handle herself, but that didn’t mean he wanted to leave her alone before a fight.

She must’ve seen his struggle. So she smiled, gave him a kiss, and started up the stairs. Her voice echoed down from above. “Shoot straight.”

He descended the stairs, passing the decay of the once-opulent hotel. Wood joints separated. Shafts of light stabbed through the walls. Keeping his feet over the joists and supports, he moved as silently as possible.

Nature had nearly taken the first-floor lobby of the hotel. The front doors were gone and the wind swirled dust and dirt inside. The furniture was so coated it looked like mounds of earth. The reception desk was a miniature mesa, carved by erosion. Jack’s footprints were the last that would dot this landscape.

The sun had finally risen over the mountains, forging hard shadows around the buildings of Mineral City. Jack stepped out of the hotel and onto the boardwalk. He pulled his hat low against the wind.

Shutters slapped. Hinges creaked. Buildings groaned. He paid no attention to those noises. He tuned for human sounds. Oiled metal, cloth, boot leather. Even the dawn birds were quickly ignored.

There was no building higher than the hotel. Any of those airship sailors tried to get him from a rooftop, Anna would take them down. So it was the men on ground level he wanted. Slowly, he strode up the boardwalk, shotgun in his right hand, .44 in his left.

The scrape of a boot turned him to face a building across the street. About forty feet away, one of the crewmembers stood, ether pistol in hand, squinting his eyes over the town. Jack stood still, waiting for the man to spot him. When the crewmember did, he froze.

The man barked a rough laugh. He spoke with a heavy accent. “Almost didn’t see you in the dark, black.”

Jack’s answer was a single shot from his pistol. The bullet found the man, knocking him back through the brittle glass of an abandoned shop.

The fight officially started. And Jack was the grand marshal on ground level. Anna conducted from above.

The next crewman didn’t want to sneak around and wait. He stepped out of the shadows and into the middle of the street. There was no question that Anna could drop him, but like Jack, she waited to see the man’s play.

His accent was just as thick as the other fellow’s. French, maybe, like his captain’s name. “I know how you cowboy gunfight.” His hand hovered over his holstered gun. “Showdown.”

It was an old trick. Taunt someone out of cover, let your hidden shooter take him down. Jack had a hidden shooter of his own. He slowly stepped off the boardwalk and into the dusty street. The wind whipped at his back. Even holstered, he knew he was faster than this airship sailor, but he kept his gun in his hand.

The man even grinned, like he was playing a part on the stage. “I call you a yellow-bellied …”

A shot rang out, whining high with ether. Jack didn’t even turn to look. The sagging expression on the sailor’s face told him all he needed to know. Anna had taken out one of the high shooters.

Jack called back to the man. “Finish your insult.”

He hesitated, then rallied, swaggering. “Yellow-bellied …”

Jack fired, cutting off the man and putting him on the ground. “We don’t talk through a real showdown.”

One more crewman left.

He slipped from the street to the buildings on the opposite side as the hotel. The airship sailor could be hidden anywhere. Inside, on a roof. Around a corner.

Another of Anna’s bullets popped from high. Wood splintered on the roof of the building behind Jack. A crewman recoiled from the impact and swung his rifle around toward her position. Jack fired his shotgun. At the same time, another bullet streaked from the top of the hotel. The man was hit by both and disappeared behind the edge of the roof.

Jack swung his shotgun high in a wave to her. Her response was a brief glint of sunlight off the barrel of her rifle. No one else would ever see such a display from her.

The threat in town was over, but it had stalled them. The airship hovered over the mountain, about a mile away. It appeared to be lifting heavy objects from the mine. They would be on the move again. Jack and Anna were almost out of time again. The sound of her trike firing up swept down on the wind. Whatever they were going to do, they had to act fast.

AS SHE FLEW down from the hotel to Jack in the street, she saw large numbers painted on the flat rooftop that had been invisible the night before. 21-B1. Sky Train route markers. The last use this town would have.

At least these buildings provided shelter for a night and cover for a fight. The jagged mountains where the airship hovered looked like they could give some good shooting perches—if the Man O’ War stayed long enough. Once he hit the open air, they had no hope of catching him.

Anna skimmed just over the street until Jack stepped out of the shadows. He ran alongside her and jumped onto the side of her trike.

“You see that fool thinking this was a showdown?”

“I could’ve picked him off, but I knew you had it handled.” Watching Jack in action held an edge of terror. He was a beautiful predator. She was glad he was on her side.

“Each one of these bastards could be the one who pulled the trigger on those soldiers.”

“And they all helped nab Song.”

He crouched next to her, gripping the frame of her vehicle, squinting toward the airship. “Sometimes payback is better than the payoff.”

Ahead, the airship winched up another heavy crate. Trailing behind it on the ropes were several sailors. She cranked the throttle, but it wasn’t enough.

“They’re done loading,” she said. “Turning tail soon. We can’t catch them like this.”

Jack turned, searching through the sky. “Just need a bigger engine.”

“Unless you got one in your vest pocket …”

He tugged on her arm and pointed to the sky behind her. “Sky Train.”

She turned to see a five-car train with engines in the front and back and three passenger cabins in the middle. “That’s the High-Mid Sierra Eagle, heading east.”

“Get us to her.”

Turning hard, she wheeled in the air and poured on the throttle. “You ever do what I think you’re planning on doing?”

He laughed, a little wild. “Nope. You?”

“You’d have heard about it.”

“Well, neither of us has taken on a Man O’ War before.”

They’d climbed to about a thousand feet. There were only about two hundred yards between them and the Sky Train.

“He never took us on, either.”

They were over the mountain range that stretched to where the airship loaded its final cargo and rose higher in the sky. It slithered among the peaks, heading north.

Jack coiled next to her, as if he could jump all the way to the airship and take on the Man O’ War with his bare hands. “He thinks he’s hiding in the mountains, but it’ll just slow him down.”

The distance to the Sky Train closed. One hundred yards. Fifty. She could smell the ether catalyzing in the tanks of each car. The powerful fans of the engines washed over the trike, buffeting it. She struggled to keep it upright. Jack clutched the frame. A hard angle up took them out of the wash and she came closer.

He let out a low whistle of relief. “Second-to-last car.”

“Is Sky Train engineer another one of your talents?”

“I learn fast.”

She paced the trike, hovering three feet over the moving Sky Train. No time to hesitate. She killed the engine and twisted the shutoff valve for the ether. The trike fell onto the roof of the last passenger car. It bounced once, nearly shaking Jack off, then landed again. She jerked the break handle, locking the wheels.

Then she found her breath.

She and Jack got off the trike and stepped onto the roof of the flying Sky Train. Wind blasted them. If they lost their footing, they’d fall a thousand feet. Or be pulled into the roaring propeller fans of the rear engine.

