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[image: Chapter One]


  [image: C]lark eased the door open enough to peer into the closet. Scratch that, make it a ballroom. Faded curtains with moth-chewed holes were fastened to the walls to display a stage. Forgotten props leaned against the back, a mixture of painted shrubbery and constructed balconies, as though the musty room couldn’t decide what it wanted to be.


  This would be fun. He’d never come across a rundown, exotic hideout in the desert. Clark tucked his lock-picking kit into his jacket pocket and nudged the door shut behind him. His breath sounded too loud in the still room, but no ghosts appeared to haunt the memories. Dust motes floated in the sunbeams coming through the windows near the ceiling. One window, of stained glass, sent a distorted image of the late king onto the hardwood floor. Clark pictured the theater where he’d grown up back in Tangled Wire, a space in the corner of the saloon where alcohol hadn’t puckered the floorboards too much. Sometimes, the saloon owner had made his mother dance with the younger Tarnished Silvers.


  “Mum would’ve shone on this stage,” Clark whispered. She could’ve worn her favorite green dress, to go along with the emerald shade of the curtains.


  Tables covered what remained of the room, littered with piles of gears and cogs. Broken clocks glared at him through their cracked faces.


  “Check near the stage.” The spirit of Clark’s father appeared beside him. Perfect, the ballroom needed a ghost. Black holes peered out instead of eyes, matching the space in his chest where a bullet had stolen his life. At last, a ghost to match the dismal space.


  “Your inventions show up in the weirdest places.” Clark stepped over a heap of clock keys, but one crunched beneath the heel of his riding boot.


  “Senator Horan never got this one, and he’s looked. Trust me, he’s looked. See, it was stolen right from my jacket! Never trust a girl wearing too much lip paint. She’ll slip her hand in your pocket and you’ll never see your watch or billfold again.”


  This had to be the point where a son grew tired of his father’s rambling and zoned out. He’d seen it enough on ranches, especially when the father wanted the son to follow in reluctant footsteps.


  Clark grinned. He could listen to his father, Eric, all day and never grow weary of his words. His mother must’ve felt like that, getting lost in Eric’s passion.


  “Senator Horan wanted to buy the pocket watch right after I finished it.” Eric waved his hands. “Nope, I told him. You’re too late. A pretty Tarnished Silver made off with it. He didn’t believe me, swore I was lying. He tried to pay me another small fortune in land.”


  Clark lifted the corner of a striped sheet thrown over a table, revealing glass plates for clock faces. “Don’t worry, your time travel device is safe.”


  Eric floated closer. “I told you, son. It’s not time travel.”


  “Right,” Clark teased, drawing out the word. At least if the pocket watch had to have been stolen, it hadn’t been tossed down a privy with other garbage. A clock collector—obsessed fellow, more likely—turned out to be a great alternative. “If I was going to collect something, I would definitely keep it in an old railroad station.” Not that he’d ever had the luxury of collecting anything. If he managed to own a second pair of shoes, he felt like a king.


  “It’s a magnificent workspace,” his father said. “Pity I didn’t think of using an old ballroom. Perfect light from every angle, lots of room to spread-out.”


  Clark studied the table closest to the stage. Pocket watches of various sizes ranged from thumbnail small to fist-size large, most dented. A polishing cloth had been thrown over a triangular-shaped one.


  “This was the first train station in Hedlund,” Eric rambled. “All they had here was a mission and a few shacks. The mountains were just starting to be mined and the king was encouraging farmers to come out here to the land. They wanted this station to be the hubbub of life. A great encouragement to the weaklings back east.”


  “Like you?” Clark lifted an oval pocket watch with diamonds on the front. The spaces of missing stones reminded him of a face scarred by the pox.


  “As the rest of Hedlund built up and the main cities extended to the ocean, this little town became quite little. It’s still a stop on the main railroad, but people don’t want to stay for dancing or a show. Did I tell you I wanted to be a professor?”


  The other gang members might not laugh if they knew Clark’s father was loaded—lots of the wealthy slept around with Tarnished Silvers—but they’d have a good roar over Brass Glass Clark having a professor for an old man. University brats hid behind books in shadowed libraries. They didn’t run around the desert with steamcycles and pistols.


  They didn’t get shot by mercenaries hired by a senator, either.


  Clark spotted a pocket watch with the Grisham family crest on the front: a swan with a key hanging from its beak. “Got it.” A tiny diamond winked from the swan’s eye.


  “Fools never got the bloody thing open.” Eric swung his hand as though to pat Clark’s shoulder, but he passed through his son instead. Clark had to accept his father for what he was, dead and transparent; at least he’d gotten the man into his life.


  Clark tipped the watch to study the edges, a row of buttons with numbers engraved on them. “A push code.”


  “Four-nine-one-six-three-one-five-seven-nine-two-five-three-two-six.” Eric slowed down to repeat it as Clark worked the code. The watch beeped, faint as a bird’s chirp, and the lid lifted. A miniature painting of a woman decorated the inner cover.


  “Who is that?” She wore her yellow hair in a bun with curls around her face, blue eyes and a pink smile.


  “My mother.”


  Clark sucked a breath through his teeth. His grandmother, with his hair and eyes. She looked as if she laughed a lot, with wrinkles around her mouth and a twinkle in those eyes. Would she have been the loving kind, who insisted they go to a café every weekend, or the type who drilled him with manners? He’d seen all kinds at the ranches he’d worked.


  “If you lift the watch face, there’s another code. Press on the lower rim.”


  Clark obeyed, and the ivory face lifted to reveal more buttons.


  “You can use that to forecast the weather. Type in the numbers for today’s date and close the face.”


  Clark pushed the buttons and lowered the front. The black hands whirled before they stopped at nine and four. Beyond the numbers were tiny pictures. The long hand pointed to the nine, with the image of a droplet, and the smaller hand indicated the four, with a sunset.


  “It will rain tonight,” Eric explained. “The pocket watch will foretell up to two weeks.”


  Clark whistled as he closed the watch and hung it by its gold chain around his neck, tucking it into the collar of his white button-up shirt. “Weather forecasting is never that accurate.”


  “Mine is. I used science! No one ever learned how to replicate my findings.”


  Clark couldn’t see how that could be used for evil like the other inventions Senator Horan desired, but it had been stolen from Eric. It deserved better than a dirty shop of clock collecting.


  The ballroom door squealed on its one-hundred-year-old hinges.


  “Brass glass.” Clark rolled onto the stage and ducked behind the curtain. Eric flashed into appearance beside him. Amethyst should’ve warned them if the man left the café in the first floor of the station. Had something happened to her? She should’ve been safe at the table near the kitchen where Clark had left her fawning over a new parasol.


  “You told me the clock smith wouldn’t be back for hours,” Clark hissed. “You said he was eating lunch with his sweetie.”


  “They must’ve had an argument.”


  His heart thudding, Clark bent his knees to peer through a hole in the curtain. A stout man with gray hair bushing around his scalp stepped into the ballroom, peeling a blue jacket off his arms. He scowled as he tossed it onto a grandfather clock with a missing pendulum.


  The brass cuff around the top of Clark’s right ear beeped and Amethyst’s voice sounded: “I lost track of the clock smith. He’s not in the café.”


  Clark pinched the cuff to turn it off, but the man near the door stiffened. He turned his head as he studied the room. Despite the ticking clocks, stillness settled. Clark could almost taste the age in the air.


  Good job, Am. Thanks for warning me after he came in.


  The man strode around the tables, stepping over piles without looking down. He unbuttoned his vest as he walked, his gaze on the props on the stage. Clark held his breath as dust lifted off the curtains to tickle his nose. He would not sneeze.


  Amethyst would know enough to wait at the café or on one of the benches, if the café closed before Clark could find an escape route. He swung his gaze around the ballroom, but the main door seemed to be the only one. There might be a back one behind some of the props, but that would mean moving them to find out. A click snared his attention back to the clock smith.


  The man pulled a handgun from his holster across his chest, bared by the open vest, and snapped the barrel back in place. He aimed it toward the floor, his arms stiff; he’d checked for bullets and must’ve found he had the weapon loaded.


  “Come on out,” he rasped. “I know I ain’t alone in here. Git out and face me, you sniveling crook.”


  So much for waiting for the man to leave so he could dash out.


  Clark breathed through his nose to calm himself. He couldn’t pretend he’d gotten lost. No one who was lost wound up in a locked clock shop. He couldn’t get out of the situation by explaining who he was, like he’d done at Douglas’s ranch. This man wouldn’t care his father was Eric Grisham, and he wouldn’t give his timepiece to Eric’s son just because he was Eric’s son. This man had somehow gotten the pocket watch from a Tarnished Silver. The original owner wouldn’t matter.


  Clark shouldn’t kill the clock smith, either. He was stealing from the man, who’d done nothing wrong other than love timepieces.


  “Trap door in the ceiling,” Eric said.


  Clark rocked back on his heels to squint up. In the corner, hidden by the curtain and shadowed from lack of sunlight, he spotted the rectangular outline of a trapdoor. A metal ladder had been nailed to the wall leading up to it.


  The clock smith crouched to look under the tables. “I ain’t fooling, you idiot.”


  Clark held his breath to keep his chest still as he eased away from the curtain, careful to keep the thick velvet from moving. He stepped to the ladder on his tiptoes, dreading a creak, but the ancient boards remained steady.


  “We’ll just talk,” the clock smith sneered.


  Talk. Right, with a handgun barrel pressed to his skull.


  Clark grasped a rung and swung up.


  The floorboard creaked.


  “Aha,” the man called.


  “Brass glass.” Clark scrambled upward. The metal bit into his gloved palm and his soles thumped against the rungs. The trap door had better not be locked. He didn’t have time to pick it.


  “Think you can make off with my stuff, eh?” The man scrambled onto the stage.


  Clark slammed his fist into the trapdoor and it lifted with a moan, dust falling around Clark like snow. He coughed, blinking to clear his stinging eyes.


  “He’s aiming at you,” Eric exclaimed.


  Who cared what lay above? He’d had to have spent a night before in worse squalor than whatever waited for him up there. Clark grabbed the edge of the opening and pulled himself up. A bullet pinged against the ladder as the boom of the handgun echoed through the ballroom.


  “Ain’t getting away from me,” the clock smith hollered.


  Clark rolled from the opening and yanked a linen handkerchief from his jacket to wipe dirt from his eyes. Light entered from a grimy window to illuminate more props and trunks. An old dress hung over a dressing screen in the corner… near a door.


  “I’ll getcha!” The metal ladder clanked as the clock smith grabbed it.


  Clark bolted across the space, leaping over a carved tree prop fallen on its side, and grabbed the door. Locked. “Brass glass it all.” No time to pick it. He yanked his pistol from his belt holster, aimed it at the lock, and fired. It snapped open and he shoved through, his boots pounding the floor, into a hallway somewhere in the bowels of the train station.


  “Next time, Pa, I’m studying blueprints.” He ran down the hallway as another bullet ricocheted off the doorway


  The hallway headed to stairs leading up. He took them two at a time. It would be better to go down, but as long as he got away, he’d be good. There had to be a space to hide; a closet, maybe. If he had to, he’d fire back, but he’d rather leave the innocent man alive.


  Another hallway. With a gaping doorway. Clark barreled through it and slammed the door behind him. He needed something to lock it with—there, a chair. He propped the high back against the doorknob. That would stall the clock smith.


  Great, another hallway.


  With a heating grate as tall as his waist. Clark kicked the metal and dug his pocketknife into the corner. The old nails pinged as they sprang free.


  “They use that to get behind the walls and fix the clocks,” Eric said.


  “More clocks,” Clark muttered. “Wonderful.” At least the passageway curved a few feet in so the man couldn’t shoot him without entering. Clark crouched as he dashed through, the muscles in his back and knees protesting at the awkward position. Cobwebs clung to the corners of the tunnel. A black spider as large as a silver dollar scrambled away from his feet. Next would be rats. Rats always followed spiders.


  He turned the corner again and boots sounded behind him.


  Around the next bend, Clark spotted another grate. Voices drifted through it, a jumbled mix. He dropped to his butt to kick it out. The first contact of his boot against metal sent a jolt up his leg. The next kick sent the grate spinning out. He rolled through just as the clock smith fired again.


  He stood on the balcony of the second floor overlooking the waiting area below, mahogany benches sprinkled with passengers. The ceiling above consisted of a glass dome. The late morning sunlight streamed through, warming the air. A couple stood on the other side of the balcony, gaping at him.


  Clark dashed for the stairs, tucking his pistol into its holster. As he reached the steps, the clock smith shouted, “Stop, you!”


  The man might remember Clark’s unbound blond hair, long enough to brush his shoulders, and his tanned skin, but if he ripped off his black jacket, Clark might be able to mesh with the crowd below. He’d blanched at the price when Amethyst bought it—for that money, he could have fed a whole ranch of hired hands for a year—but he could afford another, and a pauper might find it for covering. He jumped the last steps as he jerked off the leather and tossed it over the banister.


  “Thief,” the man bellowed.


  The crowd yelped as Clark shoved through them toward the café. He jumped over a valise and skidded onto the nearest bench. The man next to him glanced up from his newspaper, a top hat shadowing his eyes.


  Clark drew a deep breath to sound clearer. “Do you know when the next train to Hedlund City leaves?”


  “Check the board.” The man’s thick mustache twitched.


  The clock smith pummeled by and tripped over the valise Clark had hopped. He sprawled on the floor and his pistol rolled away. An elderly woman screamed.


  “He’s going to shoot us,” another female shouted.


  “I’m not,” the clock smith sputtered. “A thief in my office.” If he wanted to call his jumbled mess of timepieces an office, good for him.


  As people scrambled away from the fallen man, Clark blended in with them, steering toward the café. He pulled a leather thong from his pants pocket to fasten his hair back; it might make him a bit less conspicuous.


  He ducked through the glass door into a world where waitresses in black dresses glided by carrying silver trays of food. Couples and friends laughed at the small tables.


  A girl in a bright yellow dress sat at a center table, a pillbox hat resting crooked atop her pale ringlets. Young men and women crowded around her, some turning their chairs from other tables, and more standing in the background.


  Clark bit back a groan as he sauntered toward her, her laughter rising amongst the chatter.


  “Yes,” she sang. “Indeed I do know the Amethyst Treasure. She’s a total doll. The best person you’ll ever meet.” She flicked her wrist, her hand garbed in a white silk glove trimmed in pink lace. “The first time I met her, I told her my name was Amethyst Grisham and she nearly died. We both have the same name, you know. It tickles her near to death!”


  A gentleman in a suit caught her hand and kissed her clothed knuckles. “I can tell why she’s delighted by you.”


  Amethyst flashed him a smile of straight white teeth. “We’re bosom friends. She tells me all her secrets. I’m her only confidante.”


  Clark gritted his teeth as he bumped through the crowd. “Grandfather’s train came in. He’s ready to depart.”


  She blinked her painted lashes at him and sighed. At least it was in relief and not annoyance. Leave it to Amethyst to gain a following when she was supposed to act as look-out. “It seems I must be going. You’re a splendid audience.” She pushed her chair back, her gaze focused on Clark.


  His stomach did that happy clench he’d come to enjoy.


  “Who might this be?” asked the man who’d kissed her hand. He stood, folding his arms.


  Clark rolled his eyes and rested his hand on his pistol. “I’m her husband, chap.” They would have to go over, again, how it wasn’t a good idea to bring attention to themselves when they were stealing. Amethyst would’ve never survived alone as he’d done growing up.


  The man rocked back on his heels, stroking the two pistols at his belt. Awesome, they could have a shoot-out in the train station café.


  “So, darling,” Amethyst cooed as she wove through her group to clasp his hand. “They had a wonderful selection of lotion in the gift shop. I bought a bottle of Shea butter with chamomile.” She slid one arm around his neck, rising to her tiptoes. His groin clenched—brass glass, the operation to get the pocket watch had to keep fumbling.


  “You’ll have to show me later.” His hand on the small of her back, he turned toward the entrance. Of course, Amethyst, being Amethyst, turned to face him.


  She bit his lower lip before pushing against his front. Her tongue darted into his mouth and she moaned, lifting her right leg to drape it around the back of his knee. She tipped her head back, eyelids lowered, with that timid smile she only seemed to give him, as if she still craved his approval. Yes, she was his.


  “I can rub it all over you.” A little fun couldn’t hurt so long as they didn’t earn bullets in their brains. He trailed his finger along her jawline. “I know just where you like it… the most. Then I get to enjoy those little giggles.”


  She nuzzled her nose against his neck, whispering, “You should’ve answered me. I didn’t know what had happened to you.”


  The women sighed from behind them, as if envious of their public love fest. Clark heard the men shifting their stance. Buck down, boys. She’s made her choice.


  “Thief!” The clock smith roared into the café, waving his handgun overhead, his cheeks flushed and eyes wide.


  “Brass glass.” Clark pushed Amethyst behind him and lifted his arms to shield her. A waitress screamed and another dropped her tray. Porcelain dishes smashed against the marble floor.


  “You stole from me.” The clock smith’s hand wavered as he aimed the gun at Clark’s chest. “You give it back. We’ll duel like men.” He wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “You ain’t a man. You’re a crook.”


  The pocket watch had better not show around his neck. “You have me mistaken for someone else, sir. My wife and I were enjoying a meal here while we waited for my grandfather to arrive.”


  “I didn’t see this fellow eating,” the man who’d kissed Amethyst said from the crowd. Why couldn’t he have stayed quiet like the others? Clark should’ve kneed him in the balls the second he touched her.


  “You just came in, how would you know?” Amethyst swung around Clark, her yellow skirt swishing around her legs. She pushed the clock smith’s hand aside using her parasol. “This is a reputable establishment. You’re besmirching my husband’s good name when all he wanted to do was help his grandfather return home.”


  They would have to go over the best way for Amethyst to knock a gun aside. It should aim at the floor, not toward a quaking waitress with tears on her cheeks.


  “Where is this grandpa?” The clock smith curled his lips.


  “He’s waiting at our buggy,” Clark said. Lies needed to be kept simple and believable. Most of the people would have buggies, and a gentleman would assist his grandfather to the rig before fetching his wife from her entertainment.


  “I won’t bring a feeble, elderly man into this absurd ruckus,” Amethyst exclaimed. “Wait until my best friend, Amethyst Treasure, hears about this. She’ll love contributing this amusing story about how backward the west is. She has the ears of all the major Eastern newspapers, you know.”


  The clock smith licked his thin lips. “I know it was you, fella. You stole something from me.”


  He had no proof. He couldn’t have noticed one missing timepiece within the few minutes he’d attacked.


  “You think I took something from you, sir. What, pray tell, would that be?” It was almost fun to use civilized words. If Clark were back in the gang, he would’ve shot the man dead and moved on. Maybe it would be easier to take him outside for a duel. The clock smith’s hand shook—he couldn’t be a better shot than Clark.


  “I can call the sheriff,” a waitress offered. Any moment, the owner of the establishment or the train station master would appear to make the mess worse. Being detained for questioning wouldn’t help a thing, especially with the pocket watch on his person.


  “You… you,” the clock smith sputtered. “Hey, you were in my office. You wanted my watches.”


  Clark lowered his eyelids to appear bored. “I have a watch. I don’t need one of yours.” He pulled the tiny brass pocket watch from his vest pocket and held it up. “You can see my name on the back. This is clearly mine, a gift from my wife.” He kissed the top of her head. Amethyst had insisted on the inscription when she surprised him with it.


  “Every gentleman has an engraved pocket watch,” she’d said as she fastened it to him. “Be happy I didn’t order something gaudy.”


  “Not everyone is obsessed with clocks,” Clark added. “You may want to return to your shop. If there was a criminal in there, you need a detailed report of what was stolen to give to the sheriff.”


  “I’m sure he’ll help you track the thief and return your clock.” Amethyst tapped the floor with the tip of her parasol. “Come along, darling. Grandfather will grow impatient and make the ride terribly unpleasant.”


  “Good day, folks.” Clark held out his arm and she rested her hand in the crook of his elbow.


  “You really need a hat, darling,” she said as they glided through the café’s entrance. “What will grandfather say when he sees you acting like a hooligan?”


  Clark chuckled when they reached the street. In case anyone from the café watched, he steered her to the left where the buggies for rent waited. “Grandfather will love to hear about how only you can make yourself sound incredible by being your own best friend.”


  She spun in front of him to kiss his chest. “This is so much fun. Where is your father sending us next?”
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[image: Chapter Two]


  [image: T]he stationmaster wiped his nose on his monogrammed handkerchief, images of gears woven in the lace along the edge, a product of his wife’s handiwork. The ballroom had never seemed so dusty until the clocks took over. When the stationmaster had been a child, the room had still been used for dances and guest speakers, despite the white paint peeling on the walls and the dying curtains.


  “I swear it.” The clock smith’s face streaked red from his chin to his ears. “I went through everything, checked stuff with my inventory. The boy took off with the swan watch.”


  The stationmaster flared his nostrils as he studied the cluttered ballroom. “You know, Dan, I’m negotiating with a very powerful man on your behalf in regards to that pocket watch.”


  Dan turned redder, somehow. The stationmaster had never before seen anyone that purplish shade. “I know full well you’re getting half the commission.”


  “We’ll both make a goodly amount.” He should get more than half. Dan wouldn’t have known the prize he had if the stationmaster hadn’t mentioned seeing the advertisement for its return. He’d happened to mention it when Dan paid his rent for the ballroom office. Fate had worked in their favor. “You must’ve mentioned it to someone. How else would anyone know it was here?”


  Dan backpedaled, blinking. “I didn’t blab, not even to my sweetheart. I only told you I had it. Who’d you tell?”


  The flier had been sent with the wanted posters that the station master hung around the terminal each month. Each year, the flier passed around, and had been for at least twenty years.


  “I grabbed it up cheap,” Dan had said. “The pawn shop guy said it won’t open. I’ve been working on it. I love a challenge with my watches.”


  The stationmaster doubted Dan made much profit on his clock refurbishing, but the man loved his work and took in projects people paid him for to get by. “I only wrote to Senator Horan in answer to his flier.”


  “Who knows what secretary pawed through the letters.”


  Dirt ground beneath his shoes as the stationmaster crossed to the stage. He’d forgotten about the abandoned props.


  “I never let anyone in here,” Dan continued. “I meet with my clients out by the benches. Nobody but me comes in. I like to keep organized for myself, you see.”


  The grime made it obvious the station cleaners never got to delve into the space. “What about the trap door?” The stationmaster pointed up. “You said the villain escaped that way. It wasn’t locked?”


  “No lock on a trap door.”


  “We can fix that.” The stationmaster rubbed the bridge of his nose. “So the supposed thief went with that girl everyone was talking about. Amethyst Grisham.”


  “I know it was him. Had to be him.”


  “It looked like him?” Who could say clockwork hadn’t dimmed Dan’s eyesight?


  Dan coughed. “More or less.”


  “I’ll mention it in my letter.” The stationmaster sighed. Senator Horan had been willing to pay two thousand dollars for the broken watch. “I should’ve sent it instead of negotiating for more. I’d been certain it had to have sentimental value. Why else would he want it? The diamond couldn’t be worth much, if it was real.”


  “It had to be them. It was a Grisham watch.”


  “What?” The stationmaster whirled around. “I thought we were talking about Senator Horan’s pocket watch.” They could still get the money. He pulled off his top hat and shook it at Dan. “Don’t fool with me like that.”


  Dan backed into a table. The clock parts scattered across it rattled. “N-no, it is that watch, the one Senator Horan wants. I looked up the swan symbol on the front. It’s the Grisham family crest.”


  “Bloody gears.” The stationmaster jerked his hat back on. Dan had claimed to have owned the pocket watch for ten years, and that flier of Senator Horan’s had gone around long before that. “Did the Grisham family hunt it down then? Why didn’t they just ask you for it back?”


  Dan gulped. “The girl called the thief Clark, said he was her husband. Clark Grisham, then.”


  
    [image: ]

  


  Jeremiah Treasure wondered when he’d become an alcoholic. Up until his twentieth birthday, he’d never touched a drop of the stuff except for some wine at the holidays. That was when his father had handed over the running of the ranch so he could concentrate on the other businesses. Let Garth have his mines and railroads. Jeremiah yearned for the feel of hot wind stroking his face as he galloped his roan through a field after a wayward calf.


  In the evenings, he and his father would sit in the office, sharing some rum, and discuss how the ranch got on. Jeremiah wondered if he should resent his father’s prying, but Garth had built the family name up since his boyhood when he’d trained to be a lawyer. After university, he’d joined the army, raised to the title of major captain, and fell in love with the land out west. He could teach a lot.


  Jeremiah glared into his shot glass of vodka. He should’ve never started those nightly glasses of rum. They led to drinking whenever his nerves became agitated.


  “Jere?” Alyssa Ottman’s gentle voice jerked him from his thoughts. “You’ve already had two of those. I think three should be your limit.”


  He glanced at his girlfriend in the wicker porch chair beside him. If she’d told Clark that, his half-brother would’ve laughed and made a joke. Thanks for keeping an eye on me, Mother.


  Jeremiah winced. Where had the Clark reference come from? That bastard, taking the word literally, had crawled into him. In less than a season, had Clark really made that much of an impact on the family?


  “He’s here!” Zachariah leapt off his chair to dart toward the road to meet the steamcoach Garth had sent to the train station.


  Jeremiah lifted the shot glass to his lips, but paused. Alyssa hated alcohol. Scowling, he set it back down on the porch table. He could have been entertaining her in the garden or checking on the ranch hands, rather than awaiting Captain Greenwood. Why would the head of the army for Hedlund want to see his little brother, anyway? Zachariah didn’t scream specialness.


  The government took anyone into the army, and Zachariah had never seen action because he was Garth’s son. The wealthy held titles in the army out of prestige, not because they deserved them. That had to be why Clark always fidgeted whenever someone mentioned the soldiers.


  The Bromi driver hopped down from his seat to open the steamcoach door. A rotund man in his blue army uniform stepped down, straightening the visor on his cap. Gold tassels hung off his broad shoulders and metals glistened on his jacket.


  Jeremiah rose from his seat as the others on the porch followed suit. Zachariah shook the captain’s hand, his face glowing in the afternoon sunlight. Captain Greenwood continued up the path to the ranch house without looking at Zachariah, who tagged at his heels: a puppy yipping for attention from its master. Zachariah weakened the Treasure name. Maybe Clark should join the army, to prove what kind of a man a Treasure could be.


  Jeremiah scowled. Clark was on his mind again.


  Garth shook the captain’s hand. “Welcome, sir. We’re pleased to have you at the Treasure Ranch.”


  “Captain Treasure.”


  Garth laughed. “People don’t call me that anymore. I haven’t been an active member since Jeremiah was born. It’s ‘Master Treasure’ around here, but please, call me Garth.”


  “Mister Treasure, then. We believe in formality in the army.”


  “As long as you make the title of Captain, you keep it your entire life,” Zachariah recited. “It’s an honor. Even if you raise up in the ranks, ‘Captain’ you remain in public.”


  His little brother could’ve been in a schoolroom practicing his times tables for a tutor. Thinking back, that was how he’d acted for the professor their father had hired: studious, solemn, and perfect. Jeremiah’s Professor Esselte had cared more about shooting apples off trees than quoting classics.


  Every Friday, the professors had lined their pupils in Garth’s office for them to recite a weekly essay for him and Georgette. Professor Esselte had helped Jeremiah write about the land and ranches, about new irrigation methods and farming inventions. He’d loved the discussions with his father that followed.


  Zachariah had talked about ancient civilizations and bowed while their parents clapped. No one applauded him now. He shrank against the railing while his widened eyes tried to consume Captain Greenwood.


  Jeremiah scratched his chin. If he’d been promoted to Colonel, he would’ve preferred that title to Captain. The army had to do things differently.


  Garth rested his hand on Georgette’s back. “I would like to introduce you to my wife, Georgette.”


  Captain Greenwood kissed her gloved knuckles. “A pleasure, my lady.”


  “Welcome.” Georgette smiled.


  “My son, Jeremiah.”


  Jeremiah shook the captain’s hand, surprised at the softness of his beefy palm. He’d expected active army men to have calluses, thickened skin. They shot weapons, rode vehicles and horses. Did the man sit somewhere all day? He should be keeping the peace when Bromi attacked the outlying farms or when ranchers feuded.


  “Got a firm shake there. You looking to get into the army?” Captain Greenwood grinned, but it didn’t touch his eyes. His gaze darted around the porch as if looking for something. Didn’t Georgette’s potted spider plants and white wicker furniture appeal to him?


  Jeremiah tensed. “No, sir. The land’s in my heart.”


  “This is Alyssa Ottman,” Garth continued. “She’s the daughter of a family friend.”


  “Good afternoon, sir.” She curtsied in her blue gingham dress. If Amethyst were doing it, her bosom would spill from a low-cut bodice. Alyssa kept things proper, with a high lace collar and a corset the same color as the skirt. Jeremiah held his hands behind his back to keep from holding her arm. She wasn’t his, yet.


  “Pretty thing,” Captain Greenwood said. “You look like a flower, Miss Ottman.”


  Not a flower. That would be Amethyst, all bright and weird, one second innocent and the next poisonous. Alyssa was rain, soothing and soft.


  “You’ve got another son?” Captain Greenwood’s gaze took to the yard, hesitating on the nearest barn where a ranch hand carried two buckets through the open double doors.


  Garth nodded. “My son, Clark, is traveling with my daughter for the summer. She stays in New Addison City for most of the year and wanted to see Hedlund.”


  Captain Greenwood pursed his lips before the grin returned. “Our Hedlund is a good place. She won’t be disappointed none. Now, about this boy. I don’t remember hearing about him before.”


  “I doubt you’ve heard much about our family,” Georgette said. “Our names might be well known, but we tend to stay quiet, sir. We keep to our own affairs.”


  Jeremiah hid his smirk with a cough. Good for his mother. Captain Greenwood didn’t need to know their secrets.


  “You’ll enjoy being a guest here,” Alyssa said as smoothly as Georgette spoke. “The Treasures are fabulous hosts. I’ve never felt more at home. You’ll have to try Mistress Treasure’s lemonade. I swear it’s the best in Hedlund.”


  “Zachariah, my boy.” Captain Greenwood clapped him on the shoulder and laughed, brightening Zachariah’s beam. “You never said anything about your big family. For all I knew, it could be just you and your old man.”


  Unlikely, given the popularity and notoriety of the Treasure name.


  “If you do care about our personal lives, the newspapers in the East enjoy writing about my daughter,” Garth said.


  Jeremiah clenched his teeth to avoid chuckling. Garth would scowl at those tabloids—the only time he did scowl—and throw them into the hearth to burn. Jeremiah had never dared to ask if his father believed the things written about Amethyst’s wild ways.


  “Newspapers like to prey on the wealthy,” Garth had said once. “We fascinate them somehow. They don’t care what they write so long as readers eat it up.”


  “Zachariah sure is an asset to our country,” Captain Greenwood continued. Jeremiah doubted Zachariah did more than spurt facts and follow his superiors around playing the puppy. “What about this other son? Clark, you said? Would he want to join the army?”


  “It is an option for him, but like Jeremiah, Clark prefers a different lifestyle.” Garth opened the front door. “Won’t you come in? The day is still heating and lemonade might be more cheerful in the parlor.”


  “Clark Treasure, would that be?”


  Jeremiah caught himself before snorting. The captain must’ve heard about how Garth had claimed a Tarnished Silver’s boy as his own. He didn’t have to rub it in.


  Garth shut the door, his eyebrows knit. Anyone who knew him would tell his nerves had been agitated, but his voice remained calm. “Captain Greenwood, Clark Treasure is the newest addition to my family. In my youth, I dallied with a Tarnished Silver and begot a son. I do not shy from my mistakes and we have welcomed Clark. He will have every advantage as my legitimate children.”


  “This will not tarnish our name,” Georgette added. “We are all happy to have Clark with us.”


  Captain Greenwood tapped one foot and cracked his knuckles, the grin finally real. Did he have a bastard somewhere that he’d claimed, and was glad to see someone else do it? Why would Clark fascinate him so much?


  “He grew up here?” Captain Greenwood asked. “You saw him every day in town?”


  “We don’t go to town every day,” Jeremiah snapped. “It’s too far away for that. We have work here.”


  “Your tone.” Alyssa brushed her fingertips over his elbow.


  “Clark grew up elsewhere before the mine in his town ran dry,” Garth said.


  “His mother lives here too?”


  “Alas, she’s passed away.” Georgette clenched her hands across her stomach.


  Jeremiah wanted to punch the captain—his questions bordered on rude when he should be thankful the Treasures had accepted his request to visit. His mother deserved respect, not to have Clark’s parentage thrown in her face.


  Captain Greenwood smiled broader. “Clark must miss Tangled Wire.”


  “We are all adapting to the new setting as well as can be.” Garth opened the door again. “Captain, to the parlor. Our Bromi is waiting to serve us.”


  “Relax,” Alyssa whispered as the others filed into the house. “He may be gruff, but he’s used to the army where men don’t hold to manners.”


  Jeremiah narrowed his eyes. No one had mentioned Clark grew up in Tangled Wire. They hadn’t told anyone, ever.
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  Garth sighed, massaging his temple. “Jere, I know the captain is trying. He isn’t like our usual guests.”


  “How did he know?”


  “Clark must’ve mentioned it to someone. News about us does spread.”


  Jeremiah clenched his fists. “He acted as if he didn’t know anything about Clark.”


  Garth turned in his chair to stare at the twilight outside the office window. “Jere, you’ve been sheltered here.”


  “I’ve been to auctions.”


  “In Hedlund. You’ve never left the state. People are used to you here. You’re not an oddity. Bloody gears, most of the people here are trying hard to survive each day. In other places, like in cities, people crave celebrities. They’re fascinated by them, look up to them. I’m one of the richest men in the country. Everything I do is interesting to them, so everything you do is just as amazing. Amethyst dealt with that every day.”


  “It doesn’t feel right.” Jeremiah needed a glass of rum to keep himself from exploding. His father couldn’t pretend the captain was just gruff.


  “Son.” Garth laid his hand on the stack of papers on his desk. “Alyssa has been here for five weeks now. You spend every moment you aren’t working at her side, and she hasn’t made a move to return to her home.”


  “She’s grieving.” The conversation didn’t have to do with Alyssa. The captain took priority.


  “If you have intentions toward her, make them clear. Nothing will change.” Garth closed his eyes. “Take a trip around Hedlund. See things you’ve never looked at.”


  “You want us to travel with Clark and Amethyst?” The last thing he wanted was to stop at every store while Amethyst fawned over the newest style of gloves. Clark had to be a prince to put up with her.


  “Take your own trip. Take Alyssa to the east. Neither of you have been there.”


  “I’ve never wanted to go east. Father, I have work to do here.”


  Garth laughed. “You think I don’t know how to run my own ranch?”


  “Bloody gears!” Jeremiah slammed his fist into the desk. “What about Captain Greenwood?”


  The office door opened and the captain barreled inside, as if he’d been eavesdropping for an opportunity.


  He should’ve knocked. Jeremiah folded his arms to keep from punching the idiot.


  “Captain Greenwood.” Garth folded his hands on his desk. “I thought you were in the parlor with Zachariah and the ladies. Alyssa loves charades.”


  “What are you doing for Hedlund Day?” the captain asked, as if no question had been posed.


  “Hedlund Day is two weekends away,” Jeremiah growled. “That shouldn’t have to do with charades.” He pictured Alyssa’s hurt face when the captain didn’t want to play her game, and he wanted to punch him anew. Jeremiah usually got the Bromis to play late into the night, until Alyssa was tired enough to seek her bed.


  “Hedlund Day celebrates the founding of the territory,” Captain Greenwood exclaimed. “It’s a national holiday.”


  “Only in Hedlund.” Garth cleared his throat. “We do the same each year. Families enjoy a picnic in town, and at night, each ranch shoots fireworks. Those who can’t afford their own, or live in town, visit a ranch for the night.”


  “We’ll have a celebration here.” Captain Greenwood had that grin again that made Jeremiah grind his teeth. “It will be a huge party. Your wife will love organizing it. Women adore that sort of thing. Invite Clark.”


  Garth stared without an expression. Would his father agree?


  “You have no right telling us what to do. You’re a guest,” Jeremiah said.


  “A party will be perfect,” the captain raved. “I’ll invite other army men. Zachariah will love mingling with his superiors and he may make connections to further his career in the army.”


  Could that be a bribe?


  “Clark will feel more at home,” the captain continued. “You can afford it, Treasure.”


  Another breech of manners—money should never be discussed except in private by family members.


  “Make sure Clark comes,” Captain Greenwood said. “I’d love to meet the newest Treasure.”


  Thunder rumbled outside.
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  “How nice that it will rain.” Alyssa leaned against the second-floor wrap-around porch of the ranch house. Wind arose, tugging at her chignon. Amethyst would’ve pulled out her hair pins and shook her head to make curls bounce everywhere. Jeremiah grinned. Alyssa knew how to be a proper ranch lady.


  Jeremiah dropped his leather traveling bag onto his bed and popped the brass latch open. “When it rains here, it pours. There will be flooding.”


  “That’s the same as at home in Eastern Hedlund.” She cupped her hand and held it out to catch the first droplets that fell from the night sky. “I love to sleep with the sound of rain on the roof.”


  I’d love to sleep with you. Jeremiah coughed. “You can pack fast, right?”


  She leaned her back against the railing to face him through the door leading from the balcony into his bedroom. “Yes. I haven’t purchased anything since arriving. I’ve kept the few things your mother loaned me separate in the wardrobe.”


  “We can leave on the train tomorrow. There should be tickets available. Do you care if we don’t take much? We shouldn’t be more than a week.”


  “With the rain, we should stay here. Some roads can become quite hazardous.”


  Jeremiah wiped his hand over his mouth. The Treasure Ranch had never been as much fun as with Alyssa present. She brought a glow to the everyday activities. Normally, he rose, worked, enjoyed a quiet evening, and went to bed. With Alyssa, he couldn’t wait to join her for lunch or to take her for an afternoon ride while he checked the grounds. “Do you want to stay here?”


  She stepped to the doorway. Thunder vibrated across the plains, stretching across the flatness. “I’m only here because of you.”


  Jeremiah froze. The light from the gas lamps on his dresser danced across her freckled face. She didn’t smile, didn’t frown, her lips parted and eyes seemed to glisten. His father’s words exploded back.


  “Do you”—his voice cracked—“want to… be a… couple?”


  Amethyst would’ve said, “Couple of what?”


  Blast her; she needed to get out of his thoughts. If his sister didn’t want to be a part of the family, he wouldn’t consider her.


  “Do you mind if I court you?” His throat tightened. The time she’d spent with him had felt like that, when he’d dated a few girls in town. They hadn’t known enough about manners. Proper ladies always wore shoes and they didn’t climb trees, didn’t shoot. His mother had drilled propriety into them even if they lived in the untamed west.


  If Alyssa said no, he wouldn’t know how to act around her. Their time together would slip away.


  “You will have to ask my father.” Alyssa smiled. “I will be very happy if he gives his permission.”


  Lightness lifted off Jeremiah with a whoosh. He sank onto the edge of his bed with a smile so broad it made his lips sting. “I’ll do that on this trip. I’ll check a map, see where to stop first.”


  Alyssa glanced down the porch before stepping into his room. He almost laughed. She’d refused to enter before, claiming it wouldn’t be seemingly since his parents were kind enough to shelter her.


  “Captain Greenwood might be gruff,” she said, “but what will you learn by going to his post? That his other men are just as unseemly? They don’t take only noblemen to be officers. Most soldiers are those who can’t make a living doing anything else. They’re also the hard working who want to give back to the country that protects them, the poor who yearn to survive.”


  Her words painted pictures as if her life were a novel. “I have a feeling. Something isn’t right with him. It’s not just gruffness, I swear.” He crossed to hold her hands. “Trust me. It’s how we ranchers get by. We have to trust our feelings.”


  “Are you sure he’s in Bromi Grove? That sounds terrifying.”


  “They only call it that because it was the first town cleared of Bromis. It’ll be safe. From what he told Zachariah, he was one of them to kill off those nasty Bromis and he’s had his post there ever since.”


  “You think he tells your brother the truth?”


  “Why not? Zachariah worships him. It’ll help the captain think he’s safe here. There’s something else going on, though, and I won’t let it hurt my family.” He opened his wardrobe and rifled through the shirts to find his fanciest. It would help his parents think he was just taking Alyssa on a trip. Asking her father for permission made the perfect reason.


  “He really wants Clark,” Alyssa whispered.


  Ice crept over Jeremiah’s skin. It had to be from the wind and rain blowing through the door. “My family’s affairs aren’t for everyone’s pleasure.”


  She shook her head. “It’s more than that. He was too eager. Do you think he deserted?”


  It would explain Clark’s aversion to the army. Jeremiah stiffened. A Treasure didn’t desert anything. However, if he had, that was for the family to deal with. They didn’t need Captain Greenwood airing that. His mother would want to hear Clark’s side of the story before thinking ill of him.


  Clark had known the suffering of Alyssa’s sister when no one else had other than her diary. Another secret of Clark’s. Treasures didn’t need secrets kept from each other. They were honest and hard-working. Next time Clark came home, Jeremiah wouldn’t stop until they were all open.
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  From what I gather, this newfound son is the man we seek. His background and looks, as described to me by the father, match. He is traveling, but the father has called him home for Hedlund Day. They will host a celebration. We need adequate backup to apprehend.


  Captain Greenwood signed his name to the bottom of the letter, folded the paper, and stuck it into the envelope. He dripped wax onto the back and pressed his signet ring into it to create the image of the interlacing C and G.


  Leaving his bedroom, he discovered a Bromi slave scrubbing the kitchen table. The Treasures had retired to their beds, so Captain Greenwood pulled three coppers from his jacket pocket.


  “Take this into town for it to be mailed by morning.” Captain Greenwood thrust the letter against the Bromi’s chest. “If an express is offered, see it used. Here are funds to pay for that. See that they aren’t stolen or you will be executed. There are others to take your place.”


  The man blinked his black eyes. Stupid Bromi. They couldn’t do a simple job. “Do you understand my language?”


  “Yes, sir. The express won’t run none in this weather.”


  “See that it does. I have extra coins. I’ll check next time I’m in town to see it was done.”


  “It isn’t safe to travel at night in rain. The floods come fast these parts.”


  “That’s why I’m sending you.” The man was stupider than a child. He didn’t even dress proper, with the front of his shirt undone to his belly button. He should be wearing the cravat required by all Bromis in civilized company to hide that ridiculous tribal tattoo they all sported on their necks below their right ears.


  Captain Greewood ripped the belt off his waist and brought it across the Bromi’s face. “Get going, slave! See that it goes out as soon as possible.”


  His skin tingled and breath rasped in his lungs. Clark Treasure had never been so close to his clutches. The fool wouldn’t escape again. He and his condition belonged to the government.
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  [image: T]hat’s the book.” Eric pointed to the center of the top shelf. “See that black streak at the bottom of the spine? That’s supposed to be a nine. It was my ninth journal.”


  Clark grasped the top and angled it toward him, pulling the book from the shelf. The leather had been worn smooth in the corners, unmarked apart from the smear that had once been a number. He glanced to make sure no one except for them dwelled in the back of the bookstore. “Why didn’t Senator Horan want your diaries?”


  “He didn’t care about a man’s ramblings. He wanted my texts, my figure journals. Those had all my calculations.” Eric snorted. “Got them too, except for two Donald has and one I left at Garth’s.”


  Clark lifted his eyebrows. When his father had said to retrieve his diary, he’d expected confidential and incriminating information. “Does this list everything you had for breakfast?”


  “Yes. A good diary keeps a daily list.”


  “We traveled twenty miles to know how many eggs you had on a Monday.” Only a professor would think that kind of account worth something. “Sometimes, I was happy if I got a chicken’s egg to boil once a month.”


  He winced. It wasn’t Eric’s fault he’d had to live in poverty.


  “It’s my diary. It belongs with family,” Eric whispered.


  “Brass glass,” Clark muttered. “I’m glad… to have it.” The book in hand, he headed toward the front of the bookshop. Amethyst browsed fashion magazines in a stand beside the counter.


  She flashed him a smile as thunder grumbled outside. “Find what you wanted, love?”


  He held up the journal. “This should be just the thing.” He pecked her lips before setting the book on the counter.


  The salesclerk stopped writing in a ledger to poke the leather cover with his pencil. “Didn’t think that one would ever go. You into ramblings?”


  “Don’t tell him why you want it,” Eric said. “Horan might track you down.”


  Would there ever be a time when someone didn’t track him? Clark brushed a curl behind Amethyst’s cheek, her smile making his heartbeat race. He’d found the girl who made him want to be something more than a mine worker. They deserved a life together where he could let her do what she wanted with their house, and they could go to her club. He could ride steamcycles through fields and find ways to help the Bromis.


  “University project,” Clark said. That should cover it. Last season, he wouldn’t have imagined himself in a bookstore with a girl who didn’t care if he kept her up all night making her squeal. Winters depended on him finding a ranch to work at so he could have shelter. They hired the most in the warm weather. Sometimes, he had to retreat to the Bromis.


  “Fifty cents.” The clerk wrote the purchase in his ledger. Clark handed him the coins and he tucked them under the desk. “Stay safe in the rain.”


  “Ranchers will be happy.” Clark tipped his hat, tucked the journal under his jacket, and escorted Amethyst through the door. Rain pelted from the sky like beads of ice. He turned his head down to use the brim of his hat for shelter, and tucked his wife under his arm. Mud swelled in the deep ruts of the road. She squealed when her foot splashed into one.


  “It never rains like this in New Addison City,” she shouted over a rumble of thunder.


  “The torrents always come like this in the summer.” It ruined the paths for steamcycles, trapping him where he’d been until Hedlund began to dry. It wouldn’t last longer than a week, but it made it hard if he didn’t have enough food.


  He lifted her over a deeper puddle and directed her toward the stagecoach. The driver huddled on the porch of the saloon. He tipped his mug at them as Clark waved.


  Clark opened the stagecoach door and helped Amethyst inside. Larger than a steamoach, it would hold up to twenty-people, and take them back to Snow Ridge where they’d left their luggage at the inn. He took off his hat and shook it at the floor. Droplets sprayed in the light of the gas lamp above.


  Amethyst spread out on the seat. “You think we’ll have the ride to ourselves?”


  “Would be nice.” Clark parted the curtain to peer through the window of the door, but the gas lamp inside caused his own reflection to answer his gaze.


  “That man on the way here—ugh!—I swear he hasn’t bathed a day. Ever. I’ve never smelt anything so bad.”


  Clark chuckled. “Stay out of fields, then.” He removed the journal and ran his finger over the worn cover. His father had kept this with him. He’d read from it, recorded his dreams and his days. The book had seen more of the man than Clark ever would.


  “I can see why people resort at Snow Ridge.” Amethyst shook water off her skirt. “The skiing must be nice in the winter. I went skiing once with Mary, a friend of mine back in the city. It wasn’t very fun. Quite tedious to stay upright. I ended up staying in the lodge. I found the most delightful people in there.”


  Clark opened to the first page, where his father had written his name and the date. He turned to the next, where his father had made an inventory of the contents of his desk.


  “Have you ever been skiing? We’ll go sometime. You might enjoy it. You’re more… athletic.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Especially in the bedroom.”


  He winked at her, but his hands trembled around the journal. It shouldn’t mean that much, but his father had written those words. He’d mulled over what to say and then chose.


  “They made us keep a diary when we were in school.” She bounced across the compartment to sit beside him, leaning against his shoulder. His coat had to be damp, but she smiled as if it didn’t matter. Rain had smudged the kohl and blue paint around her eyes giving her a ghostly look—spirits had those dark-rimmed eyes.


  “I never had enough paper to do something like this.” How would he know what to say? Who would care about the ramblings of a fugitive? “I could mention where I stayed the night. People would love to hear about how I slept under a fir tree because the lowest branches can add the most coverage.”


  Amethyst licked a raindrop off his neck. “Some people might like to hear about what you went through. I could help you write it down.”


  “Whatever you want.” He flipped through the pages in his father’s diary. Some were written in pencil, others in ink. Sometimes, he used careful printing, and other times his handwriting became cramped cursive. Clark scowled. “I can’t read this.”


  “It’s not too messy.”


  His fingers curled around the covers. He could read the printing in newspapers and books, even if some of the words confused him, but no one had ever showed him cursive. His mother taught him to write using block letters and the seamstress in Tangled Wire, his beloved mentor, hadn’t bothered with fancy styles.


  “You’ll never use much book learning,” she’d said. “Breed young, lad. Men folk don’t last too long in the mines. You’ll be lucky to reach forty.” Despite advances in technology, accidents happened. A few too many breaths of poisonous gases and a fellow dropped over dead.


  Amethyst pointed at the middle of the page. “This mentions a Judith. That was your mother’s name, right?”


  Clark froze. “Yeah.” His father had met his mother then?


  Eric appeared on the seat across from them with a smile on his blackened mouth. “That’s another reason I wanted you to fetch that one. I can tell you how much I loved her, but it’s after the fact. I wanted to show you.”


  A tear stabbed Clark’s eye. “Brass glass.” He drew a deep breath that shook in his lungs. If he were with anyone else, he’d be ashamed, or think about the army to anger himself. The diary should be read in private, yet he couldn’t.


  “Am, will you… read it to me?” Did that hoarse voice belong to him? He hadn’t sounded so meek since he was a child and the saloon owner whipped him with a belt for knocking over a tray of biscuits.


  His mother had suffered abuse for giving up a night to lay him on her bed and wash his back with cold rags.


  Amethyst linked her arm through his and rested her cheek against his shoulder. “Tell me if you want me to stop.” She tapped the page with her fingernail to follow the words she read. “I rescind my earlier comments about Tangled Wire being a haven for incest and crime. Most of these Western mining towns fare the same. I can easily brand this as the king’s heel, for this president doesn’t care either, and this seems to be the human filth the east has ridiculed. Tangled Wire, however, has a gem. Her name is Judith…Kurjaninow?” Amethyst paused on the name until he nodded. “I can call her pretty, for she is. The Eastern beauties would think her plain despite the make-up she’s forced to wear, but her smile captured the room.”


  “I hated those cosmetics,” Eric said. “I would have preferred her without anything.”


  Clark closed his eyes as more tears threatened. His mother had deserved a quiet home where she could be appreciated for more than how much money she could wrangle.


  “She served Garth and I our supper in the saloon,” Amethyst read. “She seemed nervous, unlike the other Tarnished Silvers. I asked her how long she’d been employed and she claimed for only a few months. I saw miners leering at her and to keep her from them, I bought her for the night. We spoke. It would take a journal unto itself to describe the histories we shared, but I will mention that she is an orphan at sixteen. We are alike in that parentage. She sleeps now and I write. I know Garth will be laughing at me, for we both swore not to ever pay for love. He has a wife to consider, and his sons. I have myself, and now I feel as though I have this Judith.”


  The stagecoach door slapped open and a thick man lumbered inside, rain splashing off his oiled coat across the floor. Clark snapped the journal shut so fast he caught Amethyst’s finger. She yelped, jerking it away. Clark hid the journal in his jacket as the newcomer splayed across the opposite seat.


  “Nasty weather,” he snarled. A thick brown beard streaked with gray protruded from his face, the moustache hiding his lips. Buckles and chains adorned the front and sleeves of his coat.


  “Are you taking the stagecoach?” Amethyst asked.


  “Course I am. Why else I be in here?” he bellowed. His voice seemed to shake the windows.


  Clark imagined the army, hearing the stomp of their horses in the forest as he fled, seeking cover. The closest he ever came to them happened there, where they came upon him almost at night, tracking him or hearing from trappers that they’d spotted a fellow hiking. He could escape better from ranches, when he could blend in with other ranch hands. The army moved as a group. A huge sight of blue-garbed men on horseback raised alarms.


  The tears dried in his eyes.


  “Your luggage up top?” he asked as something to say.


  “Don’t need no luggage,” the bearded man roared. “I’m a mountain hider. Got all I need right in here.” He patted the front of his coat; things jingled underneath.


  “You hide in the mountains?” Amethyst frowned.


  He hooted and slapped his leg. “That’s a funny one, chit.”


  “He hunts mountain lions,” Clark explained. “Easterners pay good money for a mountain lion hide to make into a coat. Maybe you have one.”


  “I don’t believe in furs.” She sniffed. “They appear crass. I’m part of the new belief that animals shouldn’t be slayed for the betterment of man.”


  “Funny, funny chit.” The mountain hider stuck out his thick paw. Tears decorated his leather gloves. “Name’s Ryann.”


  “Clark Grisham, and my wife.” He kept his face neutral as he shook. They needed to be forgettable. The army often questioned mountain hiders, since they trekked the forests and plains. They saw when new people appeared and when the land was disturbed.