Arms spread out for balance, they edged their way carefully to the end of the car. A slim ladder led down to the gap between cars. She reached it first and climbed quickly down. As Jack joined her on the hitch between the cars, she caught glimpses of the airship disappearing into the mountains. They were slightly protected from the wind, but one false step would send them to certain death.

“What the hell are you doing up here?” The engineer stared at them through his little window with eyes round as a full moon over the prairie.

Jack stared down at the creaking metal hitch. “We’re taking your engine.”

“No you ain’t.” Fumbling for a small pistol in his coat, the engineer looked unfamiliar with how to handle a gun.

Anna leveled her eyes at him, barely speaking over the din of the fans. “I’ve pulled the trigger more times than you’ve blinked.” She motioned for him to step out of his pilot house. “Just tell them that Jack Hawkins and Anna Blue took it.”

The man stopped searching for his gun, face pale. With hands up, he stepped gingerly from the pilot house, opened the door to the engine, and came out.

Anna asked, “You can get on with just one engine, right?”

The engineer nodded.

She added, “Be careful with my trike parked up top.”

Jack gave the engineer a polite smile. “Obliged. But we need to know how to fly it.”

“It takes months of training …”

He quieted when Jack raised his half-metal hand. “I don’t need to know how to make love to it. Just fast and slow, up and down.”

“Left hand lift, right hand throttle.”

Jack patted him on the shoulder and stepped into the engine. “I knew it was easy.”

Anna followed, nodding to the engineer just before she closed the door. “Turn us loose.”

He snapped himself into a harness on the back of the passenger car and leaned down over the hitch. She closed the door, barely having enough room to turn in the narrow passage to the pilot house. After two steps, the world spun. The engineer had unlatched the cars.

The engine fell away from the rest of the Sky Train. It turned, unbalanced like a leaf drifting to the ground. She slammed against the metal walls of the passage, struggling to keep her feet.

Jack’s voice shot out of the pilot house. “I got it, I got it.”

The metal all around her shuddered, then the engine plunged twenty feet. She braced her hands against the walls just to keep from slamming into the ceiling. The motors groaned, revved high, then evened out. The engine finally found its balance and flew level.

She arrived at the pilot house to see Jack gripping levers and turning dials in a room full of controls.

He gave a half-convinced smile. “Now I got it.”

“You sure about that?” The narrow window didn’t give much of a view, but she could still see the mountains and brief glimpses of the airship.

“I ain’t changing careers, but I can run that bastard down with this.” He adjusted some controls and the engine picked up speed, angling toward the Man O’ War. They were a little over a mile away.

“I left my Winchester on the trike—you’re going to have to fly us pretty close.”

“Close?” His mouth turned down in a grim snarl. “I’m going to ram that son of a bitch.”


 

Chapter Twelve



“NEVER RODE IN a bullet before.” She tore her eyes off the approaching airship to check the main passage of the engine. There were doors at both ends, but no other exits. Massive tetrol engines rumbled all around. She hadn’t seen any fuel gages, but knew there must be enough juice to redraw a map.

She ducked back into the pilot house. Jack was occupied with all the controls of the engine. It wasn’t a smooth ride, but he was getting them there. Less than a quarter mile.

“There’s a back exit,” she noted. “Gotta time it perfect.”

“I climbed down from the roof of a moving iron coach,” he said, “fought Wilbur Bass senseless, grabbed him, and jumped out just before plummeting into the Blood River Gorge.”

The airship spotted them and started firing ether-powered cannon shells. Jack swung the engine through the air, evading the screaming projectiles. The distance to the Man O’ War continued to close.

Anna gripped a support rail, eager to start shooting back. “In Los Angeles, I chased ‘Dynamite’ Lacy Regan through a flophouse with her timed bombs going off. Took her out a second-story window to an awning below as a whole room went up in flames.”

They were close enough for the Gatling guns to ping off the metal skin of the engine.

Jack did what he could with the controls, making them a difficult target. “This should be old hat for us.”

Only a few hundred yards away, the crewmen on deck were now visible. They scrambled with experienced efficiency. The device buzzed in her pocket. The Man O’ War was on his ship.

“They’re better at flying that tub than you are with this.”

“You’re right.” He pushed a lever forward, getting more speed out of the engine. “But they boxed themselves into those mountains. No room to maneuver.”

“They’re wood, right?” The airship had the sleek lines of the sail-powered ships in San Francisco Bay. “And we’re metal.”

The engine continued to plunge down toward the airship at a steep angle. One hundred yards. A cannon shot tore off one of the propeller fans and the engine lurched to one side. Jack struggled with the controls, keeping them lined up on their target.

Anna hurried up the passage and threw the back door open. They’d have to clear a short porch and railing on the way out. That seemed like the easiest part. Overhead, more shots flew past. From the sound of the guns, they were very close.

Jack came running up the passage, filling it completely with his wide frame. “I aimed it at one of the ether tanks on the ship.” He grinned wildly. “Let’s do some damage.”

The wooden edge of the airship came into view. She pulled on her tinted spectacles and leapt out the back of the engine. Jack was right behind her, vaulting over the railing and falling fifteen feet toward the deck of the ship.

She landed, rolled, and got to her feet. But there was no way to find her balance. The engine crashed into the top of the airship, taking out an ether tank on its way. The deck pitched. Crewmen ran about. Jack wrapped an arm around her and the two of them sprinted toward the back of the ship.

The first explosion knocked them to the deck. The second one tore a hole through the ship, sending splinters out in a halo of destruction. More blasts wracked the ship, starting fires and causing it to list to one side. Crewmen shouted and hurried, trying to put out the fires and right the craft.

Jack helped her to her feet and they gathered themselves. The twisted metal engine jutted out of the center of the ship, pouring smoke.

He gave it a little salute. “It died a hero.”

“Let’s not do the same.”

They turned, looking for the next move. It found them. The Man O’ War stalked the deck, bellowing in fury at his crew. When he spotted Jack and Anna, he pointed his crewmen toward them.

Gunfire added to the crackle of the burning ship. Jack took out one man with his pistol, another with his shotgun. Using the green dot of her prismatic sight, she stopped two more from attacking.

It might be their ship, but the crewmembers saw it wasn’t going to be an easy fight. They fanned out, taking cover amongst the wreckage around them. Their captain’s frustration rose. He shouted at them in a foreign language, then disappeared into a stairway leading below deck.

Jack moved to give chase, but shots from the crewmembers kept him pinned behind a broken piece of the ship’s central support. “He’s running.”

“Bastard’s going for the most prized thing on his ship.”

“Song.” Jack broke cover, gunning down a crewmember and sending the others to deeper cover. “He’ll lead us there.”