  The door opened again, this time allowing in a young woman wearing a green dress. The driver poked his head inside the stagecoach, water pouring off his cap. “We’ll be heading out now, folks. I want to get there before the roads close.” He slammed the door. Rain pelted the roof and the gas lamp flickered.


  The girl sat beside Amethyst and tugged up the front of her sleeveless dress. Layers of frills, lace, and petticoats puffed around her legs. “Howdy, folks. Mighty bite out there in this weather, eh?”


  Clark had been in her state before, running from something in his only clothes and no covering against the elements, putting up a friendly front to hide the pain within. He peeled off his coat, leaving his jacket on, and handed it to her. “Keep it.”


  Rain glistened on her skin. Cosmetics trickled down her cheeks in black streaks and her crimson curls clung to her head, darkened almost to brown. She clutched the coat to her chest and blinked. “You… you mean it?” Those in real need didn’t use modesty to refuse a gift.


  He didn’t have anything in the pockets, and the wonder of his father’s wealth meant he could help those who’d once been like him. “I’m sure.”


  Amethyst shied against him to get away from the girl, and he stiffened. She couldn’t help what life had given her.


  “What’s your name?” he asked. It made a fellow feel better to give everyone his fake name and further the disguise.


  She burrowed into the coat and lifted the collar, sighing. “Um, Karlie.”


  “Excuse me.” Clark kissed Amethyst’s lips before stepping around her to squeeze into the seat between her and Karlie. Amethyst narrowed her eyes at him, but he could explain once they were alone, without Ryann to overhear.


  The steam engine rumbled to life and the stagecoach jerked forward. The gas lamp flickered again. Rain slapped the ceiling and roof; water had to leak in somewhere to fiddle with the lamp flame.


  “My mother was a Tarnished Silver,” Clark whispered to Karlie. Her eyes widened. He’d been right about her profession, then, judging by the low-cut bodice and the scars around her extended bosom where someone had operated on her to make them larger. “Did you get sent off or you running away?”


  Amethyst squeezed his arm to get his attention back to her, but he stared at Karlie.


  She gulped. “I ain’t done nothing wrong. I…” Another gulp. “I can’t stay here no more.”


  That could’ve meant anything: a customer stalking her, the brothel owner forcing her to do things she didn’t want, an angry coworker torturing her.


  Clark turned to kiss Amethyst’s cheek. “I’ll explain later.” He nodded to Karlie. “You’ll be safe in here.”


  “Can I pay ya for some along the way?” Ryann asked in his huge voice.


  Karlie stared at him through lowered lids. “If ya want. I charge a brass every hour.”


  Ryann felt in his coat pocket. Amethyst sucked breath between her teeth.


  “That shouldn’t go on with my lady present,” Clark interrupted. A Tarnished Silver worked where she could, be it in private or public, but Amethyst deserved to think of intercourse as sweet love making. She didn’t need to see how crass it could become.


  The stagecoach creaked and jerked as if a demon had possessed it, and that demon wanted the coach to contort into a devilish being of horns and fangs. It tilted to the left so suddenly that the occupants slammed into the side with thuds and screams. The driver shouted something, muffled through the stagecoach walls, and the rain seemed to come down fiercer, as if nature wanted to hide the panic within. Thunder rumbled as the coach titled further, spinning in a circle; the occupants tossed again, and water exploded through the windows. Shattered glass mixed with the frigid wave.
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  [image: G]lass cut into Amethyst’s hand, the sharp pain coming a second after she felt her skin part. Water soaked through her clothes and filled her mouth like a tongue seeking hers in a twisted kiss. She coughed, turning her head away as the muck splashed over the slut who lay against her. Clark pushed himself off from both of them, his eyes wide. Water stained his hair and front until he became a dark, bloody being, rising from an unearthed grave. Amethyst reached for him, but she had become a creature of wickedness as much as he was; blood dripped down her hand to form a lacelike pattern.


  “What’s goin’ on?” Ryann bellowed. He lay against the coach on the other side of the broken door. The gas lamp illuminated the water gushing through the broken window.


  “What a stupid stagecoach!” Amethyst shoved the slut away from her. “Can you believe this? I’ll have the company know how reckless the driver is. Now we’re even more soaked and filthy. I can’t imagine the state of your luggage up top. I’m just glad ours is at the inn.”


  Clark stood, bracing himself against the wall near Amethyst’s head. He pounded his fist against the door until it snapped open, the curtain fluttering. Rain stampeded over them and a wave gushed inside.


  “Brass glass.” Clark crouched to grab Amethyst’s hand. “The road must’ve flooded. We’re stuck in the river.”


  “Someone will have to fish us out.” It would take even longer now to get back to the inn. She’d been looking forward to a warm meal and a cozy night of cuddling with Clark near the hearth in the downstairs. The night before, a fiddler had entertained the guests, and Clark had gotten to teach her a new dance.


  Why did he gape at her like that?


  “If they can get to us,” he growled. “People drown. Can you swim?”


  He had to be joshing. “Of course I can’t swim.” Her heart started to pound. “You can, right? We must be safe in this stagecoach.”


  “The river must’ve swelled,” Karlie gasped.


  The gas lamp flickered. A wire snapped and sizzled; the light blinked out.


  Amethyst dug her fingernails into Clark’s arm. “You can save us.”


  The water had filled the stagecoach up to her waist as she sat up. As a child, she’d worried about drowning in the rooftop pools; she’d never imagined it could occur in a coach. She laughed, even though it sounded sadistic amongst the waves. Clark pulled her up and she wobbled against him. He wouldn’t let her drown. Vulgar water wouldn’t be the end of Amethyst Treasure-Grisham. The structure bobbed in the river; it was a boat, just a boat, she didn’t need to panic. Clark tightened his arms around her waist. As long as she had him, she would be all right. Even if she did drown, he could bring her back to life.


  He didn’t care about Karlie. He didn’t try to comfort her. Amethyst was the special one.


  A crack exploded in her ears and the stagecoach tore apart. That couldn’t be a sign of salvation. Hunks of wood and metal rained over them. Had they sliced through them? Would she feel the pain later, like what had happened with the glass? Water drenched her as though she would never be free of it. Clark slipped from her arms as the river covered her head. The current beat against her as if to whisper, “Let me kill you, little girl. Let me steal your life into my depths.”


  Her heart pounding, she clawed and kicked for purchase. The ground slipped by, and the current kept shrieking in her mind: “You’re mine!” Her hand brushed something; something else snared the back of her jacket and jerked her head from the water. She gasped, her lungs burning.


  “Don’t struggle,” Clark shouted.


  Rain pelted her face and the frigid water bit through her skin. He looped his arm across her chest and tugged her through the waves. She squeezed her eyes shut. Clark knew what he was doing; he wouldn’t let anything hurt her.


  The ground hit her backside and he pulled her to her feet. She stumbled as he turned her to face him and his mouth crushed hers. His tongue darted past her teeth and lips. She grabbed his shoulders, pressing her front against him and moaning, tasting dirt and rain and his breath.


  “What happened?” she gasped when he swayed back.


  “We hit a tree. It tore through it.”


  Rain washed the filth off her face. “I’ve never been in a flood before. Are they always this bad?”


  Clark nodded. “I’m going to see if I can find Karlie and Ryann. Stay here and if the water rises, keep backing up. Don’t move from this area. Promise me.”
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  “Don’t find me,” Karlie said. “I’m happy now.”


  Clark jerked around, gaping at the spirit floating over the rushing creek. Lighting flashed in the sky, but Karlie shown brighter. His coat hung off her, huge and manly, but protective, as if someone had finally cared about her.


  “Karlie, where’s your body?” He stepped toward her, still clutching Amethyst’s hand. “I can bring you back.”


  “I’m safe now. No one can hurt me.”


  Words from his mother exploded around his head. I just want us to be safe, where no one can hurt us. “I can take you somewhere safe. I have a house in Hedlund City. I can set you up.” He could do for Karlie what he couldn’t do for his mother. “I can put you in a school, or a profession.” He had no idea how to do that, but he could figure it out. His mother once told him how she would’ve loved to attend a school and become a piano teacher.


  Karlie wasn’t his mother, could never be his mother.


  “Let me go.” Karlie smiled. How could a Tarnished Silver, younger than him, see a part of him he liked to hide? “It’s better.” Her spirit shimmered in the rain that wouldn’t touch it, and vanished.


  “Clark?” Amethyst whispered.


  He pulled the journal from his jacket. Water dripped off the leather cover, the pages stuck together. Numbness crept over his mind. He peeled at the pages, but they stuck, a corner tearing. The pencil had faded in the muck and the ink ran along the fibers.


  Eric had tried to help a Tarnished Silver, Clark’s mother, by wanting to take her away. Most men only used a Tarnished Silver and moved on to the next. Women snubbed them. Children were told horror stories to keep them away.


  Saloon owners tortured the poor girls who couldn’t escape.


  Karlie had attempted to and she’d made it, thanks to death.


  Growling, Clark threw the journal into the surging river. A wave washed over it, sucking it down. The words were gone, a part of Eric lost to time, but he knew the truth his father had wanted him to find.


  Judy hadn’t been a Tarnished Silver Eric used and disregarded.


  “Clark?” Amethyst rubbed his arm.


  “We need to do something for Tarnished Silvers.” His body shook and he clenched his hands into fists.


  “We can work on that.”


  “We can…” His stopped talking to keep his voice steady.


  “We’ll figure something out.” She laid her cheek against his soggy chest.


  Lightning flashed and thunder rumbled. They needed to get away from the river and avoid being electrocuted. Survival came first. Emotions weren’t important.


  He turned toward the dim lights of town in the distance. “We’ll head back there. They need to know about the stagecoach.” Maybe he could find the brothel owner and give the fellow a good black eye.
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  “Yupper.” Ryann wiped the back of his hand across his moustache. “Know that was the folk. Looked just like ‘em. The pair tried to leave me in the river to drown. Well, they saw to me. I’d dragged myself out. They left me, though. Sure I said I was fine, but they left me, they did. “


  The sheriff of Yahnke squinted at the wanted poster the mountain hider had ripped off his door. “You said these folk wanted by Senator Horan had names?”


  Ryann scratched his belly through his coat. They’d all introduced themselves, but he’d remembered the Tarnished Silver with the big bosom. “I think the lady was, uh, Karlie.” Had that been the fancy girl with her nose stuck in the air or the pretty chit in the ball gown? “The man was, uh, Chuck. His name started with a C.” Names weren’t important in the mountains. You knew things by site. Names came and went, but a cave stayed there so long as the earthquakes didn’t come.


  “They were coming here,” the sheriff reiterated.


  Hadn’t that been what he’d said? “Look, fella. I figured I’d do my duty and all letting you know. They was in the stagecoach with me and they were heading back here. Think they said something about the inn. Positive like.”


  “The stagecoach crashed. They found the body of a runaway Tarnished Silver.”


  “I reckon if they survived, you’ll want to pick ‘em up, them being wanted and all.” That Chuck fellow, or whatever his name was, had ruined all the fun. If the Tarnished Silver had to die, then she should’ve at least gotten to know Ryann a bit more private like. Ryann stood and belched as his stomach juices shifted. “Day to ya, sheriff.”
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  Amethyst leaned against the counter of the inn while Clark signed out of their room and paid the clerk. Yahnke, on the river, might have been small, but the water access provided a flood of people.


  Flood. Amethyst shuddered. The rain had ceased, allowing the river boats and trains to travel again.


  “Hope your room was everything you wanted for you and your wife,” the clerk said.


  Amethyst twined her arms around Clark’s waist and leaned her cheek against his back. The rain had provided plenty of cozy moments. Clark had brought them meals from the kitchen; they fed each other and read from books in the small library, part of the schoolhouse, down the street.


  If she’d been back in New Addison City, she would’ve attended a ball at least three times a week. There would have been carriage rides in the park, cafes in the mornings, shopping in the afternoons, and clubs at night. She could’ve flirted, spoken to the newspapers. She could’ve worn the latest fashions and watch other young women in the city copy her.


  Yet, staying in a cramped inn with Clark had left her feeling more relaxed than she could remember.


  “I have a telegram for you, I think.” The clerk rifled through a pile of papers. “The first names match, but not the last.”


  Amethyst stiffened. Clark sent her father regular telegrams about their experiences—all made up to sound like peaceful tourists—and she sent letters when she felt like it. Before they’d left the ranch, she’d made her father promise to direct everything to “Clark and Amethyst.”


  “Father,” she’d whined, “you know I love our name, but if people know we’re Treasures, it’ll be just like in the city! We’ll be stalked.”


  He’d agreed to direct correspondences to their first names.


  “What last name?” Clark shifted his stance and buttoned the front of his coat as if he didn’t care, but she felt his muscles tense.


  Despite their quiet time, there’d been a sadness in him that had made her heart ache. She’d tried hard to make him laugh, but instead he’d wanted to hold her, listen to her read, and pet her. He’d never mentioned his father’s journal, and she’d not dared bring it up. As far as she knew, Eric hadn’t appeared while they were in Yahnke.


  “Treasure.” The clerk pushed his spectacles up his nose. “Clark and Amethyst Treasure. Your last name is Grisham, though.”


  Clark chuckled, tugging Amethyst to his side. “I love your father, Am.” To the clerk, he grinned. “Her father has the best sense of humor. He thinks it’s funny she has the same first name as the Amethyst Treasure.” He lifted his voice to imitate her.


  She pinched his arm, forcing a laugh, and held out her hand. “Thank you for the telegraph.”


  The clerk handed the scrap of paper over. “Not a problem.”


  Amethyst unfolded it, her heart starting to pound. The name at the bottom made her scowl. Her mother had sent it. No wonder she’d used the wrong names.


  “Is it urgent?” Clark asked as they exited through the front door.


  “My mother said they’re having a Hedlund Day celebration. She requests our presence.” Amethyst crumpled the telegraph in her fist. “Isn’t it enough she made me come out here? Now she has to tell me where to go?”


  Clark sighed. “I can exchange our steamboat tickets for one heading south instead of north. We can always stay here an extra day if we need to.”


  Amethyst shoved the inn door shut. “Why should we change our plans for my mother?”


  Clark grabbed her hand; not hard enough to hurt, but it made her take a step back.


  “Family is important. They love you,” he snapped. “If my mother wanted to have a celebration, I’d cross the country on bare feet to be there for her.” He released her and stormed toward the docks.


  Amethyst drew a deep breath before tossing the telegraph onto the inn’s porch. He had all that anger and frustration inside of him, but he wasn’t letting it out. She would’ve yelled and stormed, maybe thrown things, kicked and slammed things. He hid it.


  That couldn’t be healthy.
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  The deputy laid the wanted poster on the inn’s counter. “You recognize these two?”


  The clerk adjusted his glasses before nodding. “Sure do. They checked out this morning. Reckon it was about three hours ago.”


  “Positive it was them?” The drawn pictures, provided by Senator Horan, included a young man and woman. They both had long hair, his down and hers pulled up. Strong chins, long noses, and round faces.


  “Had to be, husband and wife. They’ve got yellow hair and blue eyes.”


  They had to have done something really bad to get Senator Horan after them. Could they be spies? The deputy grinned. He’d always wanted to catch spies. “What were their names?”


  The clerk checked his ledger. “Clark and Amethyst Grisham. Got a telegraph directed to them, but with Treasure as the last name. Mrs. Grisham said it was her dad playing a prank.”


  The deputy scribbled that information on the back of the poster. “They say where they’re going?”


  “I heard Mr. Grisham say they’d take the first steamboat south. They dangerous criminals?”


  “The worst.” The deputy tipped his top hat. “Thanks for your help. I’ll see about that steamboat.”
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  The deputy held the wanted poster fast as the wind off the river whipped at it. The steamboat captain scratched his bald head.


  “Have you seen these two?”


  “Look, Deputy Terrence, I’ve got nothing against helping you, but I don’t sell my own tickets. I’ve got men to do that, to see customers to their rooms, to load the luggage.” The captain peered over the railing at the water, high above its normal banks from the rainstorms. “You’re keeping us and we’ll be behind schedule. If you want to check the records, and see each passenger, come on aboard. We’re stopping six miles down at Klampert. You can get off there and hire a ride back to Yahnke.”


  The sheriff would throw a tantrum if the deputy didn’t follow through with the lead. “I’ll do that, thanks.”


  “Don’t scare my customers,” the captain added. “You can have my cabin to do questioning. I don’t want nobody arrested right off or my boat will have a bad name.”


  “I’ll question quietly,” Deputy Terrence said. “I’ll start now.” The sheriff knew the names the clerk had provided. He would notify Senator Horan to see if they meant anything. If Terrence did find the inn customers and got them back to Yahnke, Senator Horan might be able to prove their innocence and they’d be free. No harm, a good laugh for all.


  Or, Deputy Terrence would’ve caught some spies.
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  [image: A]methyst folded her arms as she leaned against the brass railing of the steamboat. It chugged along with a steady purr, steam puffing from the metal smoke stacks and the propeller working away at the back. Other passengers milled along the deck, where the crew had set up lounge chairs.


  “This is so relaxing.” She leaned against Clark at her side, resting her head against his shoulder and closing her eyes. “A western paradise. I’ve been on sailboats and rowboats. They have cute ones in the city park. They’re never this tranquil.”


  Smaller boats passed by, and the fishermen waved at the passengers. Farmyards and countryside covered the shore, spotted with random villages and houses.


  Clark massaged the back of her neck. “I’ll take you on a showboat sometime. They’re like floating inns. They have plays, comedy routines, singers, and dancers. I think you’ll enjoy it.”


  “Like a club?”


  “Some are. I worked a comedy showboat for a month. I cleaned up the ballroom after the act each night.”


  “Mr. and Mrs. Grisham?” a man asked from behind them.


  Amethyst glanced over her shoulder. “Yes?” Being called that still sent a tingle of excitement over her skin. Clark had claimed her, she’d claimed him. Her lover followed the direction of her gaze.


  The man wore denim slacks with the cuffs tucked into black knee boots, covered with silver buckles. A leather vest covered his white shirt; he lifted the front flap to reveal a brass cog pinned to the cotton interior.


  Clark stiffened. He needed to relax around company more; not everyone was evil.


  “That’s a pretty broach,” she said. “You should wear it on the outside where people can enjoy it.”


  The man coughed, his tanned cheeks flushing. “It’s my deputy’s badge, ma’am. I’m required to wear it on the inside.”


  “What can we help you with?” Clark asked.


  “I’m questioning everyone onboard. I’ll need you to come with me.” The deputy pointed toward the rear of the steamboat with his thumb.


  That couldn’t be good. She needed to scald the thought where not everyone was evil.


  “Does this normally happen?” she whispered.


  Clark gripped her shoulder. “Of course, sir.” Ice dripped off his tone. His free hand rested on his hip pistol.


  Definitely not good.


  Her heels clicked against the deck, echoing in her ears. The passengers all seemed to stare at them as the deputy led them to the rear, beside the wheel.


  He opened a door and stepped aside. “Enter.”


  The room contained a settee and a desk, a trunk under the only window.


  “Our cabin looks a lot better.” Amethyst recalled the bed and dresser built into the wall.


  The deputy shut the door and flashed his badge again. “I need to ask you some questions. You must answer, and depending on what you answer, you will be arrested on behalf of the state of Hedlund and Senator Horan.”
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  Clark scanned the interior—he didn’t notice any camera devices or witnesses. “We haven’t done anything to warrant arrest. My wife and I,” he nibbled from her ear down her jaw to her chin, “are enjoying our honeymoon by seeing a bit of Hedlund.”


  If the army were after him, he would know why. Senator Horan’s stupid wanted posters. Clark hadn’t thought the illustrations looked enough like them, and they were wealthy—the wealthy should be untouched by the law.


  The deputy unfolded a paper from his vest and spread it open for them: the wanted poster.


  “That’s not us,” Amethyst said too fast and loud. The deputy narrowed his eyes.


  “Sir.” Clark tried for a superior air. He’d been around Garth and Jeremiah. No, he had to mimic Georgette’s cool attitude. “This is uncalled for and inappropriate. You’re upsetting my wife.”


  “You were at the Yahnke Inn.”


  “Yes,” Clark said.


  “I have proof,” the deputy added. “I borrowed the ledger. I matched your signature to one on this steamboat’s roster.”


  The deputy had to be inexperienced. He shouldn’t be telling all his cards.


  Inexperienced and desperate to look good for Senator Horan.


  Clark cleared his throat. “None of this in necessary, sir.” If they were arrested, Senator Horan wouldn’t be able to pin the robberies on them. No one could have tangible proof. He might, however, look closer at Clark and find out he was Eric’s son. The senator’s brother, the rancher, had enlisted his help in kidnapping Amethyst.


  They weren’t to be trusted.


  So many people in the gang and around Hedlund disappeared, never to be seen again. They might be from run-ins with Senator Horan, but Hedlund was untamed.


  “Senator Horan will be able to decide that. I do have cuffs, but I think we can leave together at the next port.”


  “Where is the inn’s ledger?” Clark asked. Had the clerk given them away? He hadn’t seemed to care. The telegram must’ve alerted him.


  “I have it here.” The deputy patted his thick vest. “If the senator wants you to see it, that’s a different story. Don’t think it matters now. I know your handwriting matched and I can compare it.”


  Clark would have to depend on the deputy not sharing it with others. He seemed protective enough of it.


  “This is ridiculous,” Amethyst sputtered. “Do you know who I know? I know the Amethyst Treasure. She will love telling the newspapers about how the deputy of Yahnke can’t find the right couple to arrest. Do we look like criminals?”


  “They’ll know I’m doing my job.” The deputy puffed his chest.


  Clark grasped her hand and lifted her knuckles to his lips. “Be calm, sweetheart. This is a misunderstanding. We will cooperate with the law and be done with this foolishness.”


  The deputy snorted. “Good. We’ll wait here until we land.”


  “What?” Amethyst’s eyes bugged. “Clark, we—”


  He winked at her before kissing her forehead. “Trust me.” He held out his hand to the deputy. “It’s a pleasure meeting you, sir. It’s good to know the law is taking a firm stand in Hedlund.” If the deputy believed that, he had to be new. Most people turned their thumbs at the law.


  The deputy paused before shaking his hand. “Thanks. I got my certificate in the east, but I wanted to see the open plains.”


  He was new, then. “You understand my wife and I are enjoying our vacation. Do we need to stay in this office? Let’s move out by the wheel.” No one chose to stand by the wheel because of the deafening sound.


  “I need to have you in custody.”


  “We won’t move. I want my wife to enjoy the river.” Clark stroked her hair. No wonder people loved to touch pets. Feeling her silkiness against his hand made his heart thud.


  The deputy glanced out the window before he nodded. “Long as we stay close by.”


  Perfect. Clark led Amethyst to the turning wheel outside the door. The hum of the motors exploded around them. The crew stayed below, working in the kitchen and tending the steam engines. The passengers enjoyed the dining room and the front deck.


  Did the deputy deserve to die? He wouldn’t listen to them. He would take them to Senator Horan, and once they landed it would be more difficult to dispose of him and make their way back to the ranch.


  Clark pushed Amethyst behind him as he pulled his pistol free and fired. A hole appeared in the deputy’s forehead and he jerked. A droplet of blood welled in the dark space.


  The hum of the wheel drowned out the gunshot and Amethyst’s scream.


  Clark rushed the deputy and knocked him over the railing into the churning water. Blood soaked along the waves as the wheel caught the body, mangling it.


  He slammed his pistol back into the holster. “Help! Man overboard!”


  Amethyst gripped the railing, her face ashen.


  “Someone help us.” Clark ran down the deck toward the passengers. “Help.”


  A door opened and a crewman in a blue uniform darted out. “What is it?”


  “I was walking my wife down the deck and a man fell off the railing.” Clark made himself pant. “He might’ve jumped. He fell into the wheel.”


  “Bloody gears!” The crewman bolted down the deck.


  Amethyst rubbed her mouth. “He fell overboard! We tried to scream at him.”


  Clark pulled her against his chest and rubbed her back. It had to be done—nothing could be allowed to hurt them.
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  The driver nodded, steering the vehicle to the side of the road. “As you wish, sir.” Other steam contraptions rattled by, intermingled with horses, the riders hunched over the reins.


  “What a pleasant town,” Alyssa said. Her scarlet curls hung loose around her face, bouncing against her cheeks, flushed by the sun despite her wide-brimmed hat.


  “Morehouse is…” Jeremiah searched his vocabulary. Captain Greenwood lived in a more populated town than what Jeremiah was used to seeing, but it held an awkward air, as if everyone was too stiff. The horseback riders never looked at each other; no greetings were given. Back home, everyone knew each other by name and never missed a chance to ask how he or she was doing. The riders couldn’t all be strangers.


  Children didn’t run along the wooden sidewalks and Tarnished Silvers didn’t lounge outside the buildings. Actually, no one strolled the streets. Other than the dry dirt, nothing appeared unclean. Even the windows sparkled.


  The driver opened the door and Jeremiah hopped down, lifting his hand for Alyssa. She clasped his fingers, smiling, and stepped to the road. The driver unlatched their bags from the back compartment, accepted the payment, tipped his top hat, and departed.


  Where was the normal chatter, asking about the visitor’s travels and stay? Jeremiah had heard newcomers questioned back home. “He was quiet.”


  “Perhaps that’s how his boss prefers the drivers?” Alyssa lifted her bag. Amethyst would’ve insisted someone else do it for her.


  Scowling, Jeremiah lifted his and hers, and led the way into the inn. At home, the inn was filled with local men and dating couples enjoying food or music. Here, a clerk stood behind the counter, but otherwise, the space appeared empty.


  “Do you have rooms?” Jeremiah set his valise on the counter.


  “For you and your wife, sir?”


  If only. “A cousin.” They’d agreed that sounded safe. “I would like two rooms. Please give Alyssa your best available.”


  “They’re all the best, sir.” The clerk flipped to a clean page in his ledger and turned it toward Jeremiah.


  “Do you get many guests?” Alyssa stroked the cameo pinned to the collar of her indigo blouse.


  “This is an army town, ma’am. Wives and other members of family are the normal guests. Are you visiting someone?”


  The first location made safe on the frontier and it had become an army haven. “This is all for the army?”


  “Training grounds, barracks, and general quarters. Yes, sir.”


  “We’re passing through,” Alyssa said. Right, the clerk had asked a question about visiting someone.


  “Actually, I want to call on an old family friend. Captain Nathan Greenwood. Do you know where I can find him?”