They sprinted for the stairway. One crewman poked up from cover with his ether pistol and paid the price. She quickly reloaded as they descended the stairs.

Inside, the ship shuddered and screamed like a wounded animal. Fires burned everywhere. Broken walls and supports formed mazelike tunnels. Gunpowder exploded somewhere in the bowels of the ship, tearing new rifts in the structure.

“There’s the rat.” Jack hauled himself over a thick span of wood and helped Anna to the other side. Charron smashed his way through the smaller pieces of burning ship, searching forward.

More explosions wracked the structure. A ten-foot section tore away from the side of the ship, showing the passing mountains and sky. One of the huge propeller fans dangled just outside the hole.

The floor shook with another explosion, then fell away. Jack and Anna scrambled, scraping past broken wood, until they landed on the deck below.

“It was just a goddamn telegram,” she recalled, spotting Charron and following him deeper into the ship. “Seemed like a simple way to start.”

Jack shouldered past some broken timbers. “Things got twisted fast.”

A crewmember leapt out of a shattered doorway at them. She planted a fist in his face, knocking him back. Then she patted Jack on the ass and gave him a wink. “I wouldn’t change a second of it.”

She headed where they’d last seen Charron, Jack close behind her. “I’m starting to get strong feelings for you, Anna Blue.”

“Careful, Mr. Hawkins, we’re on a crashing airship. A girl might think you’re being hasty.”

“Think what you want.” More of the side of the ship fell away, drawing fresh air in and feeding the fires. “We’re getting off this wreck, with our bounty, and when we’re on solid ground I’ll tell it to you all over again.”

Danger shrieked all around them; still, there was more comfort being there with Jack than she’d ever known. “I’ll never get tired of hearing it.”

The Man O’ War continued plunging through his dying ship. Wires sparked, torn from their fittings. The same metal that made her small detector was bolted to places throughout the passages.

The next crooked hallway they pursued Charron into was lined on one side with doors. The other wall was gone, open to the exterior of the ship. Before the Man O’ War could get halfway down the passage, one of the broken doors flew open and a man darted out.

She called to Jack, “There’s Song.”

Before the doctor could flee the hallway, Charron swept down on him. The Man O’ War’s huge fist balled in Song’s coat, holding him immobile. The doctor struggled, but could not break free. He glanced at the huge hole in the side of the airship and the wreckage that created it.

Song’s shocked eyes turned to Jack and Anna. “You crashed a Sky Train into the airship? You really are the best.”

Charron yanked the doctor off his feet with one hand and held him in the air. “They are dead.”

Jack asked Anna, “You got enough light in here for your fancy sight?”

The green dot was clear on the captain’s chest. “Call the shot.”

He shouted at the Man O’ War. “Let that man go or pay the price, Charron.”

The captain tightened his grip on Song and drew a short cutlass. He hissed something back to them in his language, then spoke in English. “It took another Man O’ War to kill Olevski. You won’t be enough, hunter. And when Song finishes his work, no one will be able to touch me.”

Jack spoke low for Anna. “Fingers.”

She shifted the green dot to Charron’s hand on his cutlass and pulled the trigger. He was incredibly fast, pulling away as he heard the shot. The bullet sparked off his blade. She maintained her aim and sent two more bullets at him, anticipating where he might move. It worked. He yelled out in rage as blood poured from his knuckles. But not enough. A normal man would’ve been shattered by the shot, yet Charron was far from normal.

While the captain was distracted, Jack charged. He emptied his pistol at the Man O’ War’s chest. Two of the six shots found flesh; one on the inside of his forearm, the other creased his hip.

Before Jack could bring his shotgun to bear, the captain yanked Song in front of him as a shield. Jack instead blasted at the unsteady floor, creating a chain reaction that opened up a huge hole. The Man O’ War, Song, and Jack all fell through.

Cold fear swept through Anna as she rushed to the hole. The ship continued to break apart and any one of the three could’ve fallen completely out. She would not allow herself to think it was Jack.

Peering down, she saw all three of them were on the next deck down. A large central support ran through the room, wired to several large canisters which seemed to be the batteries that powered the ship.

Jack stalked toward the Man O’ War, whose bloody hand still held the cutlass. And Song was in his other hand. But not for long. The doctor quickly undid the front of his jacket and slipped out of it and the captain’s grip.

Before the Man O’ War could pursue his prize, Jack attacked. One blast from his shotgun sent a constellation of sparks off Charron’s metal shoulder. The captain stumbled backward and Jack pressed forward. Just as he pulled the trigger on his shotgun again, Charron slashed out with the cutlass. He caught Jack’s metal fingers with such force it knocked the shotgun to the ground.

A backhand from the Man O’ War sent Jack sideways, slamming into burning debris.

“Jack!” she called to him, drawing Charron’s attention. Her blood boiled. She felt like she could tear this ship apart with her bare hands to get to Jack.

The bastard of a Man O’ War smiled, relishing her fear for Jack.

Her answer was two shots from her pistol as she leapt down to the deck. Charron avoided the first shot, but the second sank into his thigh. He roared with rage and sped toward her with the cutlass.

Like living fury, Jack broke through the flames and slammed into the Man O’ War. Using his cut-off sabre, Jack countered the cutlass, driving its point away from Anna. She’d seen Jack fight with a gun, calm and precise. With a knife, though, he was brutal. He drove his knee into the wound on the Man O’ War’s thigh, and slashed with his blade. It seemed no force on Earth could resist Jack. Charron actually staggered backward. There was no trace of the son of a bitch’s smile anymore. Instead his face betrayed traces of confusion at being overwhelmed by a normal man. But she knew that Jack was so much more than that.

Behind their fight, Song climbed around on the ship’s batteries. He tore at wires, twisting them together again, jamming pieces of metal into certain areas. The batteries hummed with more life. That couldn’t be good.

Charron slashed at Jack, who blocked the blow with his half-metal hand. He was driven back by the enraged Man O’ War. Anna didn’t have time to reload. She lunged toward the fight, picking up Jack’s shotgun. It was damn heavy, and from the looks of the blasts, powerful as hell.

The Man O’ War pushed Jack away with an elbow and prepared for another attack. Anna lined up the shotgun with both hands and pulled the trigger.

The concussion was incredible. Her joints shook and her muscles strained to keep the weapon from flying out of her hands. Fire roared out the front. The shot slammed into Charron’s ribs, throwing him backward into the central batteries.

Jack cocked his hand back and slammed the Man O’ War in the face with the guard of the sabre. Charron was dazed, eyes trying to focus.

Turning to her, Jack nodded, impressed. “No one else’s been able to handle that weapon.” She handed him the shotgun and he holstered it at his back. “But then, no one else is Anna Blue.”

Song sprang out from behind the batteries toward Jack and Anna. “I tampered with their inlets. They’re drawing too much power from Charron.”

Anna and Jack just stared back at him.

The doctor spoke a little slower. “The batteries will explode.” He pointed toward a half-collapsed exit.

But Charron was coming back to his senses. She scanned the area, spotting a coil of braided metal cable. “We can’t let him out of here.”

Jack was right there with her, rushing to the cable and grabbing one end. She took up the other and they rushed Charron, pinning him to the batteries with it. He seemed to know what was happening and started to tug at the cable as they passed.

“Hurry,” Song urged. “The batteries are already past capacity.”

She and Jack were on the other side of the batteries from the exit. Exploding batteries were far beyond her experience, but if the way the Sky Train engine went up was anything like it, they’d all be small pieces scattered over the territory. “We have to secure this cable.”

Jack took the end from her and ran with all the slack toward the gaping hole in the side of the airship.

“Don’t jump.”

He turned back, like she was the crazy one. “I ain’t jumping.” Setting his feet, he swung ends of the cable out the side of the ship, toward the dangling propeller fan. The metal braids caught in the central spindle and wound tight. The whole ship groaned as the tension threatened to tear it all apart. Smoke started to pour from the fan’s motor.

Jack tugged his hat down. “Now we run.”

Charron yelled, clawing at the cable across his chest. When Jack and Anna passed, he lashed out, but couldn’t escape his bonds. Whatever foreign curses he spat wouldn’t help him either.

Jack glared back at him. “That’s the price.”

They left the Man O’ War behind and met up with Song at the exit. The doctor seemed rooted to the floor.

Frustrated, Jack gave Song’s shoulder a shake. “So you set this ship to explode but you don’t have a way out planned?”

She pointed down a collapsing staircase. “Tell me this is the way to the small boat.”

Song blinked, as if waking up. “In the hold above the keel.”

Jack’s hand on his back urged Song to lead the way. “It’s our best shot.”

The three of them stumbled and climbed their way down the stairway. It seemed to dissolve beneath each step. Some panicked crewmembers tried to keep their ship working, throwing water on the smaller fires. Song yelled at them in their language and they seemed to understand, rushing off in different directions.

At the bottom of the stairs was one more hatch, then a large cargo area at the belly of the airship. Crates and netting were jumbled everywhere. The ceiling sagged. Anna’s skin prickled. The batteries could explode any second.

Song stammered, “I … I don’t see the boat.”

Jack’s answer was to tear into the debris. He threw boxes and racks of equipment to the side. Anna hurried to him, tugging up a large rope grid. Together, they yanked back a huge sheet of canvas, revealing the metal boat. It rested on its side on top of cargo doors.

She waved the doctor toward the boat. “Get on the ether, Song. Jack you’re—”

An explosion thundered in the center of the ship. The batteries were going. Song scrambled into the boat. Jack leapt, carrying her into the craft. He gripped a seat with one hand, the other arm wrapped around her waist.

Another explosion tore through the structure. Wood burned and collapsed. She aimed her pistol at the cargo door release lever and fired. The lever sprang and the doors swung open.

The boat plummeted quickly from the ship. They were about five hundred feet from the closest peak. The rocks would tear them apart—if the burning ship didn’t crash down on them. A huge blast tore through the airship, splitting it in two.

Song operated the boat’s tiller, slipping them away from the debris. The ether kicked in, leveling their flight. The ball of fire that was the ship dissipated like a nightmare after waking. Broken shards fell to Earth. Drifting down more slowly were the remaining crewmembers, sometimes two or three of them clutching to the end lines of emergency parachutes.

“The army should be by to pick them up.” Song let out a long sigh.

The Man O’ War was nowhere in sight.

Jack loosened his grip on Anna. He sheathed his short sabre and she handed him his shotgun. After holstering it on his back, he pulled her into a kiss. The thrill of danger still shot through her veins, turned hotter by Jack against her. He tasted like the smoke of the burning ship, and a little blood from his lip.

They separated and she looked over the cuts and scrapes on his face. “You okay?”

He grinned. “The best.” He kissed her again. “You?”

“Better than the best.”

His husky laugh wound through her, unwinding the tension.

Jack turned to Song. “You owe us both a thousand dollars. Plus expenses.”

The doctor nodded enthusiastically. “Gladly. You two … Who else could’ve done what you did?” He peered at Jack’s half-metal hand. “And I could make some modifications to your already fine piece of hardware.”

“Deal.” Jack used his metal hand to shake with Song. He brought his gaze back to her, revealing a fearless honesty. “Nice work, partner.”

She’d felt the depth of his emotions. Last night, while making love, and afterward. But she hadn’t seen them until now. She could spend the rest of her life exploring inside him. But would she lose herself?

She answered, “We ain’t partners.”

He blinked, but did not back away. She wouldn’t lose herself. She would find all the pieces she hadn’t discovered. Anna curled her hand over his shoulder, leaned in and kissed him. She was as open as he, giving him all she was and could be. And together, they were unstoppable.

Parting, she whispered in his ear. “We’re more than partners.”


 

Epilogue


“LEFTY” UNGER’S EYE twitched. He seemed torn between scratching it or reaching for the .45 on his hip. Either move would get him killed. There was a hundred-dollar bounty on his head and Anna’s sight lined up square on his chest.

Hot wind sliced across the desert. Unger must’ve thought traveling over solid rock would obscure his tracks, but he’d never been hunted by Anna before. His little campsite was littered with the gear he was shedding for the next stretch. Standing a few yards away from them, his exhausted horse didn’t even have the energy to run away, its reins dangling on the ground.

Footsteps scraped nearby. Someone approached. Unger smiled, his teeth as jagged as the stone outcroppings around them.

She didn’t move the sight from his chest. “You got nothing to smile about, Unger. Unless you’re looking forward to facing a judge.”

The footsteps neared.

Unger let out a ragged laugh. “No law’s dropping a gavel on me.” He glanced to where the footsteps were coming from. His smile dropped when he saw who it was.

Jack stepped from the shadows of the rocks, pushing a crestfallen man before him with the barrel of his pistol. “Either a gavel or a hammer. One of them’s getting dropped on you.”

“Damn it, Theo.” The twitch sped up in Unger’s eye.

Theo whimpered, “But it’s … it’s Jack Hawkins.”

Jack added, “And Anna Blue.”

The twitch stopped altogether. Unger went still as death. Very slowly, he unbuckled his gun belt and let it fall to the ground.

She allowed herself a little smile for Jack. “It’s so nice when they behave.”

He pushed Theo toward Unger, then nudged a coil of rope with his boot. “Tie him up.”