  The clerk closed the ledger. “He might not be in residence, but I can direct you to his home.”
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  Jeremiah lifted the brass knocker, shaped like a lion’s head, on the front door of Greenwood’s house. His mother would’ve hated it, with the plain black shutters and white siding. The yard lay smooth and green, without flowers, bushes, or trees. “This is very utilitarian.”


  “He must not have time for pleasantries,” Alyssa said.


  Jeremiah knocked again to make sure the butler heard. “He could hire a gardener.”


  “He might be very frugal.”


  The front door opened to a Bromi slave wearing a black suit. “Yes, sir?” Behind the elderly man showed a plain whitewashed wall.


  “I’m seeking Captain Greenwood.” Obviously, the captain wasn’t home, but any information might help.


  “I’ll need you to leave your calling card and the captain will be in touch.”


  “I’m an old friend of his just in from the east.” He hoped the Bromi didn’t detect a lack of an Eastern accent. “He said he had a book for me. Said he’d leave it in his office.”


  “I have my orders not to let anyone in.” The Bromi’s facial expression didn’t shift, his yellow eyes blank and mouth firm. “If it was something in his office, that’s down at the station. Good day, sir.”


  The door shut. Jeremiah snorted, rocking back on his heels. He’d expected to be escorted into at least the foyer. There had to be something he could use.


  “We had a nice trip.” Alyssa brushed his arm. “We can enjoy a pleasant meal and head back to the ranch. I’ve liked our time spent together.”


  “There’s something wrong with Captain Greenwood,” Jeremiah growled. “Why’d he go on about Clark Treasure so much? We’re not that special.”


  A window slammed shut above them in the two-story house and a steambuggy with a uniformed soldier rattled by.


  “We’ll go to his office. Maybe his secretary will know something.”


  “Jere,” Alyssa whispered. “I don’t want this to make you ill.”


  “I can feel it. Something isn’t right.” She had to understand. Her sister had died—Alyssa knew life wasn’t perfect. Captain Greenwood might have something to do with their neighbor, Horan.


  Greenwood’s door opened. The Bromi looked up and down the street, before waving. “Head to the back.” He shut the door.


  Jeremiah blinked. That must’ve been imagined.


  “How odd.” Alyssa frowned. At least she understood something was wrong. He grabbed her hand, pulling her around the building to a backdoor. The Bromi slave waved them inside, shutting the door behind.


  Maybe they shouldn’t have obeyed. It could be a trap.


  Captain Greenwood couldn’t suspect anything.


  A girl with red hair a paler shade than Alyssa’s stood beside the kitchen table cracking her knuckles. He figured she had to be around sixteen, Amethyst’s age. “I heard ya from upstairs. You mentioned Clark Treasure.” Her green eyes widened and she stepped forward, stiletto heels on her white knee boots clicking the floor.


  Jeremiah nudged Alyssa behind him. Whoever the girl was, she chose to dress as immodest as possible in a white chemise and matching corset, a lace skirt that only reached her thighs.


  “He’s my brother,” Jeremiah said.


  “You really know Clark Treasure?” The girl tugged on her black choker. “A boy from Tangled Wire? Blonde and blue-eyed, a real soulful chap?”


  She might be a Tarnished Silver from his hometown. That might be why Captain Greenwood was curious. “Yeah. That’s our Clark.”


  “Are you Captain Greenwood’s daughter?” Alyssa asked.


  She shook her head.


  “His wife?” Alyssa pressed. Jeremiah snorted. A prude like Captain Greenwood wouldn’t have a slut like that for his mate.


  “I’m Clark’s wife,” the girl whispered. “Mable.”
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  [image: B]loody gears.” Jeremiah took a step back, bumping against a barrel of flour. Clark had mentioned knowing a girl back in Tangled Wire. Her name could’ve been Mable, or maybe it’d been Honey. Clark hadn’t spoken of her as though they were wedded. She’d been a friend, her mother a Tarnished Silver like his.


  “Why aren’t you with him?” Alyssa asked. How could she be so calm? Clark Treasure had a secret wife he’d abandoned.


  “I got stolen.” Mable’s face reddened to the shade of her hair. “Why’d you think he’d up and leave? He loves me more’n life itself. I swear he told me.”


  “You were stolen?” Alyssa grasped Mable’s trembling hands and led her to one of the chairs. “Sit, please. We’ll talk calmly.”


  “Please,” the Bromi slave interrupted. “Guests are not allowed when the master is not home. This must be quick. You must not be seen.”


  “I’m never allowed to be seen.” Tears dripped down Mable’s cheeks. “If you know, will you tell him where I am? He’s got to come get me. He won’t let me suffer.”


  “No one should make you suffer.” Alyssa patted Mable’s unbound hair as it hung in matted clumps. Alyssa needed to be careful; the girl might not be stable. Jeremiah rested his hand on his pistol in case he needed it.


  Mable sniffled. “I get sunlight through the windows and sometimes he lets me open them for air.”


  “Captain Greenwood keeps you here?” Jeremiah clarified.


  She nodded. “He took me away from Tangled Wire. Said it weren’t my home no more.”


  “You must be family to him.” Alyssa lowered Mable’s head to her lap as she stroked her curls. “He wants to keep you safe.”


  “He ain’t no family.” Mable jerked away, her eyes narrowed. “My family was my Ma and he shot her in front of me. He held her down and put the bullet between her eyes. He told me he’d do it to Clark, too, if I didn’t behave.”


  Alyssa tensed. “He shot your mother?”


  “She must’ve done something against the law.” Jeremiah trailed off. The defense sounded too much like something Zachariah would say. He knew the captain made his skin crawl.


  Tears drenched Mable’s cheeks. “I didn’t mean to hurt Clark none. The army came through all the time. I don’t know why, but they was always there. Clark had some absinthe. It was in a little bottle. Folks always carried tumblers and stuff around. It weren’t no different than normal. This army fella asked me if I’d seen it and I said yeah, Clark had it. He’d thrown it away so I got it back.”


  A child’s ramblings. How old had she been when it had occurred? Jeremiah couldn’t remember much of what Clark had mentioned about his only childhood friend. He might not have said the bad.


  “What happened then?” Alyssa cooed.


  “The army fella got real mad. Captain Greenwood was there and some others. They shot Clark’s ma. They asked where he was. He should’ve been at the mine, but he wasn’t. Ain’t nobody could find him. Captain Greenwood, he killed my ma and grabbed me. Clark said since I was his girl, he’d come back for me.”


  Clark’s girl—his wife. “What did he do?” Jeremiah gritted his teeth. Clark would’ve had to do something bad to start so much trouble, but it didn’t mean the army could kill Tarnished Silvers.


  “It was that absinthe he drunk, only it ain’t absinthe. It was something else. Captain Greenwood said it would do something to him. I’ve heard them talking a lot about it.”


  No wonder Clark hated the army and why Captain Greenwood wanted him there. “What did it do to him?”


  “I don’t know for sure, but it sounds like it gives him magic. The army’s been after him. They want to…” She scrunched her nose. “Dissect him to get to it. I don’t know what that means.”


  It couldn’t be the real story. Magic didn’t exist. Jeremiah glanced out the window at the bare yard and whitewashed fence. It didn’t mean her story wasn’t partly true.


  “You’ll find him for me?” Mable rubbed the tears off her face. “He’ll come get me. He won’t let them hurt me no more. We’ll run away, just like he promised.”


  “We can’t leave her here,” Alyssa whispered.


  “If we take her, he’ll punish the Bromi.” Jeremiah nodded at the slave by the stove. That man hadn’t done anything besides allow Mable to tell her story.


  Unless it was a lie. They could be working together.


  “But…” Alyssa bit her lower lip.


  “We’ll get Clark,” Jeremiah said, “just like she wants.” He could confirm or deny. Garth would know what to make of the matter.
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  Mable screamed into the pillow on her bed, but even that couldn’t lessen the excitement that made her heartbeat race. Clark would finally come for her. He must not have known Captain Greenwood had her. If Clark was on the run, Captain Greenwood wouldn’t have been able to get him word.


  She rolled onto her back to stare at the white ceiling. Everything in the house was white. Captain Greenwood wouldn’t have it another way. She stretched her legs and adjusted her corset. Sure, the captain used her once in a while like men had used her mother back in Tangled Wire, and sure he starved her sometimes, beat her once in a while, all depending on his mood. He’d only pulled out a hunk of her hair once, when he’d been in a rage over Clark escaping him again.


  He needed her alive so he could use her against Clark.


  He’d put her in the clean room, with a real bed, and he got her clothes so she wouldn’t be naked. Whenever he left, she and the Bromi got to talk. He taught her about his lifestyle and his language. The Bromi had even taught her about the government—how he knew, she wasn’t sure, but he swore it was right. When the king had died, heirless, the government had decided to elect a president. The queen became what the slave called a figurehead. The people liked to look at her, but she didn’t have power. The president, therefore the people, since they elected him, got to control the government.


  Clark would save him, too. He didn’t deserve to be a slave.


  Mable giggled. Clark would give her a perfect life, full of riches and rich food. She’d grow fat and happy.


  He’d promised.
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  “I’ll give the telegram to Mr. Treasure.” Captain Greenwood held out his hand, grinning.


  “It goes right to him.” The Bromi sidestepped in the hallway.


  Captain Greenwood clenched his teeth. The message might be about Clark. Garth wouldn’t share it.


  “You are a slave,” Greenwood snarled. “You will know your place and act like it. Hand me the missive.” The captain yanked it from the Bromi’s hand and slapped him across the head, knocking him into the wall. Captain Greenwood landed a kick to his face, hearing the man’s nose crack. Blood gushed down his face.


  “Know your place.” He unfolded the telegram and scanned the words.


  Beware Captain Greenwood. He has history with Clark. Do not let Clark near him until I return with news. J.


  The “J” would have to stand for Jeremiah, the son who had gone traveling with the family friend. Captain Greenwood stuffed the paper into his pocket. What could Jeremiah have discovered about Clark’s past? The family seemed oblivious—Clark must not have told them.


  “What is this?” Georgette fled from the parlor, one hand to her mouth. “Blooming gears. What happened?”


  “This slave accosted me.” Captain Greenwood wrinkled his nose. “Control your slaves, madam. If the government learns you’ve been too lenient, you will lose your permit to own them and they will be placed in hard labor where they belong.”


  He stormed toward the kitchen for a glass of bourbon, leaving her to fawn over the pathetic Bromi.Those slaves would never tell on the captain—the pathetic beasts were too afraid to have that gumption.


  Fools, all of them. He couldn’t wait until Clark Treasure returned home to the trap.
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  [image: C]lark leaned against the side of the steamcoach interior and stretched one leg across the cushion. Amethyst settled into his lap, her head tucked between his shoulder and neck. Sleep breaths emerged from her mouth, her chest rising in rhythm.


  He rubbed her back as he watched the countryside pass by outside the window in the door. That tree with the hole in the center where a raccoon lived… that maple with the birdhouse Georgette had designed and Jeremiah had constructed… the strawberry patch in which Georgette said they had picking parties every year… it all felt familiar. Clark touched his lips to the top of Amethyst’s head. Not since his childhood in Tangled Wire had he felt as though he belonged somewhere.


  He and Amethyst might have been traveling, and he might have his father’s house in Hedlund City, but he recognized these sights. He didn’t have to feel as though he were being driven away, never to come back. The Treasures had welcomed him, offered him a place in their home.


  He belonged at their ranch more than he’d ever done in Tangled Wire. They gave him chores, the ranch hands respected him—they never spoke to him in a condescending way, as he’d been spoken to when he’d worked odd jobs around the state. Back in Tangled Wire, he’d known he only had a home because his mother worked. If she couldn’t attract customers, or the saloon closed, they’d have to go elsewhere.


  Amethyst lolled her head against him and he tightened his arm around her to keep her from slipping to the floor. They would have to find an appropriate time to tell her family the truth: the serum, the ability to communicate with ghosts, helping his father find the inventions.


  The marriage.


  He kissed her head again. He hadn’t meant to lie to them. If Eric hadn’t shown up, Clark would still think as they did.


  The Treasure steamcoach pulled into the circle around the house. He shook her shoulder. “Sweetheart, we’re here.”


  “You feel so good,” she mumbled.


  He chuckled. “I’m glad I make a good pillow.” He pushed her upright and straightened her jacket. She kissed his lips fast before opening the door and jumping out, her bustle bouncing.


  “I’m home.” She stretched her arms. “Who missed me the most?”


  Georgette rose from her perch on the porch. “Welcome back.”


  “Where is everyone?” Amethyst pressed her hands to her hips.


  “We’re preparing for the Hedlund Day celebration.” Georgette sashayed down the steps. “I trust you had a nice journey.”


  Something in her stiffness didn’t ring true. Something irritated her. Clark hopped down behind Amethyst.


  “I thought you were a proper young lady,” he joked. “You’re supposed to be helped out of your coach.”


  Georgette pursed her lips. She should’ve laughed. Amethyst swatted his arm.


  “Clark told me about Hedlund Day,” she said. “You’ve never invited me before.”


  “You wouldn’t have come.” Georgette glanced toward the barn. “I suppose we can go see your father. He’s in the field behind the barn preparing with the others. We needed the biggest space, what with so many people attending.”


  “Father, I’m home!” Amethyst skipped toward the closest barn, swinging her skirts around her legs.


  Clark grasped Georgette’s hand when she moved to follow. “What’s wrong, ma’am?”


  Georgette sighed. “I understand that Zachariah loves the army and wants to move up in the ranks, but is that the right life for him? I’d always hoped he’d attend a university, become a doctor or a lawyer. He loved his schoolwork.”


  Clark linked his arm through hers as they trailed after Amethyst. He knew how cruel the army could be, hunting a teenage boy to use as a test subject, killing innocent Tarnished Silvers to get what they wanted. “Zachariah has to make his own choice.” Freedom was the best opportunity a man could have. Clark knew—he’d been denied it as long as he could remember. Running wild in a mining town didn’t count for anything special.


  She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Are these the type of people he should associate with? He’s not a poor farmer or a fifth son. We’re able to give him anything he wants.”


  “He needs to find his own path.” Those words couldn’t help Georgette, but she couldn’t control her son’s life no matter what she wanted for him. Clark’s mother had hated the dangers of the mine, but she’d never forbidden him from that work.


  “You could go work on a ranch,” she’d told him whenever he came home coughing.


  “I can’t leave you,” he’d said, and his mother had never pressed.


  Garth emerged from behind the barn and hugged Amethyst. He waved to Clark and Georgette before stepping back around.


  “I hate these people,” Georgette hissed. “I’d love to turn them out with a whack to the head, but the government would come after me. Do you know they abuse our Bromi? No human being deserves such ill treatment.”


  “The ranch hands? They were honest men. You got new ones?” Garth had introduced him to all the workers. They were men with hard luck or who wanted an outdoor life. They appreciated Garth’s fair pay and time off. Some ranches had the men working sunup to sun down, and sometimes at night, with little sleep and no days of rest.


  “No.” Georgette wrinkled her nose.


  “Run!” Amethyst darted around the barn, one hand holding her skirts up and her other one waving overhead.


  “The army,” Georgette continued. “They’ve been here insisting on having this huge Hedlund Day celebration. The government won’t let us touch them.”


  “Here?” The word choked in Clark’s throat. Some army men… they might not know about him. Figurehead Zachariah had no idea. Only an elite few knew all the government’s secrets.


  “Run,” Amethyst shrieked a second time.


  A man in a blue uniform darted past and seized her arm. She tripped, but he caught her against his chest.


  Clark froze. These army men were after him. Why had he thought the Treasures could protect him? Wealth didn’t count for anything against the government.


  He’d brought them all down on him.


  The front door of the house opened and three men in uniform dashed out, their laser rifles pointed at Clark. More men darted from around the house and barns, flooding the area.


  He couldn’t run. They’d shoot him before he took more than two steps. His heartbeat thudded. He’d never been this trapped.


  Stupid.


  Clark pulled his two pistols free from his belt and cocked them.


  Eric appeared in front of him. “Run, Clark! You don’t belong to them.”


  “What is this?” Georgette screamed. Garth ran after Amethyst and grabbed the man holding her. Another army man pulled him away and pinned his hands behind his back.


  A slow clap sounded from the front door. Captain Greenwood—the Captain Greenwood—sauntered onto the porch.


  “Woo-ee, boy, you’ve certainly led us on a merry chase.” The captain hooted a laugh. “It’s been years, hasn’t it? You’ve grown out of being that gawky boy with the whore mother.”


  “How dare you speak to my son that way.” Georgette pushed in front of Clark. “I don’t care about the army. You will all leave my premises immediately.”


  Captain Greenwood pulled out his pistol and stroked the barrel. “Here’s what I don’t think any of you know. Little Clark Treasure here is a wanted man. The government really wants him. So, why don’t you hand him over, pretty lady, and nobody here gets hurt.”


  “Captain Greenwood, what are you doing?” Zachariah pushed out of the house from behind him.


  “I didn’t do nothing bad,” Clark whispered to Georgette, and winced. He’d slipped back into Tangled Wire talk.


  Captain Greenwood shoved him toward the nearest man, who seized his arm. “So you all understand, Clark here stole something the army was testing. A nice little invention by some old fella. Gingham or Grisham. Something like that.” The captain narrowed his eyes, as if fishing for a comment.


  “Eric Grisham?” Garth sputtered. “He’s been dead almost twenty years.”


  The captain smiled, nodding. “Ah, so you do know a little. That would be him. Senator Horan paid him for those fancy machines. He invented this real nice serum. When it mixes with hertum, it reacts in your body. Makes it so you can see the dead and bring ‘em back. Won’t that be nice for an army? Endless soldiers.”


  “I heard about that.” Zachariah stood frozen on the porch. “Everybody talks about that. It’s a work in progress.”


  “They decided to finally try it out, and wouldn’t you know, this boy turned out to be the test subject.” Captain Greenwood waved his pistol at Clark. “Poor boy, you see the dead, don’t you? They want you to bring them back. Do you oblige, or do you behave and let fate play its role by itself?”


  “If you died, I wouldn’t bring you back,” Clark snarled. No escape without the army hurting the Treasures. The run had finally ended. He’d lost his freedom for good.


  “What will you do with him?” Garth demanded.


  “Oh, we’ll take him back. Study him. Use him. You’re going to be one of our main soldiers.”


  “I won’t fight for you,” Clark snapped.


  “You will so long as we keep your family safe. You really think we wouldn’t connect mine worker Clark Treasure with bastard Clark Treasure? You are stupid, boy, just like your mother. She let herself get shot protecting you. You both should’ve known you couldn’t flee from us forever.”


  A shot rang out from beside the barn. One of the army men jerked, falling to the ground. Amethyst stood over him, his government-issued pistol smoking in her hand.


  “I don’t think Clark’s going to bring him back.” She glared at Captain Greenwood. “I don’t think even our president would approve of killing a girl.” She aimed the pistol at the head of the man holding her father and fired again.
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  [image: A]methyst glared at Captain Greenwood. If she looked down, she would have to see the dead man, and know he was dead because she’d shot him. She’d had to. Clark killed when he had to. She wasn’t becoming an assassin or crazed bum who wandered the city park calling family names to pigeons


  Hello, Papa. What a shiny beak you have this morning.


  Amethyst aimed the pistol at Captain Greenwood. Clark would have a great remark: witty, biting, proof that he was an honorable man.


  “Meanie.” The childish word exploded from her mouth and she winced. What a great sentence. Next she would ask the insane army to tea.


  Captain Greenwood laughed. “Grab the girl. She’ll be tried in court. That’s what happens when you kill an officer, Miss Treasure.”


  Clark promised it got easier if he didn’t think as much before he shot. If you think about it too much, you hesitate too long.


  Her hands shook. She cocked the pistol and pulled the trigger. A bullet shot through the barrel toward Captain Greenwood’s chest. With him gone, Clark would be free.


  The bullet lodged in the chest of the officer beside Captain Greenwood, who paled. The officer slumped against the house, one hand to his chest where red gushed out.


  “Grab her,” the captain snarled.


  Her father struck the man beside him, who’d been gaping at his fallen comrade. Actions whirled past her senses as she shot again. The bullet struck one of the pillars on the porch, wood ricocheting into the yard.


  “Stop.” Clark’s voice toyed with her mind. “You’ll hurt someone innocent.”


  But the trick, not to think… Fire, fire, fire.


  The ranch hands exploded from the barns wielding axes and hammers. Their shouts rang off the walls and across the fields. She ducked against the barn door as they darted by in a blur of colors. The makeshift weapons struck the army. More shouts, now growls of rage and howls of pain, added to the jumble. The Bromi slaves called in high pitched yip-yip-yays. They spun in an intricate dance of high and low kicks, punches and outstretched arms. Those in the kitchen pummeled from the front door.


  A hand seized her arm. She turned with the pistol raised, but another hand grabbed her wrist. Her father’s face shoved against hers.


  “This way,” he hissed in her ear.


  Still clutching the pistol, she ran with him, her boot heels sinking into the muck. Her skirts had never felt so cumbersome. Why did manners dictate she wear three petticoats under her brown corduroy overskirt?


  The shouts seemed louder although they ran between the stables toward the back fields.


  “We won’t be able to outrun them.” Her breath panted from her lungs. A stitch formed in her side and she bit her lower lip; no time to rub the pain loose. Fire shot through her legs as her muscles angered. “What about Clark?”


  Her father pulled on her harder. She’d never seen his eyes so wide or glazed, his jaw set. This was the man who’d left the east to start a ranch, the man who’d taken an acre of land and built what some newspapers called a Western Empire. She could trust him to take care of them.


  He pulled her into a barn and lifted a hunk of the wooden floor. Rusted hinges squealed and dirt from the air drifted into the space. “Get down.”


  “In that?” She would’ve cringed before, proclaimed she’d never go somewhere so dank, but her body already had her descending the ladder. It shook and wobbled, but her mind numbed.


  Her feet struck the dirt floor and she gasped a damp breath that tightened in her lungs to make her cough. She stumbled away from her father as he jumped down beside her, pulling her deeper into the underground hideaway.


  “Clark…”


  Footsteps pounded on the barn floor above, where the sunlight came through the trapdoor. She gripped her father and he held her across the shoulders. Hard muscles in his chest, thick arms… he still had the body of a man thirty years younger. She’d always pictured him as thoughtful and wise. He ran an empire. He didn’t outsmart the enemy or know how to escape.


  “Hush.” His voice emerged too calm. He should be panicking, his heart racing like hers.


  Georgette scurried off the ladder, followed by Clark. He was safe. The army hadn’t taken him prisoner. Amethyst jerked away from her father to grab Clark as above, Zachariah shut the trapdoor. His boots thumped the ladder.


  Clark clasped her head between his hands, his breath against her head.


  “I’m sorry. I tried to warn you,” she panted.


  “Hush.” Her father’s hiss came louder than before.


  Clark held her tighter against his chest—harder than her father’s, more muscular. It had his scent, and his heartbeat matched hers. Everything would be fine so long as Clark was safe. Amethyst squeezed her eyes shut, pressing her face against his neck.


  Shouts came from above and people ran past, gunshots echoing through the barn. A horse neighed from outdoors.


  She held her breath.
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  Everything would be fine. The mantra played through Clark’s mind as he held Amethyst tighter. She’d become his rock when he had nothing else. Without his mother, she had become what his life focused on, and she was safe. They would both manage, somehow.


  He’d dragged all of the Treasures into his mess.


  Clark winced and swore under his breath. “I’m sorry.” The noises above had stopped what had to be hours ago, and they’d taken to sitting on the dirt floor. Amethyst clutched his left hand; he clutched his pistol in his right.


  Something shifted in the dark and a light flared. Garth held a mechanical lighter, the minute flame flickering near his face. “No one will find us under here.”


  “Why is this here?” Amethyst squeaked. Zachariah moaned from the side. He had to be crumbling inside. His idols had attacked his family.


  “When we first came,” her mother whispered, “Bromi attacks were prevalent.”


  “Amthyst,” Garth said. “Are you all right? Where did you learn how to shoot like that?”


  “Aren’t you glad I did learn?” she snapped. Silence hit the space, as if no one wanted to rile her, as if everyone was too weary to wonder over her or fight.


  “Clark.” Garth stepped closer, the firelight giving him an evil gleam. “Tell me what is happening.”


  He couldn’t lie or give half the information, not when he’d put them in danger after they’d shown him kindness. “Captain Greenwood’s right. I drank a potion that mixed with hertum. I can bring back the dead.”


  “That’s possible?” Georgette asked in a soft voice.


  “Apparently so.” Clark laughed, the sound hoarse. “I hate it, but it’s real. They want me for a test subject. I’ve been running. I came here hoping they wouldn’t touch me. I’ll go. I won’t come back. They won’t hurt you if you don’t know where I am.”


  “You can’t leave,” Amethyst shrieked.


  He squeezed her hand. He’d find a way to be with her. He’d run long enough to know how.


  “You’re one of us,” Garth said. “You won’t go alone.”


  Clark paused to breathe deep. His heart had to slow; it ached. “I can’t drag you all along.” What would it be like to have them at his side, to not have to worry alone or make every decision?


  “This is the government’s doing,” Garth continued. “We’ll all work out a way to fix this. I don’t know how yet, but you won’t be alone, Clark. Where would you run to now?”


  The only place they wouldn’t reach him, but it was the place he couldn’t stay long, lest it make things hard on them. “The Bromi.”


  Garth nodded. “Then we’ll go there.”
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  [image: T]he ground shook as a train approached. Clark stiffened, his hand closing around Amethyst’s. He should release her. Her family would think it odd, but they’d been traveling around Hedlund for a while. He and Amethyst could’ve grown close. Bloody gears, they had. They were married, for the cog’s sake.


  The ground vibrated harder and the whistle blew, steam pumping into the hazy sky. Twilight colored the corners with rays of copper and mauve. The metal black speck grew closer as the whistle blew again. To the right of the tracks lay the forest, and to the left, the desert, and them.


  Georgette grabbed the back of his shirt. “Should we hide?”


  He could’ve asked her where. Dry dirt shifted beneath their feet, a few weeds sprouting up amongst rocks. They could dart across the tracks and crouch amongst the trees, but that would expend too much energy, and it would look suspicious to anyone noticing them through the train windows.


  “Only hide if you need to,” Clark said. “Bide your time.” He’d learned his lessons well. Georgette may have braved the west from her soft childhood home in the east, but she’d never been a wanted woman before.


  Sweat beaded across her face and kohl smeared around her eyes. Amethyst paused to straighten the pearls nestled along her mother’s collarbone. “Listen to Clark. He knows.”