“With all this rope?” Theo held up more than a hundred feet.

Jack raised his right hand, flashing the metal in the sun. With a quick twist of his wrist, Jack snapped a four-inch blade from between the iron knuckles. Theo flinched and Jack grinned with menace. He slashed out, cutting two lengths of rope. The terrified man collected them and tied up his partner in crime.

Flicking the blade back into his hand, Jack moved to stand next to Anna. “Never get tired of Song’s addition.”

They’d hunted down at least a dozen bounties since rescuing the doctor and sending the Man O’ War to whatever hell was reserved for those half-men/half-machines. She and Jack lived well together, with quiet understanding. In a gunfight, they covered each other’s backs. On the trail, they moved with the efficiency of a single predator. And when they were alone, they delighted in discovering new ways to pleasure each other. All the while, their trust increased, bonding them closer. Their intimacy was held strong by emotions neither knew the words for.

Jack fished in his inside vest pocket, pulling out an envelope.

“Another telegram for a bounty?” She couldn’t quite see the contents as he fiddled with it.

He shook his head and pulled two cards, covered with fancy engravings. “A night off.”

Some of the writing looked Italian. It didn’t make sense.

“Opera tickets.” He held them still so she could see. “San Francisco. Back row, of course, so there’s no one behind us.”

Even in the punishing sun she felt a quick chill, a ghost of her old life in the shadows. But it passed, and she warmed with Jack so close to her. “Thank you.”

The criminal was done tying up his partner and sat down on the ground, waiting for his next instructions.

Jack came close, planted a kiss on her cheek before whispering, “Thank you. Thought I’d seen it all until I found you, Anna Blue.”

She leaned into him, feeling his strength, and how they both held each other up. “You brought me a whole new world.”

He pocketed the tickets and put his hand around her hip. They still faced their bounty, guns drawn. As it should be.

But his voice was just for her. “You and me, together. We go anywhere we want.”
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SKIES OF STEEL

by Zoë Archer

The prim professor

Daphne Carlisle may be a scholar, but she’s far more comfortable out in the field than lost in a stack of books. Still, when her parents are kidnapped by a notorious warlord, she knows she’ll need more than her quick thinking if she is to reach them in time. Daphne’s only hope to get across enemy territory is an airship powered and navigated by Mikhail Denisov, a rogue Man O’ War who is as seductive as he is untrustworthy.

The jaded mercenary

Mikhail will do anything for the right price, and he’s certain he has this mission and Daphne figured out: a simple job and a beautiful but sheltered Englishwoman. But as they traverse the skies above the Mediterranean and Arabia, Mikhail learns the fight ahead is anything but simple, and his lovely passenger is not entirely what she seems. The only thing Mikhail is certain of is their shared desire—both unexpected and dangerous.
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by Nico Rosso

Night of fire, night of passion

U.S. Army Upland Ranger Tom Knox always knew going home wouldn’t be easy. Three years ago, he skipped town, leaving behind the one woman who ever mattered; now that he’s seen the front lines of war, he’s ready to do what he must to win her back.

Rosa Campos is long past wasting tears on Tom Knox, and now that she’s sheriff of Thornville she has more than enough to do. Especially when a three-story rock-eating mining machine barrels toward the town she’s sworn to protect.

Tom’s the last person Rosa expects to see riding to her aid on his ether-borne mechanical horse. She may not be ready to forgive, but Rosa can’t deny that having him at her side brings back blissful memories … even as it reignites a flame more dangerous than the enemy threatening to destroy them both.
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Man made of metal and flesh

Captain Christopher Redmond has just one weakness: the alluring spy who loved and left him years before … when he was still just a man. Now superhuman, a Man O’ War, made as part of the British Navy’s weapons program, his responsibility is to protect the skies of Europe. If only he could forget Louisa Shaw.

A most inconvenient desire

Louisa, a British Naval Intelligence Agent, has never left a job undone. But when her assignment is compromised, the one man who can help her complete her mission is also the only man ever to tempt her body and heart. As burning skies loom and passion ignites, Louisa and Christopher must slip behind enemy lines if they are to deliver a devastating strike against their foe … and still get out alive.
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THREE SCHEMES AND A SCANDAL



by Maya Rodale

Enter the Regency world of the Writing Girls series in Maya Rodale’s charming tale of a scheming lady, a handsome second son, and the trouble they get into when the perfect scandal becomes an even more perfect match.

 

Most young ladies spent their pin money on hats and hair ribbons; Charlotte spent hers on bribery.

At precisely three o’clock, Charlotte sipped her lemonade and watched as a footman dressed in royal blue livery approached James with the unfortunate news that something at the folly needed his immediate attention.

James raked his fingers through his hair—she thought it best described as the color of wheat at sunset on harvest day. He scowled. It did nothing to diminish his good looks. Combined with that scar, it made him appear only more brooding, more dangerous, more rakish.

She hadn’t seen him in an age . . . Not since George Coney’s funeral.

Even though the memory brought on a wave of sadness and rage, Charlotte couldn’t help it: she smiled broadly when James set off for the folly at a brisk walk. Her heart began to pound. The plan was in effect.

Just a few minutes later, the rest of the garden party gathered ’round Lord Hastings as he began an ambling tour of his gardens, including the vegetables, his collection of flowering shrubs, and a series of pea gravel paths that meandered through groves of trees and other landscaped “moments.”

Charlotte and Harriet were to be found skulking toward the back of the group, studiously avoiding relatives—such as Charlotte’s brother, Brandon, and his wife, Sophie, who had been watching Charlotte a little too closely for comfort ever since The Scheme That Had Gone Horribly Awry. Harriet’s mother was deep in conversation with her bosom friend, Lady Newport.

A few steps ahead was Miss Swan Lucy Feathers herself. Today she was decked in a pale muslin gown and an enormous bonnet that had been decorated with what seemed to be a shrubbery. Upon closer inspection, it was a variety of fresh flowers and garden clippings. Even a little bird (fake, one hoped) had been nestled into the arrangement. Two wide, fawn-colored ribbons tied the millinery event to her head.

Charlotte felt another pang, and then—Lord above—she suffered second thoughts. First the swan bonnet, and now this! James had once broken her heart horribly, but could he really marry someone with such atrocious taste in bonnets? And, if not, should the scheme progress?

“Lovely day for a garden party, is it not?” Harriet said brightly to Miss Swan Lucy.

“Oh, indeed it is a lovely day,” Lucy replied. “Though it would be so much better if I weren’t so vexed by these bonnet strings. This taffeta ribbon is just adorable, but immensely itchy against my skin.”

“What a ghastly problem. Try loosening the strings?” Charlotte suggested. Her other thought she kept to herself: Or remove the monstrous thing entirely.

“It’s a bit windy. I shan’t wish it to blow away,” Lucy said nervously. Indeed, the wind had picked up, bending the hat brim. On such a warm summer day as this, no one complained.

“A gentle summer breeze. The sun is glorious, though,” Harriet replied.

“This breeze is threatening to send off my bonnet, and I shall freckle terribly without it in this sun. Alas!” Lucy cried, her fingers tugging at her bonnet strings.

“What is wrong with freckles?” Harriet asked. The correct answer was nothing since Harriet possessed a smattering of freckles across her nose and rosy cheeks.

“We should find you some shade,” Charlotte declared. “Shouldn’t we, Harriet?”

“Yes. Shade. Just the thing,” Harriet echoed. She was frowning, probably in vexation over the comment about freckles. Charlotte thought there were worse things, such as being a feather-brain like Lucy.

Charlotte suffered another pang. She loathed second thoughts and generally avoided them. She reminded herself that while James had once been her favorite person in England, he had since become the sort of man who brooded endlessly and flirted heartlessly.

Never mind what he had done to George Coney . . . 
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In the world of The Ether Chronicles, the Mechanical War rages on, and appearances are almost always deceiving . . . Read on for a glimpse of Zoë Archer’s latest addition to this riveting series.

 

He had to be here. His airship, Bielyi Voron, had been spotted nearby. Through the judicious use of bribery, she had learned that he frequented this tavern. If he wasn’t here, she would have to come up with a whole new plan, but that would take costly time. Every hour, every day that passed meant the danger only increased.

She walked past another room, then halted abruptly when she heard a deep voice inside the chamber speaking in Russian. Cautiously, she peered around the doorway. A man sat in a booth against the far wall. The man she sought. Of that she had no doubt.

Captain Mikhail Mikhailovich Denisov. Rogue Man O’ War.

Like most people, Daphne had heard of the Man O’ Wars, but she’d never seen one in person. Not until this moment. Newspaper reports and even cinemagraphs could not fully do justice to this amalgam of man and machine. The telumium implants that all Man O’ Wars possessed gave them incredible might and speed, and heightened senses. Those same implants also created a symbiotic relationship between Man O’ Wars and their airships. They both captained and powered these airborne vessels. The implants fed off of and engendered the Man O’ Wars’ natural strength of will and courage.

Even standing at the far end of the room, Daphne felt Denisov’s energy—invisible, silent waves of power that resonated in her very bones. As a scholar, she found the phenomenon fascinating. As a woman, she was . . . troubled.

Hard angles comprised his face: a boldly square jaw, high cheekbones, a decidedly Slavic nose. The slightly almond shape of his eyes revealed distant Tartar blood, while his curved, full mouth was all voluptuary, framed by a trimmed, dark goatee. An arresting face that spoke of a life fully lived. She would have looked twice at him under any circumstances, but it was his hair that truly made her gape.

He’d shaved most of his head to dark stubble, but down the center he’d let his hair grow longer, and it stood up in a dramatic crest, the tip colored crimson. Dimly, she remembered reading about the American Indians called Mohawks, who wore their hair in just such a fashion. Never before had she seen it on a non-Indian.

By rights, the style ought to look outlandish, or even ludicrous. Yet on Denisov, it was precisely right—dangerous, unexpected, and surprisingly alluring. Rings of graduated sizes ran along the edge of one ear, and a dagger-shaped pendant hung from the lobe of his other ear.

Though Denisov sat in a corner booth, his size was evident. His arms stretched out along the back of the booth, and he sprawled in a seemingly casual pose, his long legs sticking out from beneath the table. A small child could have fit inside each of his tall, buckled boots. He wore what must have been his Russian Imperial Aerial Navy long coat, but he’d torn off the sleeves, and the once-somber gray wool now sported a motley assortment of chains, medals, ribbons, and bits of clockwork. A deliberate show of defiance. His coat proclaimed: I’m no longer under any government’s control.

If he wore a shirt beneath his coat, she couldn’t tell. His arms were bare, save for a thick leather gauntlet adorned with more buckles on one wrist.

Despite her years of fieldwork in the world’s faraway places, Daphne could confidently say Denisov was by far the most extraordinary-looking individual she’d ever seen. She barely noticed the two men sitting with him, all three of them laughing boisterously over something Denisov said.

His laugh stopped abruptly. He trained his quartz blue gaze right on her.

As if filled with ether, her heart immediately soared into her throat. She felt as though she’d been targeted by a predator. Nowhere to turn, nowhere to run.

I’m not here to run.

When he crooked his finger, motioning for her to come toward him, she fought her impulse to flee. Instead, she put one foot in front of the other, approaching his booth until she stood before him. Even with the table separating them, she didn’t feel protected. One sweep of his thickly muscled arm could have tossed the heavy oak aside as if it were paper.

“Your search has ended, zaika.” His voice was heavily accented, deep as a cavern. “Here I am.”
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FURTHER CONFESSIONS OF A SLIGHTLY NEUROTIC HITWOMAN



by JB Lynn

Knocking off a drug kingpin was the last thing on Maggie Lee’s to-do list . . . Take three wacky aunts, two talking animals, one nervous bride, and an upcoming hit, and you’ve got the follow-up to JB Lynn’s wickedly funny Confessions of a Slightly Neurotic Hitwoman.

 

“I see a disco ball in your future.” Armani Vasquez, the closest thing I had to a friend at Insuring the Future, delivered this pronouncement right after she sprinkled a handful of candy corn into her Caesar salad.

Disgusted by her food combination, I pushed my own peanut butter and jelly sandwich away. “Really? A disco ball?”

If you’d told me a month ago that I’d be leaning over a table in the lunchroom, paying close attention to the bizarre premonitions of my half-crippled, wannabe-psychic coworker, I would have said you were crazy.

But I’d had one hell of a month.

First there had been the car accident. My sister Theresa and her husband, Dirk, were killed; my three-year-old niece, Katie, wound up in a coma; and I ended up with the ability to talk to animals. Trust me, I know exactly how crazy that sounds, but it’s true . . . I think.

On top of everything else, I inadvertently found myself hurtling down a career path I never could have imagined.

I’m now a hitwoman for hire. Yes, I kill people for money . . . but just so you know, I don’t go around killing just anyone. I’ve got standards. The two men I killed were bad men, very bad men.

Before I could press Armani for more details about the mysterious disco ball, another man I wanted to kill sauntered into my line of vision. I hate my job at Insuring the Future. I hate taking automobile claims from idiot drivers who have no business getting behind the wheel. But most of all I hate my boss, Harry. It’s not the fact that he’s a stickler for enforcing company policy or even that he always smells like week-old pepperoni. No, I hate him because Harry “likes” me. A lot. He’s always looking over my shoulder (and peering down my shirt) and calling me into his office for one-on-one “motivational chats” to improve my performance.