  Georgette nodded. How odd she looked against the endless browns of the desert, wearing her crimson skirt and scoop-necked shirt. Layers of frills danced across her legs and the bustle in back flounced. The corset structure of her shirt had to be painful from all the walking, but at least she’d stripped off her shoes and stockings, abandoning them a few miles back.


  “We’re supposed to be safe,” Zachariah muttered. Clark wondered if that made the tenth or fifteenth time he’d said that. Despite the sun that baked them, Zachariah’s teeth chattered and his skin remained pallid.


  His heroes had attacked, his dreams gone.


  Garth rubbed his son’s shoulder. “We’ll get through this. We’re Treasures. My family told me not to come out west. They said I wouldn’t make it.”


  “I always knew you would.” Georgette almost smiled before she sighed.


  “Look at what I did.” Garth spread his hands. “If we survived that, we can survive this.”


  “The government will take everything from us,” Zachariah growled. “All our lands and our money, all our livestock. I know how the army works. We’re traitors. They own everything now.”


  Clark stiffened. Could that be true? After all the Treasures had done, could he have caused them to lose literally everything?


  “My heir will get everything,” Garth said. “Jeremiah. It will stay in the Treasure family.”


  “Jeremiah won’t denounce Clark,” Amethyst exclaimed. “He won’t tell them where Clark is.”


  “Jeremiah won’t know,” Garth whispered. “He can’t tell them something when he’s clueless. We’ll get this straightened and everything will go back to normal.”


  The train rushed by, whistling again, steam pouring from the brass stack.


  “Wave.” Clark lifted his hand to the passengers. “We’ll look less suspicious that way. People who wave are friendly. You forget people who wave faster than people who act antisocial. A Bromi taught me that.”


  “How soon before we reach them?” Amethyst leaned her forehead against his bicep.


  Clark glanced at the darkening prairie, the desert, the plains, the mountain ridges in the distance. The Bromi traveled in their tribes to where the food lay, but they knew their surroundings. If they didn’t, they died or they were captured. They’d taught him the calls to prove he was one of them. They would find him when they were ready. “Soon.”
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  They reached a thicket of pine trees, somehow burrowing their roots into the dust. Only a snippet of light remained to see by, and that light came from the moon and stars. Clark rested his hand over his chest, where the pocket watch that foretold the weather rested.


  Mist crept along the trees, thickening; the ground glowed as a shape formed.


  A Bromi woman, her hair pulled back in a ponytail. Bullet holes decorated her translucent body. Beside her materialized two young men, perhaps a few years younger than Clark. The taller of the two wore a gray cap and a matching jacket, unbuttoned; a red line sliced across his throat. He’d been decapitated. The other, in a straw hat and overalls, had a jagged cut across his belly.


  “Keep going,” said the Bromi woman. “They’ll come for you. They will.”


  Lost again, trapped in that race that would never end. The dead had to comfort him when no one else could. His father hadn’t even shown up.


  “Soon,” Clark said.


  “I’ve never walked so much.” Zachariah sighed. It wasn’t quite a complaint, more like hopelessness.


  One high-pitched whistle, fast. Clark stiffened, holding his breath as his heartbeat picked up speed; this could be it. A second whistle, slower, trailing off at the end as if the note could visibly hang in the air. He lifted one hand to make the others still while he stared ahead at the plains. The hills rolled, the sky dark, the trees off in the darkness, unable to move without a strong enough wind.


  Clark whistled back a series of four, sharp and loud. Silence. He treasured that still. A deer moving across the prairie could make a rustle he would have to doubt. A prairie dog escaping a fox could scatter stones that might sound like a footstep. An owl might distract his senses.


  A figure lifted off the plains. It could have been a rock or a stump, an animal carcass left to rot in the daytime sun.


  The figure stepped closer without a sound. Someone sucked in a breath behind Clark—Zachariah, if he had to guess. As the figure drew closer, Clark made out unbound black hair and a dark robe, open in the front to reveal a pale shift. Feathers, woven into the straight hair, fluttered as though they were a winged beast of old fairy tales rather than a Bromi.


  “Hello,” Clark said in Bromi. He parted his pointer and middle fingers, wiggling them in greeting. The gesture meant help, despair, the urge to rely completely on the other.


  Behind him, that drawn breath again. Garth and Georgette would behave, Amethyst would know he wouldn’t let the Bromi harm them, but Zachariah… the army despised the Bromi. Despite his parents’ attitudes, he might have begun to think differently toward the western natives.


  The Bromi halted close enough to Clark that their toes touched. She was a woman, with the long face and straight nose of her people, the broad forehead and high cheekbones. “Which are you?”


  Others who fled from society sought refuge with the Bromi. The medicine man had given Clark his name, for he saw inside of him, a secret Clark hadn’t had to tell, but one he knew would be safe. “I am he who lives in death.”


  “The one who flees and never waits.” In the night, he couldn’t tell her age, but she stood a foot shorter than his six feet in height. The Bromi were naturally taller than the white folk.


  Clark had to trust the Treasures not to overreact. “I seek sanctuary.” In Bromi, that meant they couldn’t refuse him. It was a sacred term. Even an enemy could seek that protection, meaning that neither side could attack during the peacetime.


  The Bromi nodded without losing contact with his gaze. She turned on her heels and marched to the south. Clark fell into step behind, never looking away from her back. He’d warned the Treasures to face forward as a sign of trust; they’d better do it, but as newcomers, the Bromi would be lenient.


  He squeezed Amethyst’s hand, hoping she understood how much he would protect her.


  From the ground, more Bromi rose, solidifying from the landscape. They held spears as tall as they were, or taller, and fell into step, creating a half-circle around them. Clark had seen it before. They welcomed them by making a shield.


  Eric appeared at his side. “You’re a good boy, son. I’m proud of you.”


  Clark glared forward. His father couldn’t be proud. Clark had ruined the Treasures.
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  [image: T]he Bromi village nestled in a valley beside a stream. Lean-tos, teepees, and long houses covered in birch bark speckled the land, shadowed, without any light escaping. When they reached the outskirts, the female leader lifted her hand to Clark and shook her head.


  “I will get our chief. You must wait here.”


  Clark nodded. “Tell him I’ll do anything.”


  She slipped into the darkness around the structures. The night warriors kept their half-circle around the group.


  “They won’t kill us?” Zachariah’s question hung in the air, not so much nervous as resigned.


  “I’ve asked them for sanctuary.” Clark kept his voice low. “They won’t hurt us.”


  He’d missed the calmness of a Bromi village. Each person did his or her fair share of work, in exchange for a peaceful lifestyle. They hunted and gathered. Some tribes stayed a year in one place, so they farmed for extra food. Family units stayed in their homes with dogs or wolves as pets.


  No one had to sell his or her body to survive.


  When he’d first seen where they lived, he’d been confused. The structures, the people, all different. Then, he’d come to admire them.


  The female returned with a man who carried a burning torch. He lifted it in salute to Clark. “He who lives in death. You have come to us?”


  Clark knelt on one knee and bowed his head. “I seek sanctuary for myself and my family.”


  “Who hunts you?” The man’s voice rasped. He had to be aged, although he moved with grace.


  “The army.” News passed fast among the tribes, even those that warred against the other. They would already know the army sought him. “Now, they’ve tracked my family.”


  “How long do you seek sanctuary?” The protocol question. They tested a man or woman based on the answer. Permanent sanctuary made a person seem weak. Quick sanctuary was preferred.


  “I need to plan,” Clark admitted. While walking, he’d searched his mind, but could think of nothing. Each idea seemed too desperate. “My family must be safe.” The chief would find honor in that.


  “Tomorrow, we meet. You will give the answer then.” The chief lowered the torch.


  Clark had never allowed the Bromi to give him more than shelter or medicine, if he’d been hurt while fleeing. Now, he would have to rely more on them. “I thank you with what I am.” That which touches death.


  The female led them to a long house. Beds were constructed into the wall, one atop the next, and covered in furs. An elderly Bromi woman crouched beside a fire pit, starting a flame amongst a pile of twigs. One of the warriors must’ve gone ahead to warn the family of the arrivals.


  “These white faces seek sanctuary,” the female scout announced. “We will give them what we have. They will return thanks.”


  A man climbed down from one the cots—the scout’s mate—and helped two little boys join the elderly woman. The children rubbed their eyes and yawned. The air stank of garlic and onions, a faint undertone of wood smoke.


  The scout pointed to one of the cots. “This will be for the elder ones.”


  “My parents.” Clark switched to the king’s tongue. “Garth, Georgette. She wants you to sleep there. No one will harm you.”


  Garth rested his hand over Georgette’s shoulders while she twisted her fingers together.


  “For the boy.” The scout waved at the cot above Garth and Georgette’s.


  “Zachariah, that one’s for you,” Clark translated.


  Zachariah stood stiff, still.


  “The girl is with you?” the scout asked.


  Clark glanced down at their interlocking fingers. Should he let her have her own cot? Would it raise too many questions? “My mate.” He needed to know she was next to him, that she didn’t do something foolish and slip out, or that she wasn’t able to sleep from fear.


  “Then you will be here.” The scout pointed at the cot across the way. “In the morning, you will eat with us. You will help us until it is time for the meeting.”


  “We will do all we can.” Clark kneeled for her again, a symbol of respect. Whatever the Bromi suggested, he would listen this time.
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  [image: C]lark’s cheeks flamed, but he laughed to ease the moment. A Bromi girl knelt in the river at his feet, cupping his testicles, and batting her eyelashes.


  “Such a big man,” she cooed. “Why have we never heard more about you?”


  The Bromi woman scrubbing his back with sand to exfoliate the skin kicked water at the kneeling girl. “Behave. You haven’t heard because he doesn’t associate with the likes of you.”


  Clark laughed again. “Entertainment and a bath. Nice of you both.” Tradition stated that all guests needed to be bathed by women of the tribe so they could be cleansed of sins.


  The woman slapped his shoulder. “You have a mate for your needs. Pretty little thing, for a white girl.”


  “Too skinny,” said the kneeling girl with a tsk. “We must fatten her, or will that come with a child?”


  “We use rising wraps,” he said. “No chance of a child yet.” Or ever. He winced. Why couldn’t they have their dream, with a family?


  Farther down the stream, other females worked on Garth and Zachariah. At least they couldn’t understand Bromi, or they might have questions about Clark’s mate.


  The standing woman ran her fingers through his wet hair and set to work braiding it into a single plait. She wove glass beads into the strands and tucked an eagle feather near his ear. “What we have heard of you is bravery. You do not allow the world to stifle you and you do not drag others into your battles.”


  Clark scowled. “Your chief wants me to use his warriors.”


  “It may not be our battle, but we do not mind helping a friend, especially one with honor.” She draped a leather thong with a carved whistle on the end around his neck.


  “We love to hurt the white men.” The kneeling girl grinned, squeezing his manhood a final time before standing. Water trickled down her legs. She and the other women wore modesty skirts made of deer skin, but their breasts hung free to the morning sun.


  “What about your… brother?” She nodded toward Zachariah, who tried to cover himself with his hands while two women washed him with rags. “Would he find me pleasing?”


  “He’s admitted he’s never had a woman before.”


  She tossed her two braids over her shoulder. “Then it’s time he did.”
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  “Can you believe it?” Zachariah gripped Clark’s arm, his lips dry and parted. “She offered herself to me like…” He gulped as if regretting his choice in words.


  “Like a whore?” Clark supplied. They sat apart from the chief and his leaders, so no one would hear their whispers. The Bromi gathered around a campfire passing a clay pipe with green smoke that coiled.


  “Do they do that with all guests?” Zachariah sputtered.


  “She likes you.” Clark shrugged, his gaze on the chief. The medicine man chanted while holding a sage stick. It would help clear their minds so they could make a wise decision.


  He switched his attention to Amethyst on his other side. They’d put a red dress on her with a leather belt and deerskin along the collar. She picked at her fingernails, the silver polish chipped to make it speckled. Dried blood caked around the cuticle of her left pointer finger.


  He bumped his head against hers and smiled when she blinked. She would be safe here. Safety counted now, nothing else. Beside her, Georgette clutched her hand.


  The chief rose and clapped. The other men around him knelt to bow their heads to the dirt, staying stationery as the chief stepped by them toward the Treasures. His woven cape drifted over his shoulders to his knees.


  Clark held his breath as his mind screamed at him to run, to refuse, and his heart told him to take any help he could.


  “We are in agreement,” the chief said. “You will remain with us. We will make you tribal members. Where we go, you go. You will be family.”


  Stay… and do nothing. Clark stiffened. That couldn’t be an option. The chief should know he didn’t want to stay with the Bromi. They all belonged to the “white” world.


  “What did he say?” Garth asked.


  The answer dried into a lump. Clark gulped. “They want us to live here.”


  “We can’t.” Amethyst gasped. “We have to go home. We can’t stay here in… in tents. This isn’t our life. We have houses and clothes and… and…” Her chest heaved and she blinked, her eyes glossy.


  She belonged in a world of glittering jewels and night clubs that made her feet tap to the rhythm. She should’ve married that old beau, Joseph. She could’ve been happy with him in the east, at his summer house, and his New Addison City mansion, or whatever else he lived in, not trapped amongst the Bromis with Clark.


  “Give them our thanks,” Georgette said. “Tell them how much we appreciate the offer. I would like to know what we should do to help acclimate ourselves to the tribe.”


  “You can’t be serious,” Amethyst shrieked. “Mother, we can’t really stay. We don’t belong with the Bromi.”


  “Amethyst,” her father snapped. “We’ll stay. They’ve offered us shelter. We need it.”


  “We don’t have to stay forever,” Zachariah said. Was that hope in his voice?


  Clark slammed his fist into the dust. Stupid army, stupid tonic. Everything had brought his life to this point made him hate himself. “Thank you.” The words ground out in the Bromi tone. “We accept.”


  Did they? Did he? Clark rolled to his feet and stomped toward the woods. It might not be respectful to the Bromi, but anger sizzled along his skin. His flesh crawled as if energy built up beneath it. That energy, all that self-loathing, could explode. He wouldn’t have to worry then. Everything would be… gone.


  Pine trees grew around the river. He shoved them aside, ignoring the pricks against his hands and arms. He marched through the water, cold liquid splashing up his legs to his knees. On the other bank, he kicked a fallen log. No one would come after him. Good. He needed that alone time. He needed—


  “Clark!” Amethyst shoved through the trees toward the river. “Get over here. I’m not going through that.”


  “Leave me alone.” Of course she would follow him. “You’re safe with them. You don’t have to come.”


  “I want to be with you.” She folded her arms. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said all of that. Any of that. I was surprised.”


  “No, you’re right. You deserve all of that. You deserve that other life.”


  “I want you.”


  “Don’t push her away.” Eric appeared at Clark’s side.


  “Where have you been?” Clark kicked a rock toward the ghost.


  “Is your father here?” Amethyst called from across the wide, but shallow, river.


  “If you don’t want to stay here, then don’t.” Eric spread his hands. “You can make up a new identity. Make up a new home.”


  “I yanked everyone into this with me. I can’t pretend it can all go away.”


  “Senator Horan controls the army out here. He told them about the tonic. He’s pushing them to find you. If they get you, you can pretend it doesn’t work. He’s the one you have to work on.”


  He could let himself get caught. They couldn’t keep him forever if the tonic didn’t really “work.”


  “Then,” Eric continued, “you can assassinate Senator Horan.”
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  [image: J]eremiah shielded his eyes with his hand before remembering his hat, the brim cocked off to the side. He shifted it back to block the sun. His telegram should’ve arrived that morning. Even if his family was preparing for the festivities, they would’ve sent a steamcoach to pick him and Alyssa at the train station.


  “Something’s wrong.” He scowled. “No one’s here.”


  Alyssa rested her hand on his arm. “I’m sure they’re just busy.”


  His mother never let anything, not even business, get in the way of her family. “No, I can feel it. Stay here.” In the early afternoon sunlight, so bright it hurt his eyes, surrounded by family greeting family, children running wild on noon recess from school, farmers emerging from selling their wares in the city, Alyssa would be safe.


  Jeremiah carried his bag with him to the ticket booth in the station. Less bags would make Alyssa less of a target.


  The seller adjusted his green-tinted sun spectacles. “Yes, sir, Mr. Treasure?”


  “How are you, Bill?” His father would’ve chatted for longer, maybe asked about the new baby, and the seller did open his mouth to begin a tirade. “Anyway.” No chance for the seller to reply. “I don’t see my folks anywhere. Must’ve gotten tied up back at the ranch. I’ll need some transportation out there. Are the hired cabs all rented out?” If they were, he’d beg a ride off someone in town.


  Bill pursed his lips. Maybe Jeremiah should’ve been a bit friendlier. “We’ve got them both. I’ll send the driver out in the jiffy.”


  “Thank you.” Jeremiah fished two coppers from his pocket and slid them over the counter as a tip.


  Bill kept his hands on his desk. “Be careful, Jeremiah. Things haven’t been right since the army invaded.”


  Invaded. What a great word for it. Jeremiah nodded.


  Bill lowered his voice. “Last couple days, we haven’t seen any of the normals from your pa’s ranch. Not a one. Most of the army hitched out, but from my reckoning, the numbers make it look like they left some back there. Haven’t seen your family since. A couple army men came to town to buy a wine barrel and that’s been it.”


  Jeremiah’s heart clenched before it raced. “Thanks for the heads up.” That couldn’t be a positive sign.
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  The positive lessened further when the hired cab pulled into the Treasure Ranch and a Tarnished Silver lifted her head off the lawn by the veranda. She lay on her back with her heels digging into the grass, her legs fallen open. Silver-painted sandals sparkled on her feet.


  “Who is that?” Jeremiah growled. He clenched his hand into a fist around his bag.


  Alyssa drew a sharp intake of breath. “I don’t recall seeing her here before.”


  Wind blew over the open-topped cab, the cover left off for the warm day. The driver shifted in his seat as he slowed the contraption. A puff of steam exploded from the back pipe.


  “Good luck to you, sir.” The driver stared at Jeremiah from beneath the wide rim of his top hat, his goggles reflecting the sun. He hopped down and opened the door, but Jeremiah pushed out and strode toward the harlot. The driver could help Alyssa down.


  “Who in the bloody, blazing gears are you?” Jeremiah dropped his bag at his feet. Dust from the dirt road puffed around his boots.


  She stood and used her long fingers to push her unbound brown hair from her face. Red paint coated her lips and black paint ringed her eyes, giving her a raccoon look. Sunburn seared her short nose and high cheekbones. “Hullo, fella.”


  “Who… are… you?” he growled through clenched teeth.


  The hem of her purple dress cut short in the front, near her crotch, and the back hung low to her ankles. “I’m Violet.” She cupped her breasts, spilling from the low V-neck collar. “See, suga, I always wear my favorite color.” When she lifted her chin, silver hoops jingled from her earlobes.


  “Did my parents invite you here?” Cogs help him if Clark had brought a Tarnished Silver to the ranch. Knowing his mother, she’d want to rehabilitate the woman, and Amethyst… who knew what Amethyst would do? His sister would probably beg for whore lessons.


  Violet licked her lips. “Your parents. Are you a Treasure?” She stepped forward and tapped his chest with one of her inch-long fingernails.


  Scowling, Jeremiah stepped around her and took the porch stairs two at a time. Alyssa could wait with the driver. His boots thudded the boards as he burst through the front door. “Father? Mother?”


  The air stank of unwashed bodies, tobacco, and moonshine, the rough kind. Dirt speckled the floor, along with streaks of mud and scuffs on the boards. Dirt handprints created a picture across the walls, and the hall table, once adorned with a vase of flowers, lay empty.


  What had the army done?


  Jeremiah ran toward the kitchen. “Nolan!” The Bromi would appear in the doorway, wiping flour off his hands onto his apron, or holding a tray of ginger cookies, his specialty.


  A man slumped on the floor. He belonged to the army, judging by his blue uniform. One hand laid overhead, the other across his belly, and he snored.


  Greenwood. Where would that bloody imbecile be?


  Whatever place didn’t want him the most.


  Jeremiah kicked open the office door, already open a crack, and let it bang his father’s globe. Greenwood jerked where he sat at the desk, a glass stylus in hand and papers sprawled against the once polished mahogany. A glass of frothing beer sat next to him. Jeremiah glanced at his father’s liquor cabinet, the glass door left open, the shelves empty. Greenwood had already finished off the good stuff.


  “Jeremiah,” the captain said after a pause, as if finally remembering his name. “Wondered when you’d get home. The telegram said sometime today.”


  “Where are my parents?”


  “Gone.” Greenwood shrugged.


  Jeremiah stomped across the room to slam his fists onto the desktop. “Where are my parents?”


  Greenwood picked up his inkwell. “Careful or you’ll spill everything.” He flared his nostrils. “They’re gone. I told you.”


  “What does that bloody mean?” Jeremiah shoved the papers off the desk. They drifted across the floor, as filthy as the hallway.


  Greenwood sighed. “Did you know they were protecting a dangerous criminal?”


  “What?”


  “Clark, my dear boy.” Greenwood shoved the cork stopper into his ink bottle. “He’s wanted by the government for crimes against his country—our country. As the army, it’s our duty to apprehend such villains.”


  Jeremiah gritted his teeth to keep from telling just how much he knew about Greenwood and Clark. That wouldn’t help. Information had to be protected until he could use it.


  “Your family tried to protect him,” Greenwood continued. “That makes them wanted criminals. They’ve committed treason against the country.”


  Jeremiah needed to sit—his head whirled and his ears built with pressure that threatened to pop—but that would make him less powerful. He needed to remain upright, lord it over Greenwood. “You bastard.”


  “No, that’s your brother,” the captain smirked. “Before you try to punch me, boy, keep in mind you’re now the head Treasure. All this belongs to you.”


  “My father isn’t dead.” Gone. “You wouldn’t kill him. That’s against the law. You could lose your post.” That sounded good. He didn’t know anything about the army.


  “He might be dead for all we know.” Captain Greenwood set the inkwell on the desk and pushed it across the wood. “Your parents ran off with that Clark. Who knows where they are now?”


  Jeremiah clenched his jaw. “Where’s Zachariah? Amethyst?”


  “Your whole family ran off. That’s how loyal they are to you and the country.”


  “The ranch hands? The servants?”


  “Dead or run off, too. Most of ‘em tried to fight back. That counts as enemy warfare.” Captain Greenwood peeled his lips off his teeth. “You’re the heir, boy. You should be glad Clark mucked things up.”


  Jeremiah would have to grab Alyssa and let her know what was happening. The army might’ve wired the house for information, so he would have to write to her about it. They could burn the letters. “If this is all mine, then get out.”


  Captain Greenwood laughed. “You can’t order the army out. You’d be a traitor yourself, then. Besides,” he grinned, “Senator Horan is proposing a new law just yesterday. Funny how he decided to do that after all this happened with Clark. See, boy, now it states that any heir of a large estate—like you, precisely—must be married in order to inherit. Isn’t that a funny coincidence?”


  Jeremiah could slam the man’s face into the floor and rub it until his eyes gouged out. He could shake him until his teeth rattled. Senator Horan and Captain Greenwood were linked at the hip.


  “Haven’t you heard?” Alyssa asked from the doorway. “Jeremiah and I are set to wed this weekend.”
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  “I don’t mind marrying in the court house.” Alyssa clutched the cup of tea, the only porcelain cup left whole in the ranch house. Her knuckles whitened, the only sign the army frazzled her.


  Jeremiah wiped his hand over his face. “Al… you deserve better than this.” Did she love him or did she think she did her duty? When he’d asked, she’d sworn she’d grown to love him. What would his mother do in Alyssa’s shoes?


  He scowled. Georgette Treasure would do what would benefit the grand scheme, even if it put her feelings at risk.


  “Alyssa, your parents would hate us Treasures. We’re nothing now. Traitors. They won’t see me as suitable.”


  She smiled, tight-lipped, as tight as her hand gripped the cup. His mother had painted the roses around the white rim herself. “My father knows your father. He knows the type of people you are and how corrosive the government can be at times. He had a mine confiscated because it was too close to one Senator Horan owned. It had been my father’s only mine.”


  Senator Horan again. Jeremiah turned from Alyssa so she wouldn’t have to see his face wrinkle further in disgust. His gaze roamed his mother’s sitting room, where he’d instituted Alyssa. It was the only room with a thick lock on the inside, rather than a keyhole that could be opened from either side. His father had insisted on that for Georgette so that, in case of an emergency, she could lock herself in for safety.


  Captain Greenwood and his remaining men dwelled downstairs. Their stomps and laughter filtered through the floorboards. They’d ransacked the poor room. Once, it had felt like a paradise. As a child, he’d gotten to sit on the velveteen footstool while his mother fastened jewels in her ears and around her neck, hearing her recite her favorite poetry as she readied her appearance.


  Not that Jeremiah favored poetry—a mess of nonsense words didn’t make peaches ripen—but the way she said the stanzas created magic in the air.


  “At least let me give you a proper enough wedding,” he mumbled. “We’ll invite your parents. We’ll have it here. A garden wedding.” Even though he’d never imagined himself married, other than to do it as a way to carry on the Treasure legacy or to have the kind of divine relationship his parents shared, he’d always pictured a wedding in his mother’s flower garden.


  “We need to hurry. It would take too long for my family to arrive. They can come after, to help us celebrate.” Alyssa sipped her tea. Since when had the dark circles developed beneath her eyes? “Call for the town magistrate. We can do it tonight in any area of the ranch you want.”


  “You’ve never pictured what kind of wedding you’d want?” Amethyst had babbled about that a time or two, having it in one of those eastern castles or one of those seaside resorts where people strode around in disgusting swim suits.


  “We have time for that. Our whole lives. Who says your dream wedding has to be when you get married?” She set her cup on its saucer, now sporting a chip in the corner. “Tonight, your inheritance will be legal in every sense of the law.”


  Everything of his father’s would be his—until he could figure out how to bring his family back. His parents could take care of them. They would’ve gone into the shed cellar and made their way elsewhere. Clark, blast him, should know how to survive in the wilderness.


  It was up to Jeremiah to protect the Treasure assets.


  He stared out the window, the lace curtains torn off and crumpled on the floor. A cloud cast the shed in shadow. He hadn’t dared go out yet to see if his father had left him a message. Captain Greenwood would be watching him to see if he led them to any clues.


  The cows in the fields wandered aimlessly. “Blast it all! No one’s been working the farm since the army drove everyone off.” The animals would need tending, the crops looked to. At least the trains and the mines had foremen, but the ranch had been abandoned.


  “You can get workers from town.” Alyssa refilled her cup from the teapot that matched the smashed blue porcelain set. “They’ll be loyal to you and give the army less power. Perhaps you can pick out house servants for me. We’ll put things back in order for when everyone returns.”


  If not for her, he would’ve pummeled as many army men as he could reach. Without her, he would feel totally alone, and he hadn’t been alone since… ever. “I love you.”
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  The army had ruined Georgette’s flowers and pulled up most of the vegetables to eat. Jeremiah picked the gazebo, grapes still hanging off the white wood, for the wedding. It would give Alyssa more of a backdrop.


  He stood with her, the vines creating a green and brown shelter, and clasped her hands. She wore his mother’s white lace gloves, since she’d only brought a leather traveling pair, and the matching scarf around her neck, fastened with one of Georgette’s pink cameos. Alyssa wore her own dress, in black and white stripes, but Georgette’s wide brimmed velvet hat with the train set off her crimson curls.


  Sweat beaded down Jeremiah’s back beneath his best suit. Most of his clothes had been rummaged through and stolen, but the suit coat and slacks had been spared. He wore his father’s shirt and cravat, Zachariah’s top hat, and a pair of boots Georgette had purchased for Clark.


  The town magistrate flipped through his leather-bound book and glanced over his shoulder at the army sprawled across the back porch, belching and laughing as they chugged moonshine and local beer. He turned back to Jeremiah with raised eyebrows.


  Jeremiah had slipped him a note back in town regarding what had happened at the ranch.


  “Get this going.” Captain Greenwood staggered across the lawn, kicking a head off one of Georgette’s remaining yellow tulips. “We’ll party tonight, right, boy?” He had to make it rude, since he couldn’t put it off.


  “Please, continue.” Alyssa inclined her head toward the magistrate with her smile that made Jeremiah’s stomach clench.


  The town magistrate cleared his throat. “You want the short version?”


  Jeremiah tensed. “Short as you can make it.”


  “We’ll do it long,” the captain guffawed. “Then we’ll watch this pretty pair share their pretty kiss.”


  How could Mable stand to live with the man? If Jeremiah had been in her place, he would’ve fled at the first chance, and taken the poor Bromi with him.


  “Short it is.” The magistrate flipped through the book toward the end. “In the eyes of our late king and the figure of our queen, the country welcomes a new couple. Your lives will be joined forever more. May the president recognize this proper union. Jeremiah Garth Treasure, do you accept this woman as your legal wife?”


  No mention of love, no exchange of heartfelt vows, as would’ve been in the longer ceremony. “I do.”


  “Alyssa Jane, do you accept Jeremiah as your legal husband?”


  “I do.” She squeezed his hand.


  “By law, I present Jeremiah and Alyssa Treasure.” Good man, he’d inserted the legal terms as Jeremiah had requested.


  Jeremiah turned Alyssa by the shoulders and lowered his lips to hers. The twilight framed her face, making the freckles across her nose glow.


  “What a pathetic ceremony,” Greenwood roared. “Short and ugly. That the best you folks can do out here on the prairie?”


  “Thank you, sir.” Jeremiah shook the magistrate’s hand. “If you could, I would like a request put out across the town. Alyssa will need house servants and I’ll need fresh farm hands. It looks like the army can’t run a ranch worth their lives.”


  Greenwood’s eyes bulged. “There won’t be any new folks allowed on here.”


  The magistrate lifted his hand. “The request doesn’t get in the way of the army policy of occupying private land. If you want, Captain, I can show you the documents and get the town lawyer to explain it in more detail.”


  Greenwood sputtered before clamping his lips shut.


  “This is my ranch now,” Jeremiah said. “I’ll run it as I see fit. It’s too big for me to run, and unless you and your men want to pick up a shovel to muck out a stall, then I’ll be hiring some new hands.”


  “Mr. Treasure.” The magistrate shook with him again. “Expect a whole line of workers sometime tomorrow. I’ll drop them off personally.”
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  Amethyst leaned her forehead against the back of his head. “I think it’s a smashing idea.”


  “You would,” he muttered into his palms. Another girl might’ve fainted at the prospect. Then again, that was why he loved her. She wasn’t just another girl in Hedlund. She was… Amethyst.


  “Senator Horan is a very bad man. Why shouldn’t he be eliminated?”


  “You can hide your identity.” Eric floated over the stream. “No one needs to know Clark Treasure or Clark Grisham did it. You’ll have me at your side, Clark. I’ll tell you which rooms to avoid, where the guards are waiting.”


  Clark parted his fingers to stare at his father through them. “Have you done this before?”


  “What did he say?” Amethyst clenched Clark’s shoulders.


  Eric shook his head. “Senator Horan ordered my murder. You really think I want to see him live when I don’t get to hold my grandchildren?”


  “He wants us to have grandkids,” Clark said.


  Eric sighed in his breathless way. “The west isn’t a proper place. There are villains and heroes. Sometimes the heroes have to eliminate the villains.”


  “Who decides who the hero is?” Clark asked. “I’ve only killed when I’ve had to.”


  “You have to now,” Eric whispered. “For your family. Amethyst. The Treasures.”


  “Clark?” Amethyst whispered.


  He repeated what Eric had said. “Where do I stop? After Horan, do I take out Greenwood too? The whole army?”


  She nodded. “If you have to.”


  Amethyst had no idea how the world worked. He’d seen men who started killing and couldn’t stop until the deaths had caught up with them. A sloppy shot or a vengeful enemy put a bullet through them.


  “Clark? Am?” Branches crunched, drawing closer. Clark stood and Amethyst gripped his arm.


  “Father, we’re here,” she called. “Beside the river.”


  Clark winced. She would need to learn that while on the run, yelling in the middle of the woods, let alone responding to their given names, could mean evil.


  Garth pushed through the pine trees. Clark held his breath as he waited to hear what Garth wanted. Would it be to question why Clark and Amethyst had shared a bed? Clark had assumed no one noticed anything besides a brother comforting a younger sister, and in the anxiety of the moment, perhaps no one had given it a thought.


  Garth coughed. “We need to stay together. We’re a family, a team.”


  “Hi, Garth,” Eric whispered. Clark’s heartbeat sped.


  Amethyst shrugged off her father’s words. “I was telling Clark what a great idea it would be to terminate Senator Horan.”


  Garth narrowed his eyes. “That’s a horrible idea. Treasures don’t kill needlessly.”


  Neither did a Grisham. Clark glanced at Eric. His father wanted to protect him, and he saw that as the way. Should Clark do it, just to seek revenge for Eric’s death? Did two deaths make it right?


  “Georgette and I know what we’ll do,” Garth said. “I’ve met with the president in the past and once he stayed at the ranch when he visited Hedlund. We’ll explain the situation to him.”


  Clark tensed. “He won’t care. The army—the government—wants us.”


  “The president knows I’m an honest man who runs an honorable empire. He will listen to me. We’ll get back our holdings and he’ll give you a pardon.”


  “Why would he do that?” Could Garth Treasure really be that influential?


  “Tell him it’s a bad idea,” Eric hissed.


  “Father, that’s wonderful!” Amethyst hugged him around the neck, giggling.


  “You’ll tell him about the tonic? My… abilities?” Clark scratched his cheek. “That’s what the government wants.”


  “Garth is too honest,” Eric exclaimed. “It won’t work. These men don’t follow rules. I know, Clark. I worked with them. I made them the tools they wanted. Garth worked to better the land and I… I helped them take it over.”


  “Of course we’ll tell them.” Garth kissed his daughter’s head. “Secrets will hinder us. We need to be open. They need to trust us.”


  “They’ll take me,” Clark stated. “You don’t want that.”


  “Of course we don’t want that. They can’t take you against your will. You didn’t agree to become their test subject. It was an accident. The president will understand.”


  “Father will protect you.” Amethyst held out her hand for Clark. “This is the most amazing idea!”


  “You’ll need to ask the Bromi chief to have his warriors escort us as far east as they dare. We’ll make it to New Addison City,” Garth said.


  “We’re going home,” Amethyst squealed.


  Clark drew a deep breath. He’d decided to go to Garth so he could use the Treasure name as protection. Garth could fulfill that role now. Eric had hidden from Clark all those years of running, when he’d felt alone and lost, helpless.


  Eric had created wicked inventions just for the love of inventing, while Garth adhered to his pride in the country.


  Clark exhaled slowly. “All right. We’ll do it your way. I’m sick of running.” Garth’s plan could end all that.
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  The Bromi chief halted his horse and lifted his hand. The party following him slowed, keeping to the plains where the heather swayed in the wind. A mile or two out lay the darkness of a town. Lights twinkled, and what sounded like a steam train whistled.


  “Here we stop.” The chief stared at Clark, who’d ridden at his side. “This town is kind to us. We have traded with them and they have not reported us. We dare not go any further.”


  “We thank you.” Clark bowed his head. Amethyst, seated behind him, followed suit. Her arms squeezed his ribs.


  “You look ill with worry,” the chief said. “My plan will remain if yours fails. Be brave and walk not with death as a cloud, but as a shadow, forever at your use.”


  Clark winced. “I have to trust Garth. I don’t know a lot. I’m not up on the law. I’m a miner, the son of a Tarnished Silver—”


  “You are the one death touched and left whole.”


  Could that mean something? Clark bowed his head. “Thank you for your guidance.”


  He slid off the horse’s back and helped Amethyst down. Garth, Georgette, and Zachariah followed. They’d ridden borrowed horses like he had, but Amethyst hadn’t had the experience to handle a mount well over the rough terrain. The warriors trailing the chief took the reins to guide the horses back to the tribe.


  With them, went Clark’s opportunity to follow his own path, to obey his father.


  He turned toward the city. Garth had to be trusted.
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  Amethyst bounced on her heels. As soon as they reached the city, she would show Clark her favorite restaurants. She would show him the finishing school she’d attended and the ice cream parlor where she’d had her first kiss.


  Maybe not that parlor.


  She grabbed his hand and swung it. “Relax. Father will take care of everything.”


  Her father fished bills from the sack he’d taken from that disgusting shed cellar and handed them to the ticket man behind the counter at the train station.


  Clark remained as straight as a glass stylus.


  “Please relax?” She batted her eyelashes. “Do it for me?”


  “Hush.” Georgette grabbed her arm, turning her from Clark. “Act your age and leave your brother alone.”


  Brother. Ha. Amethyst jerked away. “I’m not doing anything.”


  “Names?” The ticket seller pushed back her father’s change in coins.


  “G. Peterson,” he said. “My wife, Mrs. Peterson. Our children. Put them as C., Z., and A. Peterson.”


  The ticket seller blinked, cocking his head. “If you insist.” He scribbled the names into his ledger.


  Amethyst shifted her stance. Why hadn’t her father made up names for them? Using their initials sounded suspicious. Clark had insisted on doing nothing, if they could help it, out of the ordinary. People riding trains always used their full names, from what she understood.


  The seller pushed the tickets through the window and her father accepted them. “Thank you and have a great day.”


  “Are we getting right on or do we have time for traveling clothes?” Amethyst asked. Trekking across the desert and riding horseback hadn’t been the same as a proper press. Her hems were ragged, spots beneath her arms from sweating.


  “There are more important things than new clothes,” her mother snapped.


  “We’ll get onboard since the train leaves in an hour,” her father said. “We’re lucky to have made it so we didn’t have to spend the night in town.”


  Sighing, Amethyst followed her parents and brother across the station and onto the train. Clark trailed behind her, one hand on her back as though ensuring himself she was safe. She leaned back against his chest, smiling. With her father and Clark in charge, everything would be fine.


  Her father led them three cars forward, toward the steam engine. How odd. Normally, first class stayed in the back. According to letters from Georgette, the family owned a private car that attached to the back. Of course, they couldn’t use it then, but…


  “This will be ours.” Her father stopped at an aisle. In this compartment, the windows were all opened and rows of cramped seats occupied the space.


  “We’re riding here?” Amethyst waved at the lumpy seats. Some already had men and women slumped in them, some asleep, others staring out the windows or at them. Men puffed on cigars and pipes. Two little boys ran down the center row, shoving Amethyst’s hip as they passed.


  “For now, we have limited funds,” Georgette said. “We’ll make do. Cheaper seats means we’ll be able to purchase food in the eating car.”


  “Didn’t you say you and Father had worse conditions when you first came to Hedlund?” Zachariah asked.


  So, he’d finally decided to talk.


  “Indeed we did.” Garth rubbed Zachariah’s shoulder. “We’ll tell you children about them during the ride. We’ll be stuck on here for about three days, so we’ll have plenty of bonding time.” He laughed. He actually laughed. How could anything be funny?


  When Amethyst had first arrived in Hedlund from New Addison City, she’d expected to ride home just as she’d ridden there. She would have the first class car, where her velvet seat reclined into a bed and there were tables set up for her to play cards with the other passengers. Rich, creamy foods had been brought to her at mealtimes, and servants had carried around wine, cheese, and peanuts every few hours for snacks. She’d read, designed new dresses for her city seamstress to make for her, and written letters about what an amazing journey it was—elaborating, of course—back to her finishing school girls. Even if she loathed it, they could still be jealous.


  She pushed past her parents and crawled across the seats, barely wide enough for her to fit through, then dropped onto the chair beside the window. She folded her arms, leaned back, and squeezed her eyes shut. “Wake me when we arrive. I’m going to pretend this is all a nightmare.”


  The seat beside her creaked, and Clark brushed his fingertips over the back of her hand. “Think of how I feel.”


  Amethyst winced. She had been concentrating on herself and not on Clark. She slid her fingers through his and squeezed. “No matter what, I’m here for you, honey. I’ll stick by your side, even if we get stuck in the desert.”
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  The ticket seller handed his ledger to the telegraph officer. “Do it quick before anyone else comes in.”


  “It’s late.” The officer trailed his finger down the list of names until he got to the first for the day. “Ain’t no one else coming now, I swear.”


  “Then hurry up so we can get home. I’ve got cheddar soup waiting for me back there.”


  “Wonder how long Senator Horan will want all the passengers telegraphed to him. Ain’t easy, you know. Irritating as all rusty gears.”


  “They’re searching for those Treasures.” The ticket seller leaned against his counter and lit a cigarette. “I starred an entry on the third page. They fit the description, but sure didn’t look like no wealthy folk.”


  The officer paused, his finger holding his place in the text. “You really think it was them?”


  The seller scratched his neck where his whiskers were growing in. “I don’t rightly know. Feel bad for them. The army takes what they want.”


  “I’m glad.” The officer snorted. “It’s about time the mighty fell.”
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  “Senator Horan?” The secretary knocked on the parlor door.


  The senator looked up from his evening newspaper and removed the cigar from his lips. “What is it?” Everyone should know better than to bother him when he relaxed before retiring to his bed.


  The secretary stepped into the room and bowed, holding out a paper. “We may have gotten a hit on the Treasures. A family traveling east by train, destination of New Addison City.”


  Senator Horan placed his cigar in the ashtray on the mahogany table beside his reclining chair. His nerves tweaked and his breath hitched, but he forced his hand to be still. “Hand it to me.” The blasted Treasures would be destroyed and he would have Dead-Boy Clark. At last.


  “The names don’t fit.” The secretary passed over the paper. “When the telegraph came in, this entry was highlighted. The ticket seller left a note that their physical descriptions matched the Treasures.”


  As Senator Horan read the handwritten note, his heartbeat sped and sweat beaded on his brow. The first initials matched perfectly, but the last name. Peterson.


  Garth’s father was Peter Treasure. Poor Garth, so honorable he didn’t even know how to properly hide.


  ‘This is them!” Senator Horan jerked to his feet. “Have them apprehended at the next station.”
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  “I never thought I’d become Nolan.” Jeremiah chuckled. “Here I am making biscuits for stew.”


  Alyssa laughed. “And making a jolly mess out of the whole baking endeavor.”


  He pressed his hand to his heart as though wounded. “I’ve made bread before when Father and I went camping.”


  The trumpet sounded again.


  “Let’s go get our workers.” She used a hook to pull the pot away from the fire. Stew had seemed the best bet, throwing together what vegetables they’d scrounged from the garden, and Jeremiah had slaughtered one of the male calves that should’ve gone to market during the army occupation.


  He slung his arm over her shoulders and steered her through the house. Captain Greenwood would be in his father’s study doing who knew what. It would be too late to hide any confidential papers, but his father kept the most important documents in a safe at the bank. The rest of the army would be lounging somewhere, eating Georgette’s bonbons and gulping the nasty moonshine they’d bought from one of the hillbillies who lived in shacks in the wilderness.


  Jeremiah ground his teeth. They would’ve bought it by selling some of his family’s goods.


  The town magistrate stood on the veranda steps with his son, a boy of ten, beside him with a polished trumpet. People crowded behind them. Jeremiah blinked, freezing in the front door. He’d expected twenty men at most, the kind who couldn’t hold a proper job and would want whatever they could get.


  This group had to be worth half the town in population, and maybe some folks were from other towns, judging by the amount of unfamiliar faces. They wore working clothes: the men in overalls and denim, the women in homespun.


  Jeremiah whistled. “You’re all here to work?” When they ran the bill in the papers every spring for seasonal workers, they never got that many takers in one swoop. Drifters, mostly, took up their job offers, wandering by to work for the summer before moving on.


  A man he recognized from the lumber yard stepped forward to clap the magistrate’s shoulder. “Your family’s always been ready to help us. If we can’t pay the doctor bills, your dad slips us a little. Your mother does her charity parties. You’ve never been above us. If we need help, your folks are always right there.”


  “But you have other jobs.” Jeremiah wiped his hand over his gaping mouth. “I can pay you folks, but…”


  “I can work a half day,” the lumber yardman said. “Some of us do that, and the rest of us will work for you full time.”


  The school teacher, a young girl with a blue bonnet, ushered a mass of children forward. “Some of us aren’t looking for payment. I called everyone back from summer vacation to do volunteer work, like they do in the east. We’ll write essays and poems on what we do here. We’ll make it a grand time.”


  Another man, a farmer Jeremiah recognized from the next town over, jogged through the crowd. “We don’t like what the army’s done to you folks. It ain’t right.”


  Alyssa clapped. “Thank you all. This is remarkable. I’m Alyssa Treasure. Jeremiah and I married last night. We had to do it then, or he wouldn’t have gotten his inheritance. When my parents arrive, we’ll have a grand celebration and I want all of you, our neighbors and friends, to attend.”


  The crowd cheered. She’d said exactly the right thing, as Georgette would’ve done.


  Jeremiah leaned against the railing to scan the crowd of grinning faces. “Alyssa’s the new mistress of the ranch. Those of you wanting to work the fields follow me out to the barns and we’ll figure out a plan of action. Those of you looking for house or garden work, see Alyssa in the ballroom.”
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  Captain Greenwood shoved the brocade curtain back across the office window and stomped to Garth’s desk. Why did Jeremiah and that girl have to ruin everything? It would’ve been perfect, what with Senator Horan’s new law getting into place. Unwed Jeremiah wouldn’t get his inheritance until he married, and that was supposed to take a couple weeks. By then, the law would’ve gotten into place, stating that if a man couldn’t inherit within a week, the property reverted to the territory for auction. Horan, senator of the territory, would auction it off to his rancher brother next door. The Treasures would have nothing.


  Why did that girl have to agree to the wedding? What girl didn’t want a lavish affair? The Treasures could certainly afford it, and neither of them knew about the property going to the territory clause.


  Captain Greenwood pulled a clean sheet for paper from the top drawer and dated it. He had to word the letter carefully lest Senator Horan take his head over the blunder.
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  With his men scattered across the ranch working odd jobs, Jeremiah opened the shed door.


  “Got to check supplies,” he called over his shoulder. “Who knows what’s missing. We’ve got to replace what we can.”


  The closest worker, a farmer who lived ten miles away, waved two fingers in acknowledgement as he walked by with a bucket. Jeremiah stepped into the atmosphere of musty hay. Dust particles floated in the air. He took the pencil and notebook from his back pocket as he scanned the shelves, checking off his nonexistent list in case anyone walked by. He nudged the door shut as if checking behind it, and lifted a corner of the trapdoor. With no one in sight, he scurried down the ladder, leaving the door open a crack to let sunlight filter down. If anyone looked inside, they might see a bump in the floor, but those were common in outbuildings, constructed fast and not meant to last forever.


  Wooden shelves had been made into the dirt walls, covered with supplies, changed as necessary; he spotted the space where two canvas sacks had been taken. A folded paper rested on the floor near the wooden ladder. He stuffed it in his jacket pocket and hurried back up. He shut the trap door, brushing dirt and hay over the wood. Alone, sunlight dancing across him, he unfolded the letter.


  Three words stared at him: Gone to Bromi. He recognized the sharp, decisive handwriting as his father’s. Why would they do that? Jeremiah scowled. How would the Bromi help? How would they even find them? When the army went out to round up new slaves, it took them weeks to locate a tribe on the plains or in the cliffs. He’d read about it in the newspapers, when the army posted notices for new slaves for sale.


  He snorted. Clark. He’d lived with the Bromi. He would know how to find them. Would his family be safe there? Jeremiah had to believe Clark would protect them. Having them there, though, meant Jeremiah wouldn’t be able to find them until they showed up. May rust break all the gears.


  What would Jeremiah do if he was a wanted man? A chill crept over his skin. He wouldn’t know the first thing about hiding right.


  “Treasure?” a man called from outside.


  Jeremiah stepped into the doorway. “What?”


  An army man walked toward him, swinging his cap at his side. “Captain wants to see you. He made a list of food stuffs you need to order.” The man grinned, the look lopsided, one of his front teeth missing.


  Snorting, Jeremiah tapped his pencil against his notebook. “Jolly good. I’ll add it to mine.”
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  “They say when our first king landed on our shores,” Garth recited, “that he came west far enough to come here. He claimed this river and everything between here and the eastern sea his own. It was only in the last hundred years we’ve ventured on to find the western sea.”


  “And all the other countries in the world,” Zachariah added.


  Clark wished he could pull Zachariah aside to find him something new to fixate on other than the army that had abandoned him. Did he feel comfortable with his family? From what Clark understood, Zachariah had always focused on becoming one with the army, a fixture of itself, as though he could become its arm, a defender and participant.


  “Will we eat lunch soon?” Amethyst touched her forehead to the window glass. “My stomach won’t stop rumbling.” She glanced at Clark, as though recalling how often he’d gone hungry. “Or whenever. I can wait.” Her cheeks flushed.


  “Not many should get on or off here,” Garth said. “Most of the people along here work riverboats, showboats, or shipping. Not many care about going east or west.”


  The door at the end of the car creaked open. Clark peered over the seat, and stiffened. Three men dressed in the army blue strode down the car, pausing to study each row. The leader carried a paper with him which he kept scanning.


  “Army,” Clark whispered. His hand fell to the pistol at his waist. If he had to, he could shoot them without missing, so long as no one got in the way. They could run, find a way off the train—


  Garth rested his hand on Clark’s arm. “Be still. They aren’t here for us. They’re checking to make sure everything is in order.”


  “They didn’t do that when I came through,” Amethyst said.


  Garth had traveled east and west more times than Clark. He would know. They were still safe—


  The army leader halted beside their row. The stranger on the end of the row of six seats looked up from his nap and yawned.


  “Peterson?” The army man’s gaze fastened on Garth.


  Clark felt his stomach knot. Trouble. He’d been right and Garth had been mistaken. Where was Eric with his myriad warnings? He hadn’t made an appearance since Clark had agreed to Garth’s plan.


  Garth paled and his fists clenched over his knees. “Yes?”


  “If you and your family will come with us.” The leader stepped back to allow them to pass. Zachariah, on the end beside the stranger, stood with a stiff, numb air. He kept his arms straight at his sides and lifted his knees high, the perfect soldier march. He strode past the leader and headed toward the back, where the other two waited.


  “What will we do?” Amethyst dug her fingernails into Clark’s arm.


  “Wait and watch,” Clark whispered back. “I’ll find us a way out.” His blood pumped hot and cold, the nerves in his hands tingling. He would save them. He had the experience Garth lacked.


  “Of course, sir.” Georgette rose with smooth grace. Lifting her ragged skirt, she followed her son with her chin lifted. Stiff like Zachariah, Garth trailed behind, his shoulders slumped. A defeated, saddened man. He’d assumed his plan perfect, but the army had caught them.


  It happened. A man learned to fight when it did.


  Clark helped Amethyst and guided her in front so he could watch them all. When he’d used the restroom, he’d observed which of the second class cars, where the passengers had their own enclosures, were empty and which were not. The first, in the upcoming car, was empty.


  The leader, following behind, shut the door between the two cars.


  “My boot. Blast these laces.” Clark scowled, kneeling near the door to that first enclosure. With no one inside, the train attendants hadn’t latched it. He bumped it with his hip and it swung open.


  “Get a move,” the leader barked.


  “What is this in regards to?” Georgette demanded.


  “Keep moving,” the leader said. When the procession began again, Clark shoved his shoulder into the leader’s sternum, knocking him sideways into the enclosure. The man gasped as he hit the back wall near the window. Clark drew his pistol and shot before the leader could recover. The bullet sliced through his skull and blood splattered the paneled wall. The silencer on the end of the silver barrel kept it soft.


  “What in the name—” Another of the army men ran down the narrow hall. Clark ducked behind the door, drawing the pistol to his chest. When the man ran inside, Clark kicked the door shut and fired through the man’s skull, in case he wore a protective vest under his clothes.


  Eric had been right. He was already a killer.


  Clark hopped onto the bench and aimed. The door opened to the last army man. He barreled inside with his gun drawn. Good man. The other two hadn’t even reached for theirs. Clark kicked the pistol aside. Leaping from one bench to the other, he fired in midair. The bullet seared through the man’s forehead and he slumped to his knees, then onto his chest.


  Garth darted into the doorway. “What…?” His eyes widened.


  Clark lowered the barrel of his gun. “Get in here. Everybody.”


  Garth paused, meeting Clark’s gaze, before motioning for the others to hurry. Clark shut the door behind Zachariah, the last inside. Amethyst gaped at the bodies and Georgette pressed one hand over her mouth.


  “Someone will hear all that and come,” Zachariah stated.


  Clark shook his head. “Too much noise out in the port and this car isn’t full much. We’ll just have to leave before anyone comes through.”


  “We can’t walk out the doors,” Georgette said. “There will be other soldiers who know we should be apprehended.”


  “We’re lucky.” Clark hopped over the guards to slide the window up as far as it would go. “We’re over the river. We’re going to jump.”


  Amethyst paled, slumping onto the seat. “We’re jumping into the river?”