I know what you’re thinking. I should report his sexual harassment to human resources, or, if I deplore the idea of workplace conflict (and what self-respecting hitwoman wouldn’t?), I should quit and find another job.

I was getting ready to do just that, report his lecherous ass and then quit (because I really do despise “helping” the general public), but then the accident happened. And then the paid assassin gig.

So now I need this crappy, unfulfilling, frustrating-as-hell clerical employment because it provides a cover for my second job. It’s not like I can put HITWOMAN on my next tax return. Besides, if I didn’t keep this job, my meddling aunts would wonder what the hell I’m doing with my life.
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THE SECOND SEDUCTION OF A LADY



by Miranda Neville

Enter the thrilling, sexy world of Georgian England in this splendid Miranda Neville novella—and catch a glimpse of Caro, the heroine of the upcoming The Importance of Being Wicked, on sale December 2012.

 

“Eleanor!” She looked up. He stepped forward to meet her on the bridge. “Eleanor!” He should ask her how she was, why she was there. But he didn’t care why she was there. All he wanted to do was take her into his arms and tease her stern mouth into returning his kisses.

His outstretched arms were welcomed with a hearty shove, and he landed on his back in cold water.

“What—”

She looked down at him, grim satisfaction on her elegant features. “I beg your pardon, Mr. Quinton, but you were in my way. I have things to attend to.”

As he struggled upright in the thigh-deep water, she completed her crossing. Cold soaked through every garment, chilling his skin, his ardor, and his heart. “Wait! You are trespassing,” he called, a surge of rage making him petty. He’d been wrong, yes, but his intentions had ultimately been honorable. She had sent him about his business with a cold rebuke. And returned all his letters unread.

“Oh? Is this your land?” she said with a haughty brow, knowing well that his home was over a hundred miles away, near Newmarket.

“Effectively, yes,” he said, clambering up the bank. “I have control of the Townsend estate for another three weeks, until my ward reaches his majority.”

“In that case,” she replied, “I’ll collect my charge and be off.”

Ignoring the squelching in his boots, he reached for her again. In the bare second his wet hand rested on her lower arm, warm under his chilled fingers, longing flooded his veins. “Eleanor,” he whispered.

“Get your wet hands off my gown.” She shook him off.

“Won’t you forgive me?”

Her grey eyes held his. He’d seen them bright with affection and wild with ecstasy. Now they contained polished steel.

“I think, Mr. Quinton, it would be better if we both forget that there is anything to forgive.”

Max deliberately mistook her meaning. “Good,” he said. She watched him unbutton his clammy, clinging waistcoat with the outrage of a dowager. Yet she’d seen him wearing even less. Or felt him, rather. It had been dark at the time.

The garment slid down his arms. “I’m ready to apologize again, but I’d like it even better if we could begin a new chapter. Can we start again? Please, Eleanor.”

Eleanor watched Max Quinton drape his wet waistcoat over a branch, in fascinated disbelief that, meeting her after five years, he should be stripping off his clothes. She trusted he wouldn’t be removing all of them. The entreaty in his voice affected her, but only for an instant. Giving him a dunking had blunted the edge of anger that his appearance provoked, that was all. Nothing else had changed.

“I made it clear in the past,” she said coldly, “that our acquaintance was over. Forever. Should we meet again, which I trust won’t be necessary, you may call me Miss Hardwick.”

“Don’t you think that’s absurd, given what we once were to each other?”

She stepped farther away from this unpleasantly damp man. Never mind that his figure was displayed to advantage beneath clinging linen, fine enough to limn the contours of his chest and reveal an intriguing dark shadow descending to the waist. It was true that his thick, wavy hair looked quite good wet, but she no longer responded to the lilt of laughter in his deep voice. “Our past relationship was founded on falsehood and meant nothing. I never think of you, and I’d like to keep it that way. We meet as indifferent strangers.”

A smile tugged on his lips. It was one of the first things she’d noticed about him, that hint of humor in an otherwise grave face. “Do you often push strangers into rivers?”

“You deserved it.”

 

An Excerpt from


TO HELL AND BACK



A LEAGUE OF GUARDIANS NOVELLA

by Juliana Stone

All Logan Winters wants is to be left alone with the woman he loves. But fate isn’t on his side . . . Logan and Kira are back in the latest League of Guardians novella from Juliana Stone.

 

Priest knew he was in trouble about two seconds after they exited the bed-and-breakfast. Up ahead, just past the giant pumpkin display, stood a pack of blood demons. They’d donned their human guise, of course, but it did nothing to hide the menace they projected. A family of five gave them a wide berth as they traversed the sidewalk, and he watched as the mother hustled her children past.

Smart humans.

The damn things looked like a bunch of thugs—all of them well over six feet in height, with thick necks, tree trunks for legs, and shoulders as wide as a Mack truck.

They were mean and strong, but dumb. Bottom feeders who kissed the asses of most of the underworld. He wondered who they called boss.

Normally, Priest wouldn’t have blinked. As an immortal knight of the Templar, he was used to dealing with all sorts of otherworld scum. In fact, it had been a few months since he’d flexed his muscles and connected his fists with demon hide. Normally he looked forward to this kind of shit because life, such as it was, gave him only a few moments to feel truly alive. Making love to a hot-blooded woman did that. Waking up to the smell of fresh rain did that. Killing a bunch of punk-ass demons did that. He glanced to his side.

But normally he worked alone.

Casually he leaned his tall frame against the brick façade of the coffee shop to his right and kept Kira out of view. The woman didn’t say anything—she didn’t have to. Her pale features and large, exotic eyes couldn’t hide her fear. But there was something else there, and it was that something else that was going to make all the difference in the world. Anger.

He reached his hand forward, as if to caress her cheek. All the while, his eyes scanned the immediate area looking for demons. To anyone glancing their way, they appeared to be a couple deeply involved in each other. Lovers.

Priest ignored both her flinch and her quick recovery as his gaze swept along the street behind him. His liege—the Seraphim Bill—hadn’t told him much of this assignment, but he knew enough. He knew where Kira Dove had been.

The gray realm.

It was a place he was all too familiar with, and he had to give it to her, the little lady had spunk. Anyone who escaped purgatory in one piece was strong. He’d never met the hellhound, Logan Winters, but his woman had guts.

His eyes hardened when he spied a second pack of blood demons hunkered down near the bed-and-breakfast they’d just left. When he felt the unmistakable shift in the air that spelled real trouble, his insides twisted.

Lilith’s crew.