  She should’ve been used to his ideas by then. “We have to.” He didn’t think twice about it. Would he have, before the tonic, before the running? Clark sighed. Hedlund had really come to hate him.


  Or love him. There might have been a cliff instead of a nice, wet river.


  “You either stay and get captured, or you jump with me.” He replaced his pistol. The others could stay, but he’d take Amethyst with him. When he held out his hand to her, she gulped, but crossed to him.


  She interlaced their fingers and smiled, that trusting smile with excitement in her eyes. “Can I jump first?” Of course Amethyst, who couldn’t swim, would want to plummet. She never seemed to comprehend her limits.


  “Climb up to the roof so we can jump together. I don’t want you to drown.” Clark glanced at the others. “Can you swim?”


  Georgette nodded. “You have to, if you live out here.”


  Amethyst gripped the windowsill and slid her body forward. Clark cupped her feet and clutched her legs, helping her twist around so she could climb atop the roof. He nodded to the Treasures left inside the car. He’d done his best for them. What mattered was making it. The government couldn’t hurt them if he wasn’t around.


  Clark slid his body through the window, using the sill to get a leap onto the roof. He scrambled up and rolled to his knees. Amethyst stood with her arms held out for balance, the sunlight making her hair glow. Noises came from the port, a jumble of voices, but no one sounded panicked. No one shouted for back up or called his name.


  He gripped her hand. The river would be cold, murky. Being so close to a city, no matter how small of one, people would pollute it with garbage.


  “I love you,” he said, because there had been so few people in his life he could tell that to.


  Amethyst laughed. She turned, with her hair blowing and her skirts billowing, and leapt off the train for the water, pulling him with her.
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  [image: W]ater closed over Clark’s head, that first stab of cold that exploded around him, filling his ears and nose, seeping between his lips when his body gasped on reflex. Amethyst’s hand slipped from his as he sank, but he leaned to the right, grabbing a hunk of her dress. He scissor kicked his legs to propel himself upward, dragging her into his arms. She wrapped around him as he swam for the surface, gasping as his head broke free. She gasped beside him.


  “All right?” he panted.


  River water poured over her face and her hair clung to her features. Since she clung to him, he brushed it back for her.


  “Brass glass,” she sputtered. “That was wild.”


  A yelp sounded from above before a flash blurred by and a body splashed into the river near them. Georgette bobbed to the surface, wiping the water from her eyes. He’d never wanted to clap a woman on the shoulder before, but she would’ve deserved it. She took everything in stride.


  Garth leapt next, followed by Zachariah. Clark swam toward the shore with Amethyst clenched around his neck so she wouldn’t drown. The others should follow him. Garth might be the head of the family, and he might’ve ventured west on an adventure, but he didn’t know about surviving as a wanted criminal.


  Boats, ranging from row boats to show boats, bobbed at the shore, their ropes tied to the docks. Clark swam between two showboats and climbed into the rocks. Amethyst slid down, squeaking when her boot heels teetered on the jaggedness. Her fist closed around the back of his jacket.


  “Hey, boyo.” A sailor leaned over the railing of the showboat on the right. A straw-hat shielded his eyes. “Fall overboard?”


  “Yeah.” Clark scowled for effect. “That’s why you don’t go boating with a fellow you cheated at cards with once upon a time. Threw me and the family overboard. Whatcha make o’ that?”


  The sailor laughed and disappeared back to his work. Clark helped Amethyst onto level ground before jogging back to pull Georgette out. Garth, gripping Zachariah’s arm, followed, his cheeks flushed despite the chill in the water.


  Clark turned to look at the town. Brick and wooden buildings. Fences around tiny gardens. People strolling, lost in their own world, ignoring the world passing by.


  Somewhere in another world, he had a different life, one where he didn’t worry about things. He did whatever he wanted and didn’t care that it would end in imprisonment or death.


  He would never get that luxury.
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  A song played through Amethyst’s mind, transporting her back to last summer, when she’d gone to Mary’s family’s beach house a few hours from New Addison City. It had been a crazy time—Mary’s word for it. She’d invited everyone in their circle out for a week when her parents took a trip overseas.


  Amethyst had painted purple streaks into her yellow curls. She’d coated her eyelids in glitter that matched her lips, giant silver loops in her earlobes. She’d worn a gold-painted corset with fringe that made up the skirt.


  Mary’s father’s pit bulls had run rampant across the grounds, and the guests had dressed them up. Pearls had hung around their necks. They’d painted stripes down their backs. Someone had brought a pony onto the veranda and woven flowers into its mane.


  The newspaper had come. The pictures had gone around New Addison papers for a month, and who knew how long across the rest of the country.


  That hadn’t been crazy. Catapulting off a train into a river—that counted as crazy.


  Amethyst laughed until her eyes burned. Tears seeped through her lids. Her clothes dripped onto the pebbles and her boots squished. “We’re insane!”


  “Amethyst, hush,” her mother hissed.


  “Why?” Amethyst spread her hands. “No one knows who we are. We could be anyone! We’re bloody paupers. Who in the name of gears cares?”


  “Language.” Georgette sighed.


  “I’m a pauper. I can say anything I want!”


  “We have to keep moving,” Clark said. “The army will find us here if we stay.”


  “Where do we go?” Zachariah asked.


  “We go to New Addison. We find a way,” Garth ground out through clenched teeth.


  Clark pursed his lips, narrowing his eyes at her father. What would be best? To keep running or to go to the president?


  “How much money is left?” Clark asked.


  Garth patted the satchel slung over his head, strapped down by his jacket shoulder sash. “It’ll be wet, but I’ve got one-hundred left and Zachariah has another two-hundred.”


  Amethyst snorted. “You have that much and I couldn’t get something to eat?”


  “That’s hardly anything,” Zachariah said.


  She rolled her eyes. She’d never paid attention to prices until Clark had whisked her away.


  “We’ll have to stay the night here,” Clark said. “I’ll find us three inns. We’ll have to split up.”


  “I want you.” Amethyst bobbed across the distance to grab his hand and swing it. No way was she getting stuck with her mother or Zachariah. Her father wouldn’t be too bad, but Clark would be best by far.


  “Split the money with us,” Clark whispered. “Divide up however. We’ll walk around and I’ll find us a spot to meet at in the morning. I’ll give us new names, nothing at all like what we have. I’ll find us the best form of transportation, but we might have to travel at different times. We can’t be tracked as a group if we aren’t a group.”


  Garth licked his lips, but his hand went to his satchel to untie the flap. “You tell us what to do. Get us to New Addison City and I’ll do the rest.”
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  “Will you really let my father take care of things once we reach the city?” Amethyst poked at the bed Clark had found for them in the creepiest inn Amethyst had ever seen. The lumpy bed, stuffed with rattling cornhusks, probably had bugs in it.


  But, she could barely keep her eyes open. It didn’t look as hideous as she knew it should. Plus, if things were different and they had something grand, her parents would probably be thinking more about her, rather than themselves, and realize she and Clark were a little too cuddly. Amethyst giggled, swaying toward her husband.


  “Yeah.” Clark peeled off his wet clothes and spread them on the floor, since the closet-sized room only had the bed as furniture. “Take off your clothes.”


  She lifted her eyebrows. “You really feel like making love in that thing after the day we’ve had?”


  He chuckled, cupping her cheeks between his hands. His lips brushed hers. “I want nothing more than to make love to you until you pass out, but we need to rest. We’re still drenched and we don’t want bugs getting in our clothes.”


  Clark turned her around so he could unfasten the back buttons of her shirt.


  “You really think everything will be settled soon?” She held her breath as his tongue flicked across the back of her neck.


  “If not, I’ll fix it,” he whispered.


  [image: ]


  
[image: Chapter Nineteen]


  [image: C]lark stretched across the stagecoach bench, resting one arm across the back. Look too nervous and they noticed. Look relaxed, they figured riding east was something that happened every day.


  For some people, it did.


  Amethyst perched beside him, picking at her nails, and Zachariah sat beside her, his back stiff and his fingers tapping a pattern across his thigh. That certainly wasn’t obvious.


  “Calm down,” Clark whispered.


  A man and an elderly woman sat across from them. At each bump the wheels struck, the woman grabbed a corner of her hat and squeaked.


  Clark peered out the window to watch the port town fade into meadows. No one followed them: good sign.


  “You think Mother and Father will be safe?” Zachariah asked.


  Clark ground his teeth. They weren’t supposed to talk about them. “They’ll be fine.” The train would arrive before the stagecoach, so they would go to Amethyst’s great-uncle’s apartment. Amethyst would guide her team once they reached New Addison City.


  “I hate my fingernails like this,” she muttered.


  “Where are you folks headed?” the elderly woman asked.


  “Home.” Amethyst leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “I can’t wait. It feels as if I’ve been away forever. My brothers here,” she rolled her eyes, “wanted to see the mighty river. Whatever. I much prefer city streets.”


  “Where is home?” The man leaned against the back and crossed his arms. Clark shifted on his seat to show his pistol in its holster. At least Amethyst babbled enough to nix any suspicion.


  “New Addison City,” Amethyst scoffed, as if everyone should know that. “My silly brothers, right? How can they trade shopping for a river?”


  “What was at the river?” The woman lifted her gaze, eyes wide.


  Zachariah glanced at Clark. “Boats?”


  “He”—Amethyst hooked her thumb toward him—“exchanged letters with some poor little show girl out there. He wanted to go wed her, bring her home with us. The girl wasn’t looking for marriage.” She cupped her hands around her mouth. “She wanted a quick thump and she thought he’d have the right pay for that.”


  Clark chuckled into his fist. Zachairah gulped. “I—”


  Amethyst shrugged, settling against the seat. “How about you dears?”


  “My son and I,” the woman rested her hand on his knee, “are visiting my granddaughter. She’s going to have her first child this autumn. Her husband’s a business man.”


  Clark watched the meadows stretch far, and in the distance, woods dwelled. His skin crawled and he scratched his shoulder. Never had he been so far from Hedlund. They’d passed into another state long before the river, the state of Dunn. He’d never expected to even see Dunn, let alone leave Dunn for the state of Sampson. After Sampson, they’d reach Addison State.


  A gunshot sounded and something pinged against the side of the stagecoach. The driver and his shotgun rider shouted from the seat outside, and the vehicle gained speed. Clark gripped the edge. A robber in Sampson? Wasn’t the east civilized, with law workers?


  Amethyst shrieked and seized his arm. “Are we being attacked?”


  “Reggie, do something!” The elderly woman slapped her middle-aged son.


  Another shot, followed by a ping against the coach. Zachariah tried to stand, but the speeding coach knocked him onto his buttocks.


  “Brass glass.” Clark stared out the window. Meadow had become woods, the trees dark, hiding whatever lurked inside. He’d craved the woods for just that reason. The army couldn’t hunt you down as fast. You had more things to hide behind.


  One of the men up front shouted. A body flashed by the window and the coach veered. Had it been the driver? Clark jiggled the latch on the door’s window and forced the glass up. “What can I do to help?”


  They didn’t have much money if they were stopped by bandits. Amethyst had stuffed what remained of their bills down her corset, pressed against her skin. As far as Clark knew from Hedlund, robbers took what they saw. They didn’t bother to search a victim. That took too long.


  More gunshots sounded and he ducked back inside. Brass glass, just what they needed. Clark darted into the coach as the wheels hit more ruts, throwing the passengers left and right. Clark braced Amethyst against his chest and pressed his hand over her head so she wouldn’t hit it. The wall of the coach rammed his shoulder and Zachariah fell onto his leg. As the elderly woman screamed, the coach shuddered and cracked. The explosion shook the interior. Metal shattered with a boom, and steam puffed from the front engine.


  “We hit something,” the man said, helping his mother sit up.


  “Will the stagecoach explode with us in it?” Zachariah stared at Clark with widened eyes. “You’ve worked with machines.”


  “Long as there’s no fire, we’re fine.” If fire touched the gears and mingled with the oil, that would make a problem. Otherwise, the steam and water would continue to leak.


  “We stay in here. Get ready.” The man opened the front of his white leather coat and pulled out two pistols. Bullet sashes crossed his chest. At least one of them came prepared.


  “Get ready how?” Zachariah squeaked.


  “Ooh, a shootout?” Amethyst grinned. Of course she would grin.


  Shouts permeated through the coach. Clark drew his pistol and checked the cylinder. He’d purchased extra bullets at the port, which he had in his pocket in case he needed more.


  He really needed his father’s laser pistols.


  His heart thumped. Through the window, he saw four men run toward the coach. Three of them carried pistols, the other had a rifle.


  “When they come in, we shoot ‘em,” the man said.


  Clark shook his head. “We should jump out for the surprise attack. We’re easier targets if they get to aim in at us.”


  “Look, boy—” the man started.


  “Brass glass.” Clark pushed Amethyst onto her brother and kicked open the coach door. Last time he’d been told what to do, they’d been arrested on the train.


  He leapt out, aimed his pistol at the first highwayman, and fired. The bullet caught the man through the skull, knocking off his cowboy hat. He skidded on his feet and tumbled backward. The attackers hesitated, pulling up their weapons, but Clark fired at the next two, knocking them down. He ducked and rolled through the grass as the rifleman shot. Weeds slashed across Clark’s face, catching in his clothes. The rifleman shot again and someone inside the coach yelled.


  Clark aimed from his back and fired. The rifleman jerked and tumbled sideways. Clark used his stomach muscles to sit up without using his hands, keeping his weapon out in case another highwayman burst out from the woods.


  Silence. Then, he caught weeping.


  “Clark, hurry,” Amethyst called from inside the stagecoach.


  With a final scan of the woods, he hopped back into the coach. The man lay on his back with blood pooling around him from a dark splotch in the center of the chest. The rifleman’s bullet had missed his bullet sashes to embed itself into his heart. His mother shrieked from the other bench, hiding her face behind her hands.


  “Clark, save him.” Amethyst lowered the man’s head to the floor to take the woman in her arms, turning her away from the body.


  “He’s dead,” Zachariah said. “We can’t fix him.”


  Clark swore under his breath as he grabbed the man’s hand and pulled off his leather glove to touch his skin. The scenery shifted to the wasteland of death, the desert that stretched toward the ruby sky. The man stood, turning in a circle, his hands stretched out.


  “Where am I?” He blinked at Clark.


  Clark took his hands. “We’re going back to your mother. She needs you.”


  The man hesitated before nodding. Clark opened his eyes, gasping, back in the coach. The man sat up on his trembling arms.


  “The bullet skimmed you, must have,” Clark drawled, standing. “Might want to be careful about standing too fast.”


  The man wiped his hand over his face. “I… what? They gone?”


  “Dead and gone.”


  “You can do it.” Zachariah gaped at Clark. “That’s what the tonic did?”


  “Shut up,” Amethyst hissed. She stroked the woman’s back. “See, ma’am? Your son’s fine. Everything will be fine.”


  Zachariah gulped. “What do we do now?”


  “We hit a tree,” Clark said. “We’re not getting anywhere in this.”


  “We wait for the next stagecoach to come through or we walk on to the next station.” The man kept wiping his forehead where sweat beaded. His hat lay on the ground near him.


  “I vote we walk.” Clark refilled the cylinder of his pistol. “It’d be better to reach the next station than wait here for whoever comes along.”


  “We’ll wait.” The man grasped his mother’s hand while she wept. “I don’t think Ma can walk that far.”


  “That’s fair.” Clark hopped into the weeds. “We’ll send someone back for you.”


  Even though the man had been shot, the culprits had been dealt with—that might not have happened if he’d listened to the man’s advice and stayed inside the coach. Should he go back to Hedlund, as his gut said, or follow Garth’s lead?
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  [image: C]lark gulped, rubbing his throat. His Adam’s apple bobbed beneath his palm, expanding and contracting, as if it would strangle him. The cities in Hedlund had houses next to each other, with narrow allies in between, and the main one where his father had that mansion contained buildings so tall he had to tip his head to see the top floor.


  New Addison couldn’t be a city. It had to be more of a country all of its own. The next stagecoach they’d rented had passed through a tunnel and emerged in the coach depot. He glanced over his shoulder to the people milling through the main floor as big as the entire Treasure house. A mural of the constellations decorated the domed ceiling. Wooden stands with mongers selling fruit, vegetables, and scarves scattered across the marble floor. Men and women passed between them, the din of voices bombarding Clark’s ears.


  Amethyst squeezed his hand, drawing him back to the doorway, and she parted her lips with a grin. “Isn’t it wonderful to be here?”


  Wonderful… didn’t mean too much. The coach depot itself had a suffocating, otherworldly feel. “It’s something.”


  “I can’t remember the last time I’ve been here.” Zachariah adjusted the strap of his canvas bag on his shoulder. “We came to visit you one fall, didn’t we? We stayed in the hotel and drank hot chocolate, only it had ice in it.”


  “I was so mad at Mother and Father for coming. I had to miss a bunch of parties.” A shadow fell over her face and she pursed her lips, as though regretting her words. “It was nice to see you, though.”


  Clark realized he gaped, so he shut his mouth. The world beyond the doorway had to be a torture dungeon. He’d slept in cellars nicer than the cobblestone road with heaps of garbage along the wooden plank sidewalks. Vehicles passed one after the other. The buildings of gray stone and brick towered to block out the sun, casting shadows over the hordes of passersby.


  A little boy wearing only denim overalls and a felt cap ran up to them with a wooden box. Coal, mud, and what Clark hoped wasn’t feces speckled his body, where flesh hung over bones. In the summers, Clark had run amok shirtless, but if he’d been that dirty, his mother would’ve dragged him to the river and scrubbed him with lye soap until his skin blistered.


  The boy snapped open the case to reveal brass pocket watches on silk. “Want a watch, misters? Lady? I have the best prices.”


  “Get gone.” Amethyst scowled. “We know you’ve thieved them. Go back to your owner and tell him to give you a better job.”


  The boy stuck his tongue out at her before darting into the crowd.


  “His owner?” Clark repeated. The child couldn’t be older than six.


  Her blue gaze softened. “I know you’ve had a rough life, but things here tend to get a lot worse for orphans. A lot of men will force them to sell stolen goods. People are more apt to buy from a child than from an elder.”


  “Wait, they force them? The police let that go on?” Cities were supposed to be refined.


  Amethyst shrugged. “This is the west side. The police don’t come here much and the crime lords know not to venture into the east side. That’s where we’re going. I’ve only been to the west side a handful of times.”


  “It upsets Father, what the crime lords do,” Zachariah whispered. “Sometimes they kidnap the children. They don’t have to be orphans to be owned. It’s not all bad, though. They get clothes and food. A place to live.”


  Amethyst hopped down the stone steps to the sidewalk. How could she accept it? Clark winced. She’d probably thought the same about his lifestyle, but she’d embraced him for who he was and what had made him that way. She’d grown up being taught to turn a blind eye, to avoid the west side to stick to her kind.


  Which kind would he have been? Living with his mother, they might’ve ended up on a street with heaps of garbage.


  A window opened in the building across from the depot and a man emptied a chamber pot into the street. A pair of women walking below staggered to avoid the slop.


  “Hey,” the one in the green dress yelled. “Watch it, guy!”


  Amethyst shuddered. “It shouldn’t take us long to get to where it’s safe. We can take a trolley. How much do we have left?”


  Zachariah edged nearer to the building as he sorted through the canvas bag. A man without legs leaned against the brick exterior with a wooden sign propped against his belly. I not work give money.


  “How much is a trolley?” Zachariah asked.


  “Um.” Amethyst closed her eyes as she moved her lips without speaking. “Two dollars should cover the fair for all of us.”


  Clark whistled. “That much?” The trolley in Hedlund City cost ten cents per ride.


  “Of course. Things are more expensive here.”


  “They want to keep the riffraff from working in the good sections,” Zachariah whispered. “If they charge more for the fare, the folk can’t get there.” He glanced at the legless man before dropping a penny into his lap. “Am, why were you here anyway? The train station’s in the east side.”


  “Oh.” Her cheeks flushed. The hair stood on Clark’s arms. He’d pictured Amethyst living in silks and servants, not stepping around muck and avoiding urchins.


  “One of those crime lords could’ve taken you,” Zachariah said.


  “I… was with a group. For a birthday party. Come on.” She grabbed Clark’s hand and headed for the street corner. “The trolley will be this way.”


  Unlike the trolley in Hedlund City, which couldn’t hold more than twenty passengers, this red one had two floors. People leaned against the open windows. Exhaust pipes pumped steam and copper wires crisscrossed the metal exterior in a knot-like pattern.


  “We need Believe Street.” Amethyst took the two bills from Zachariah and handed them to the conductor, a rotund man with a thick bronze mustache and a blue cap over his head.


  The trolley conductor raked his gaze over her and licked his lips. Clark stiffened, resting his hand on her shoulder. Zachariah stared at the passengers as though the conductor didn’t exist.


  “About two hours.” The conductor nodded down the car as he stuffed the money into a box under his wheel.


  “What about my change?” She held out her hand.


  “Ain’t no change.”


  “I should get back at least twenty-five cents!” She pressed her fists against her waist and straightened her back. “Do you have any idea who I am?”


  Clark turned her toward the aisle, whispering against her ear, “And it would better if he didn’t find out. We’ll manage.” He’d lived without any money at all. “People cheat commoners. Get used to it.”


  She flared her nostrils, but allowed him to prod her down the trolley car. Double seats lined the walls under the windows. Men and women dressed in black uniforms sat without looking at anyone else.


  “Let’s sit upstairs so we can see more,” Zachariah said.


  Amethyst lifted her skirt as they ascended the narrow metal stairs at the rear. As they reached the top floor, the trolley jerked into motion. Amethyst glided into the first seat and Clark slid in beside her. Zachariah took the one in front, pulling his sack over his lap.


  “Why does everyone look alike?” Clark whispered. The women wore black dresses with high collars, puffed sleeves, and straight skirts, whereas the men wore black slacks and a black jacket that buttoned up the front in two rows.


  “They’re servants. Maids and butlers.” Amethyst kept her voice low.


  “I thought they couldn’t afford the passage.”


  “If they’re good workers, their employers pay for the trolley fare. That’s what my uncle does.”


  The city passed by outside the windows. Brick buildings. Stone buildings. More muck, slop, and people so close together they became a blur.


  “How many floors do these buildings have?” He couldn’t see the tops from within the trolley. How could such a tall building support itself? Why didn’t they topple into the street?


  “Those in the west side aren’t so big. The building where my uncle lives has over forty floors.”


  “He fills them all?” How could one person own so much?


  Amethyst laughed, leaning her head against his shoulder. “He rents a floor. Some people own the entire building, but most people here only stick to one or two floors.”


  How could that make someone happy? Clark lived for the open fields, the sight of the hay blowing like waves across the meadows. He needed the wind whipping his body as he shot his steamcycle down a dirt road, a pond on one side and the plains on the other. He needed the calm of the forest.


  Amethyst, his wife, didn’t care about those things. She liked… He couldn’t believe she liked the garbage or people who didn’t look at one another in greeting. At least that was good. No one would bother to recognize them.


  “Hey,” he whispered against her neck. “Is this where you want to live?” Did he dare dream about the future? When he closed his eyes and thought ahead, he saw himself hiding in a cave created by the roots of a toppled oak tree. Amethyst crouched beside him, with dirt on her cheeks to hide their flush and her blue eyes bloodshot.


  She deserved more than that, whatever it was she wanted.


  What did he want?


  Amethyst shook her head. “I would never, ever live in the west side. Thieves break into your tenement and kill you in your sleep. One of our maids told us about that happening to the family across the hall.”


  That happened in the mining towns, too. “I mean in the city.”


  Her eyes widened and she bit her lower lip. “Clark… I like our house in Hedlund City.”


  “You don’t want to live here?” He slid his hand across her shoulders and squeezed her arm. She sighed, snuggling beneath his chin.


  “Yes and no. I know where things are here. I love the clubs, my friends. I miss my uncle’s place.” She pressed her finger to his lips. “But, you’re not here. I can still have fun in Hedlund City, and you can still be close to the wilderness. I can open my own clubs. I can make new friends, but still come back here whenever I want.”


  Movement caught Clark’s eye and his attention jerked to the seat in front. Zachariah peered at them with narrowed eyes. Clark slid his arm off Amethyst and sat back in his seat, his heart thudding. How could he have been so caught up in his thoughts that he’d forgotten about her brother? Cuddling was definitely not something siblings should do.


  “Have you ever seen Father’s house in Hedlund City?” Amethyst asked, her voice smooth and her smile back.


  Zachariah looked from her to Clark, a neutral gaze replacing his glare. “Yeah.” He sat back down, lost to them over the seat.


  Zachariah knew about Clark’s ability. Did Clark trust him with the secret of his father, too?


  “I’ll point out attractions,” Amethyst sang. “Coming up here on the left you’ll see the history museum. They have all the jewels and such belonging to our past kings and queens. My school took us there once. It was terribly boring.”
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  The trolley deposited the group at the end of Believe Street. The cobblestones seemed cleaner and the sidewalk less crowded. No one had thrown garbage in the way. The passersby glided, the women with parasols and the men with walking sticks. The smell Clark hadn’t considered before faded, replaced by a floral scent. Metal poles with lamps and potted plants decorated the roadside.


  “Fifth building.” Amethyst glided as the others did, swinging her arms at her side, the epitome of grace. Clark could have mistaken her for a princess, but then, he only knew about princesses from stories his mother had told Mable.


  Zachariah stared at the wooden plank sidewalk as they followed her. What did he think about what he’d seen? If he told anyone, Clark would have to tell the truth about that, too.


  No one knew the future. They might not even have one.


  Amethyst pranced up the three steps to the fifth building, a brick one decorated with gargoyles. A man in a suit pulled a lever and the door opened.


  “Miss Treasure.” He inclined his head without meeting her gaze.


  “Thank you. These two gentlemen are with me.” She sashayed through the doorway.


  Clark stuck his hands in his pockets. The doorman knew her, but that didn’t mean he knew she was wanted. According to Garth, they’d be safe as soon as he spoke to the president.


  They’d better be.


  A crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling and murals of the ocean decorated the walls. Women and men sprawled over velvet lounges. Some had placed wine glasses on mahogany tables.


  Clark’s boots squeaked on the marble floor. A woman around Georgette’s age looked up from beneath her lowered lashes.


  “They don’t belong in here,” she said to the woman beside her. “How did they even get let in? I’ll speak to the building manager. This won’t happen again.”


  Amethyst whirled on her heels before Clark could grab her arm. She pushed her unbound hair away from her face and lifted her chin. “Thank you for that lovely compliment, Mrs. Snow. I’ll pass the endearment on to my uncle.”