Just fucking great. His Harley was nowhere near where he needed the damn thing to be. He was surrounded by demons, in the middle of a large crowd of innocents and this little bit of woman had the very bowels of hell on her trail.

A new scent drifted up his nostrils. Lilith’s pack hounds were here somewhere, and their human disguises would be hard to penetrate. Those guys were pros.

Priest straightened and dropped his hand from her cheek until he drew her delicate fist into his large palm. Damned if he was gonna let the queen bitch of hell get to Kira Dove. Strong white teeth flashed as he smiled and looked down at her.

“You ready to rock and roll?”

Huge eyes stared up at him, their dark depths hiding a hell of a lot more than pain and fear. There was strength there . . . determination, and—he smiled—a fuck-you attitude.

She nodded and then whispered, “Let’s do this.”

 

An Excerpt from


MIDNIGHT IN YOUR ARMS



by Morgan Kelly

For fans of Downton Abbey and readers of Jude Deveraux and Teresa Medeiros comes the brand-new tale of a love that crosses the boundaries of time . . . from debut author Morgan Kelly.

 

Laura collapsed on top of him with a weak moan that he sucked from her lips as he withdrew and coiled himself around her, face to face, his arm cradled along her spine. They were both slick with sweat, drenched in the only substance that quenched what it had ignited.

“One doesn’t learn that in finishing school,” he murmured appreciatively into her ear, when he could speak. She giggled, hiding her face in his shoulder.

“I suppose you think me utterly wanton?” she said. “Isn’t that a word you use these days, to describe women like me?”

“There are no women like you,” he said, tucking a damp curl behind her ear.

“Not here,” she agreed, snuggling against him.

“Not anywhere,” he said.

Laura smiled and pressed her lips to his chest. He ran his fingernails slowly up and down her back, and she nearly purred. He loved the way their skin stuck together, as though they were truly fusing into one person. His eyes grew heavy, and he blinked, afraid that if he fell asleep, she would simply disappear. He didn’t know the rules. He didn’t know if there were any. They seemed to be making them up as they went along.

“In this time,” he said, “are you truly not yet born?”

“Not for years and years.”

“Then how is it you can exist, here and now, with me?”

She looked up at him, her head arched against the pillow. “I really don’t know, Alaric. I only know that I do, and that I have never felt more alive than when I’m with you.”

“If you . . . stayed, here, with me, what would happen when you are born?”

Laura rolled onto her back, her leg still hooked around him and her body pressed alongside his. She cradled her head on her arm, the sinuous curve of her underarm upraised. Tiny beads of sweat pearled her collarbone, a necklace of her own making. “I don’t know. But my time isn’t a good one, Alaric. It’s a dangerous time, when the whole world has been at war with itself. I’ve seen things I can’t erase from my mind. People have done things that take away their humanity—and now they are expected to carry on like decent citizens.”

“I know what war is,” Alaric said.

“Not war like this,” Laura said quietly. “We can never be the same, any of us. Being here with you makes me feel like none of that could ever happen.”

“Maybe it won’t,” he said gently, running his palm over her sweet flesh.

“Oh, it will,” she said. “And then it will happen again. Time isn’t the only endless cycle.”

 

An Excerpt from


SEDUCED BY A PIRATE



by Eloisa James

In Eloisa James’s companion story to The Ugly Duchess, Sir Griffin Barry, captain of the infamous pirate ship The Poppy, is back in England to claim the wife he hasn’t seen since their wedding day . . . but this is one treasure that will not be so easy to capture.

 

“You’re married to a pirate?”

Phoebe Eleanor Barry—wife to Sir Griffin Barry, pirate—nearly smiled at the shocked expression on her friend Amelia Howell-Barth’s face. But not quite. Not given the sharp pinch she felt in the general area of her chest. “His lordship has been engaged in that occupation for years, as I understand it.”

“A pirate. A real, live pirate?” Amelia’s teacup froze, halfway to her mouth. “That’s so romantic!”

Phoebe had rejected that notion long ago. “Pirates walk people down the plank.” She put her own teacup down so sharply that it clattered against the saucer.

Her friend’s eyes grew round, and tea sloshed on the tablecloth as she set her cup down. “The plank? Your husband really—”

“By all accounts, pirates regularly send people to the briny deep, not to mention plundering jewels and the like.”

Amelia swallowed, and Phoebe could tell that she was rapidly rethinking the romantic aspects of having a pirate within the immediate family. Amelia was a dear little matron, with a rosebud mouth and brown fly-away curls. Mr. Howell-Barth was an eminent goldsmith in Bath, and likely wouldn’t permit Amelia to pay any more visits once he learned how Sir Griffin was amusing himself abroad.

“Mind you,” Phoebe added, “we haven’t spoken in years, but that is my understanding. His man of business offers me patent untruths.”

“Such as?”

“The last time I saw him, he told me that Sir Griffin was exporting timber from the Americas.”

Amelia brightened. “Perhaps he is! Mr. Howell-Barth told me just this morning that men shipping lumber from Canada are making a fortune. Why on earth do you think your husband is a pirate, if he hasn’t told you so himself?”

“Several years ago, he wrote his father, who took it upon himself to inform me. I gather he is considered quite fearsome on the high seas.”

“Goodness me, Phoebe. I thought your husband simply chose to live abroad.”

“Well, he does choose it. Can you imagine the scandal if I had informed people that Sir Griffin was a pirate? I think the viscount rather expected that his son would die at sea.”

“I suppose it could be worse,” Amelia offered.

“How could it possibly be worse?”

“You could be married to a highwayman.”

“Is there a significant difference?” Phoebe shrugged inelegantly. “Either way, I am married to a criminal who stands to be hanged. Hanged, Amelia. Or thrown into prison.”

“His father will never allow that. You know how powerful the viscount is, Phoebe. There’s talk that Lord Moncrieff might be awarded an earldom.”

“Not after it is revealed that his son is a pirate.”

“But Sir Griffin is a baronet in his own right! They don’t hang people with titles.”

“Yes, they do.”

“Actually, I think they behead them.”

Phoebe shuddered. “That’s a terrible fate.”

“Come to think of it, why is your husband a baronet, if his father is a viscount and still living?” Amelia asked, knitting her brow. Being a goldsmith’s wife, she had never been schooled in the intricacies of this sort of thing.

“It’s a courtesy title,” Phoebe explained. “Viscount Moncrieff inherited the title of baronet as well as that of viscount, so his heir claims the title of baronet during the current viscount’s life.”

Amelia digested that. Then, “Mrs. Crimp would be mad with glee if she found out.”

“She will be mad with glee,” Phoebe said, nausea returning.

“What do you mean?”

“He’s back,” Phoebe said helplessly. “Oh, Amelia, he’s back in England.”
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