  The woman dropped her wine glass; the yellow liquid splashed across the floor as the glass shattered. “Amethyst Treasure?”


  Amethyst turned on her heels again, striding toward the back of the lobby where a suited man waited behind a desk.


  “Amethyst,” the woman called after her. “Were you mugged? Dear child, come back here.”


  “Gossips,” Amethyst hissed.


  “We don’t want attention.” Clark took her hand and she rolled her eyes.


  “No one listens to half of what Mrs. Snow says.” Amethyst stepped up to the desk man. “Excuse me, sir. Please ring Albert Treasure to let him know we’ve arrived.”


  The man leaned forward. “Miss Treasure? You’re back from Hedlund?”


  “I am.” She tipped her head. “Please ring my uncle. I’ve had a mishap and would prefer no one see me like this.”


  “Of course, ma’am.” He lifted an object shaped like a crescent moon off the desk. A wire connected it back to the wood, with a plate of number buttons beside it. The man pressed four numbers and the crescent moon beeped. “Albert Treasure, your niece is in the lobby with… two gentlemen.”


  Clark bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. Given his state of dishevelment, “gentleman” sounded too generous. He could’ve enlightened the man on a few more colorful words to add to his vocabulary.


  The crescent moon beeped again and a male’s voice sounded from it. “Send them up.”


  “Hi, Uncle Albert,” Amethyst shouted.


  The man hung up the device. “Go on up. We’re glad to have you back, Miss Treasure.”


  “Pleased to be back.” She bounced past him through a doorway. Her demeanor had switched back to the Amethyst Clark had first met, the one who said outrageous things for attention and seemed to float everywhere.


  The new room contained drawers, each labeled with names, and three doors.


  “Mailboxes.” She pointed at the drawers as she pranced to the doors. She knocked on the first and the door slip open to reveal a room the size of a closet. Another man in a suit stood inside.


  “Which floor?” he intoned.


  Amethyst stepped inside and they followed her. Red velvet carpeted the floor and mirrors reflected their images off the walls. The man rested his hand on a lever near a panel of lights, dials, and buttons.


  “Sixteenth floor.” Amethyst smoothed her skirt.


  “What is this?” Clark began as the door shut. The man turned a dial then pressed a button, making the panel light up mauve. He turned the lever and the closet jerked.


  Clark’s stomach churned and he grabbed the brass railing that stretched across the back wall.


  “This is a lift,” Zachariah said in a monotone. “It carries you between floors.”


  “Eric probably invented it.” Amethyst winked.


  “Who’s Eric?” Zachariah asked.


  “No one.” She rolled her eyes again as if it was obvious.


  Clark gripped the railing so tight it bit into his fingers. His stomach churned and his head spun. “Is this the only way to go between floors?”


  “You don’t expect us to walk up sixteen flights, do you?” Once again, another eye roll from Amethyst.


  The closet jerked and Clark stumbled. The man pulled the lever again and the door swung open. Clark practically ran into the hallway.


  Like the lift, velvet carpeted the floor. A mirror reflected them from above a table set with a vase of lilies.


  “Uncle Albert owns the entire floor, so he doesn’t have a door. The only way to get to it is from the lift. Well, there is a door for the stairs, but no one uses it. He allows the servants to use the lift.” Amethyst raised her voice. “Uncle Albert, we’re here!”


  The lift shut and a mechanical purr faded as it dropped back to the first floor.


  An elderly man turned the corner to the foyer. A gray beard decorated his wrinkled face, matching the thinning, slicked hair. “Amethyst, honey. Welcome home.” Tears shone in his blue eyes; a white cloud floated across his right one, but his left remained clear.


  She wrapped her arms around him and kissed his cheek. “I’ve missed you. Are you healthy?”


  Clark stepped back to the wall and folded his arms, leaning back on one leg. Amethyst never smiled at her parents with that warmth. She never touched them, but she slid her arm through her uncle’s and tipped her forehead to his. With his back bent and his height shortened with age, they stood at eyelevel with each other.


  She’d never mentioned her uncle, but Clark could see the love she had for the elderly man as though it were palpable.


  It had always bothered him how much she fought her parents about staying in the west, but she’d followed Clark eagerly into a life there. She didn’t hate Hedlund, not like how she portrayed to her family. She hated leaving her uncle.


  “I wish Uncle Albert could’ve come,” she’d mentioned once during supper at the ranch.


  “He’s too old now,” her father had sighed. “He’s happier in his house. He has that wonderful nurse to look after him.”


  “You could’ve invited him,” she’d muttered. Clark hadn’t paid attention to it then, but the words fluttered back. She’d yearned for her great-uncle, the parent she’d grown up with, to accompany her. Maybe her uncle had even been hurt that he hadn’t been invited.


  “Hello, Uncle Albert.” Zachariah held out his hand, his mouth in a half-smile, even though his gaze remained dull.


  The uncle held out his arm as though to hug his great-nephew, but when Zachariah didn’t step forward, Albert shook his hand instead. “How have you been, Zach?”


  “Fine.”


  Albert chuckled. “That was a silly comment on my part, wasn’t it, honey?”


  Amethyst giggled. “It will make a ravishing story though, won’t it? Are my parents here yet?”


  “Of course. How else would I be expecting you?” He brushed a curl off her face. “This is Clark?”


  Clark bowed. “Good afternoon, sir. I’m pleased to meet you.”


  “My gears, you look just like Eric Gri—” Albert choked on the word and coughed, his cheeks flushed. “Never mind, a lapse of an old man’s mind.”


  Albert had known Clark’s father. He must’ve seen Eric with Garth. Garth and Georgette must’ve told Albert the truth about his parentage.


  “Call me Uncle Albert.”


  “Eric who?” Zachariah pressed. Did he remember what Amethyst had said on the lift?


  “My dear, you look awful.” Albert leaned against her as though it pained him to stand on his own. “We’ll clean you children up and have dinner.”


  Garth rounded the corner. “We’d hoped you’d arrive two days ago, but we know how the stagecoaches are never on time.”


  “We were attacked,” Zachariah said.


  “You should’ve seen Clark fight back,” Amethyst gushed to her uncle. “It was amazing. I’ll tell you all about it later. Let me take you to the sitting room. I’ll get you some hot tea. It’s afternoon, so will chamomile work?”


  “Everyone’s safe,” Clark told Garth before the man worried.


  The flighty Amethyst had been replaced by one who cared and tended to her elderly relative. Clark had wondered how distant the uncle could be that he didn’t mind her staying out at parties or visiting clubs. Albert might not have known if, when at home, she put him above all else.


  “Uncle Albert has arranged a meeting for us with the president,” Garth said. “We’ll see him after lunch tomorrow.”
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  “Well done, my dear. Someone is perky.”


  “Of course.” She tightened her grip on him as they passed a crack in the sidewalk. Clark dogged their heels, ogling the surroundings. Her parents and Zachariah had gone out to buy clothes separately. Amethyst had wanted to go with Clark—he didn’t know his way around New Addison City, after all—and her uncle had wanted to meet him more officially. The family used his account, since they technically had nothing.


  “Soon, everything will be back to normal,” Amethyst sang. “We’ll all be free of the army. Mother and Father can go home. Clark, I’m going to show you all around the east.”


  “Charming.” He sounded distracted, his voice distant.


  “My friends own sailboats,” Uncle Albert offered. “We’ll take you sailing, Eric. I mean Clark.” He coughed. “My apologies, you look like an old friend of Garth’s.”


  “Everyone says that.” Amethyst giggled.


  She halted outside of Subject Case, the largest store in the city. Eight floors offered everything imaginable to buy. Clothes came in a variety of sizes, and they also had seamstresses on staff to make alterations.


  “Uncle Albert, you’ll help Clark pick out his clothes? He needs the best fashion.”


  “Right away.” Uncle Albert took Clark’s arm to lean on him rather than on Amethyst. “What time should we meet in the main lobby?”


  Amethyst glanced at the giant clock outside the tall brick building. “One hour. Father and Mother will want to be on time to meet with the president.”
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  She refrained herself to a striped dress. Once her parents settled everything with the government and she knew their plans, she could purchase a new wardrobe accordingly.


  “Clark!” Amethyst gasped, clutching the box of her old clothes. He’d been stunning before, but her uncle had outdone his fashion sense. Clark’s hair had been tied back in a queue beneath a top hat with a red silk ribbon. His black suit shone, with a red vest and white blouse beneath, along with a blue cravat. White silk gloves decorated his hands and a brass pocket watch twinkled from his front pocket.


  She leapt into his arms and kissed his check, laughing. “You’re dashing! I can’t wait to introduce you to my friends.”


  Her uncle cleared his throat and she blushed, realizing what it must look like to him.


  “Good job, Uncle Albert.”


  “Show her the cane, my boy.” Her uncle’s blue eyes twinkled.


  Grinning, Clark lifted his polished cane with the silver eagle’s head handle. “It shoots from the bottom and can act as a sword. An old friend of your father’s invented it.” Eric, Clark mouthed.


  “Your father, too,” Uncle Albert noted.


  That invention had to be mild compared to the others, since they hadn’t been sent to retrieve all of those. She glanced around the lobby at the women mingling around the cosmetic counters. Had Eric followed them to the city?
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  “Amethyst shouldn’t be here,” Clark whispered. His skin prickled. He’d had the ability, if it could be called that, since drinking the potion. In dangerous situations, his skin prickled. Not always, but sometimes, as it did then.


  They sat in the lobby outside the president’s office, spread out across red velvet sofas. Paintings of past kings stared at them from the white-painted walls. Each face frowned, shadowed by a thick crown, the same in each portrait.


  “They have her marked as a traitor as well.” Georgette squeezed her daughter’s hand, but Amethyst pulled away to pluck at a loose thread in her skirt. Amethyst’s yellow curls glowed in the light from the windows. They all had to glow, apart from Georgette, who had darker hair.


  What would they look like to the president, all of them nervous and decked out as if going to a ball? A pang shot through Clark’s heart. Apart from knowing Amethyst, he would’ve rather been back in Tangled Wire, working the mill and looking after his mother. He might’ve been old enough to make enough money to support them in a little shack on the outskirts of town. He might’ve married Mable to help take care of her. He could’ve protected them all.


  Only, he hadn’t.


  A secretary in a pastel green dress opened the office door. “President Wilcox will see you.” She curtsied before they stepped into the room.


  Clark’s skin prickled more. Why didn’t she meet their gazes as they passed? Instead, she stared at the floor, the tops of her cheeks flushed. Her hands trembled where they clutched her skirt.


  Clark took Amethyst’s hand and interlaced their fingers while his heart screamed at him to run.


  Eric appeared at his side. “Bad move, son, but I think it would be best if you leave now.”


  Clark’s heart thudded harder. He…couldn’t.


  The office had the same white walls and portraits as the waiting room, the same sort of furniture. A desk almost as long as the room rested in front of the two floor-to-ceiling windows, a man with gray hair sitting behind the dark mahogany, leaning against his folded hands. He wore a suit and red bowtie with a thin brass chain hanging from the edges.


  “Garth Treasure.” The president didn’t rise, didn’t offer his hand for a shake. Clark shifted his stance. If a man didn’t shake, he didn’t want a secret known. You trusted a man whose hand you touched.


  “President Wilcox.” Garth strode to the desk and held out his hand, one equal to another.


  The president smoothed his hands over his desktop and stood, inclining his head in what might have been a nod, or an appraisal of the situation. “Tell me what’s been happening.”


  “This is my son, Clark Treasure.” Garth extended his arm toward Clark. His name seemed to bounce off the walls to echo through Clark’s head. His name, those two words, thrummed, an inclination of danger, accusation, a threat.


  “I didn’t know you had a third son.” President Wilcox pushed his spectacles up his hooked nose.


  Say you’re someone else. Pretend Clark Treasure hasn’t been found.


  “He’s illegitimate,” Garth said. “I can explain those details in greater depth. Do you want a secretary present to record what’s being said?”


  Georgette glanced across the office and plucked at her lace choker. She never fidgeted; she had to sense the anxiety in the air.


  “That won’t be necessary.” The president flipped a lever on the corner of his desk and a beep sounded in the hallway, loud and drawn out. Beeeep. Beeeep.


  “Something seems to be happening.” Georgette rested her hand on Zachariah’s arm.


  “I believe I understand everything I need to.” President Wilcox cleared his throat. “Clark Treasure has been exposed to Vejzovic, a serum the army uses to enable its soldiers to revive fallen comrades. By default, Clark belongs to the army.”


  Definitely not a positive statement.


  “Clark belongs to himself.” Garth raised his voice. “Mike, this serum—”


  “President Wilcox,” he corrected, “and I know all about the properties of this serum. My predecessor purchased the rights to Vejzovic. By that contact, Clark Treasure belongs to the government.”


  “No,” Garth began, but the president lifted his gloved hand.


  “You supported him against the government. That counts as treason. You are all under arrest by my order, as well as Captain Greenwood’s.”


  The door to the office opened and two uniformed army men marched inside.


  Amethyst’s fingernails dug into Clark’s palm. “How should we do this? Do you want to shoot our way through?”


  They’d run out of time for that. His heartbeat sped, but numbness crept over his flesh. At least the fleeing would cease. He would never have to barge ahead without knowing where, if, he would find a place to land and rest.


  “Your son, Jeremiah Treasure, has inherited your fortune.” President Wilcox narrowed his eyes. “Until your trial, you will be housed in Kashalkar Prison. Clark, you will be relocated to army headquarters in Hedlund where you will learn proper procedures.”


  Kashalkar Prison, the only maximum-security establishment in the west. The worst criminals were sent there because, with the poor conditions, few made it out. The government didn’t have to pay for their board or worry about a trial.


  “Why there?” Zachariah’s voice squeaked. “That’s not the right method—”


  “You, Mr. Treasure, have been stripped of your duties and titles. You will no longer serve your country.”


  One of the army men seized Clark’s arm and jerked him toward the doorway. “Come along, boy.” Boy? The man couldn’t be much older, if older at all, than Clark.


  His fingers slid from Amethyst’s.


  He had to keep fighting for her.


  “I’ll save us,” he whispered, hoping she could read his lips if she couldn’t hear his words.


  He saved people. He fought for his friends, his family. He’d failed his mother, but he wouldn’t fail Amethyst.
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  He rolled over on the cot they’d provided him with at the Hedlund barracks. He’d tried to get away and he’d ended up back where he’d started. The barracks couldn’t be more than fifty miles from Tangled Wire.


  The door opened and light from the hallway flooded the closet. He blinked to adjust his eyes to the sudden brightness, absorbing the image of Captain Greenwood.


  “Finally gotcha, huh? Getting away this time?”


  Clark lifted his hands to show the cuffs that kept him locked to a hook in the wall. “Working on it.”


  The captain scowled, just as Clark had hoped. “You’re mine now. You’re not getting off again. How long you been affected by the serum?”


  Clark leaned back against the cornhusk mattress. “Two years, going on three.”


  “You’ll go through basic training and then a more advanced course. We’ll make a general out of you yet.”


  “I don’t want to be part of the army.” Didn’t running away prove that?


  “It’s your honor to serve your country.”


  “Not through slavery. Did someone force you into this?”


  The captain scowled again. “Watch it, boy. It don’t matter how much you like it. You took the serum, that’s all on you. You’ll be leading the troops, those all hyped up on Vejzovic.”


  “You want me to lead them? Like, become their captain?” How could he, a mining urchin, know anything about leading people? He hadn’t led the Treasures well.


  But if they’d followed his advice…


  “You’ll guide them, like. Show them how to handle the ability. Once we got you trained enough, we’ll find our select few and distribute Vejzovic.”


  “Wait.” The blood drained from his fingers to leave them tingling. “You’ve never given it to anyone else?” He’d assumed the army didn’t have a lot of the tonic, but they should’ve given it to others. Why would they wait to capture him?


  Captain Greenwood rubbed his short beard. “We did give it to some. They haven’t… handled it as well as you did.”


  “How’d I handle it well?” What could they have done that was worse than running off?


  The captain chuckled. “Most of them offed themselves. They couldn’t handle all the ghosts begging for stuff. Others went crazy in that other land. That’s what we call it, where you go to bring back the souls. Somebody else didn’t have enough hertum and it wore off.”


  Clark licked his dry lips. “How do you think I’ll be any help? I can’t help anyone deal with troubles.”


  “You can show them it’s possible to get on. Cheer up, boy. You’re gonna be something important in life.” The captain turned, but gripped the doorframe. “You’re also gonna help us communicate with certain ghosts. We can solve the mysteries of the world!”


  The door clicked shut, sealing darkness into the closet.


  “Cheer up, boy,” Eric mimicked before his voice softened. “We’ll get you out of this, son. I promise.”
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  Amethyst sat in the high-backed chair by the window in Senator Horan’s office. The emerald velvet cushion only padded her so much. She interlaced her frigid fingers in her lap. When would she feel warm again?


  They’d kept her locked in a compartment on the train, flanked by two army men who’d poked her when she’d tried to sleep.


  “Precious little Amethyst Treasure,” the older one had sneered. “You’ve fallen, huh? Ain’t got no power no more.”


  Her great-uncle must’ve tried to help her. Why hadn’t he come? He had to have some power in the government, even if her father had lost his. What about Jeremiah? Didn’t he care about them anymore?


  She hadn’t seen her parents or Zachariah. They were all meant to go to the prison, but after they’d exited the train, her two soldiers had dragged her through the streets, like a common beggar sent to the gallows, to a mansion of brick and stone gargoyles.


  A woman in a tight black dress had led her to the office. “Senator Horan will see you soon.”


  Clark would save her. She could bide her time. Senator Horan couldn’t know what they’d been doing across Hedlund.


  Clark wouldn’t sit still, wouldn’t remain idle.


  She rose, glancing around the office of bookshelves and cabinets to ensure she was alone. Paper plaques marked the drawers with names and places. Grisham jumped out at her.


  Her cold fingers shook fiercer as she pulled the drawer open to find it stuffed with manila folders. Each tab had been labeled with an X and then a number, ranging from one to four-hundred-sixty; not enough time to go through each. Sighing, she pushed the drawer shut.


  Something in the cabinet rattled. Amethyst pulled open the lower drawer and breath caught in her throat.


  Tiny vials of green liquid filled the drawer, apart from a wooden box. The green shade reminded her of absinthe.


  Clark had told her he’d drunk the tonic just for that reason. She popped the lid on the wooden case and widened her eyes at the brown paper packets stuffed inside. Hertum had been scrawled across the fronts. When he’d breathed in the mineral, the tonic had taken effect.


  If she had the same ability, she could save lives. She wouldn’t have to rely on Clark and she could keep it a secret from Senator Horan. If Clark could talk to ghosts, then so could she. Eric could help her escape, and she could communicate to Clark through him.


  Amethyst lifted out a middle bottle and popped the cork. A metallic odor wafted from the interior, making her throat clench. Before her stomach could rebel, she tossed the liquid down her throat as she would have if she were in a club. It burned and scalded, and she coughed, doubling over. She backed into a settee and sank down, still coughing. It seared up her nose and through her chest as though it were fire. Her eyes watered and she wiped them on her sleeve.


  After shoving the cork back inside, she replaced the bottle and took out one of the packets. She shut the wooden box and closed the drawer. A vial might not have been filled, but an empty packet would look suspicious. She grinned, realizing how much she sounded like Clark.


  She cracked the wax seal on the envelope and peered at the gray powder inside. He’d said he’d inhaled it, so she couldn’t eat it. Amethyst tossed the powder into the air and inhaled. It roared down her throat like a lion, constricting her lungs. She coughed, and waited until her airways calmed, before repeating with more powder. The government wouldn’t keep stashes in envelopes if the victim wasn’t supposed to take it all.


  Some powder drifted across her front and the floor. She scraped her shoe across the ornate carpet until the grayness wore into the yellow swirls and red triangles. Stuffing the envelope with ash from the fireplace—it did look close enough to hertum, she settled back onto the chair by the window. The secretary couldn’t really have expected the infamous Amethyst Treasure to sit still.


  She pulled the brocade curtain aside to peer at the outdoors, a bit of grass and an iron fence, and beyond that, desert. Some of the sand and rock had worked its way past the fence to murder the lawn.


  The office door opened to a man with a gray mustache and the secretary pushing a mahogany cart.


  “My dear.” The man bowed to Amethyst.


  She rose, her chin tilted upward, and held out her hand. “Sir.” She let sarcasm seep into the word.


  He stiffened, but kissed her knuckles and stepped back.


  “I suppose you’re Senator Horan?” She allowed her words to drawl. If he wanted to keep her a prisoner, she could flash him her people skills. The media didn’t adore her for nothing.


  “I am. You’re Miss Treasure.” Thick eyebrows shaded his hazel eyes. Wrinkles lined his forehead, but his cheeks and eyes remained smooth. He didn’t smile, then.


  “Amethyst Treasure. I’m sure you’ve heard of me.” She spread her skirt and sat, and her lungs sent a spasm into a cough.


  “Are you unwell? The guards were instructed to keep you safe from the foul humors of the prison.”


  But he had no qualms sending her family there. “This dry desert air does nothing for my composure.”


  “Some tea.” Senator Horan waved to the secretary, who curtsied and pushed the cart closer. He sat in the chair across from Amethyst, a marble table between them. “Would you prefer orange pekoe or raspberry mint?”


  He’d thrown in an exotic flavor. “I normally take my tea with tapioca in it, or apple peelings. Sometimes, my tastes run toward white tea with ginseng.”


  Senator Horan smoothed his hands over the velvet armrests. “Those aren’t available.”


  “How primitive.” She wrinkled her nose at the two porcelain teapots. “I’ll take rum then, or vanilla vodka.”


  The secretary flushed beneath her rouge. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I only brought the tea.”


  “That’s fine.” Amethyst folded her hands in her lap. “I’ll wait.”


  “Miss Treasure.” Senator Horan raised his voice. “It’s rude to request something that isn’t offered.”


  “Mr. Horan,” she countered. “I am perfectly aware of what I would prefer and what counts as common decency.” In the city, whatever she requested was brought posthaste.


  He cleared his throat. “Cheryl, serve us the orange pekoe. Now then, Miss Treasure, there are many things I would like to discuss with you.”


  She coughed again, and this time she tasted something metallic in her mouth, a tart flavor like the vial. Would she vomit it all over the senator? It would serve him right.


  “How much did your brother Clark tell you about his abilities?”


  “He outright showed me.” She smiled. “He’s an excellent shot. He could shoot an apple from a tree. You should see him go after cans.”


  The senator drew a deep breath. “I don’t mean those abilities, Miss Treasure.”


  “Oh.” She smiled wider. “You mean his dancing skills. He knows some fascinating dances.”


  “I mean, Miss Treasure, his ability to rouse the dead.”


  “Oh, that.” She rolled her eyes as if that didn’t matter. “Can everyone do that?” The metallic taste rose thicker in her throat and she gulped, ruining the sarcasm.


  “No, Miss Treasure. Not everyone. Was your brother, Jeremiah, aware of the abilities?”


  “How should I know? He never told me. We don’t talk.”


  “Clark never told you?”


  “Jeremiah never told me. He’s a righteous, pompous fool.”


  “And you’re not?”


  She rose to her feet and clenched her hands into fists. “I request you take that back.” If she were in the city, hundreds of people would rush to her side to defend her.


  Another cough rose and blood splattered from her mouth. Gasping, she sank back into the chair, and choked on more blood.


  “Miss Treasure?” Senator Horan held a handkerchief toward her. “Are you sure you’re well?”


  Had he asked her before if she was well? Had Clark suffered the same consumption? Had she caught actual tuberculosis on the train? Her hand shook as she wiped her mouth on the scrap of linen. “I’d… like to sit down.”


  “Cheryl, take Miss Treasure to the guest room. We’ll have to finish our discussion later.”


  Her world spun as she stood, leaning against the secretary’s arm.


  A man stood in the doorway. She started to point at him, tell him to get out of her way, but she noticed a gaping black hole in his chest.


  He wasn’t alive.
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  She sat up on her elbows to glance around the guest bedroom. Cheryl had left a cup of tea on a saucer beside the bed. How kind of her, knowing how much Amethyst didn’t want it.


  She swiped her hand across the bedside table to knock the supplies onto the hardwood floor. Tea splashed over the boards and the dishes cracked. She wiped the corners of her mouth on the sheet; it came away with a rusty streak.


  A fireplace with a bare mantle, an armchair by the window, and a bookshelf by the door. Senator Horan had to like light coming in from over his shoulder.


  A figure shimmered into existence at the foot of the bed. Amethyst yelped, jerking the white sheet toward her throat. The hole in his chest let her know he was the same one from the office.


  “Who… who are you?” Her voice cracked. “Are… you going to hurt me?” Clark hadn’t mentioned whether the ghosts ever attempted to attack.


  The spirit hovered closer. “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Grisham.”


  “How…?”


  “I’m Eric Grisham.” He lifted his hand, but it passed through hers, and he sighed using lungs that couldn’t hold breath.


  “Clark’s father.” She licked her lips. “I feel as if we already know each other.” How many times had she made Clark transfer what his father said? He’d accompanied them across Hedlund, an invisible companion.


  “You took my potion. Was it tasty?”


  “You seriously want to ask me that?” She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. Her foot bumped one of her boots, knocking it over. “Didn’t Clark tell you its foul?”


  Eric chuckled. “He didn’t, but others did.”


  She frowned. “If other people have taken it, why is Senator Horan so obsessed with Clark.”


  “He’s the only one to survive.”


  She grabbed her throat with both hands. “It’s going to kill me?”


  “The potion doesn’t. How soldiers handle having the new ability is what can do them in. Some aren’t able to adjust. It will change your life. I won’t be the only ghost to appear for you.”


  Amethyst slid her hands away. “If Clark can do it, I can do it. Will you take him a message?”
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  “Hi, son.” Eric’s voice came in the darkness.


  Clark did his best to shift his cold, numb hands. “You wouldn’t happen to have a key and be able to use it, would you?”


  “No, but I have a message from your wife.”


  Clark lurched upright and yelped when the chains jerked on his arms. “Brass glass. Is she hurt?”


  “No.” A hesitation. That couldn’t be a good sign.


  “Where is she?”


  “Senator Horan has her as a prisoner in his house. I overheard him talking to some of his advisors. He’s going to use her as leverage.”


  “Against me.” Clark slumped onto the cot. “What is her message? Did she know you were there to overhear?”


  “She knew. Garth’s girl has spunk. That’s what I’m going to call it. She went through Horan’s things and found the tonic.”


  “What tonic?” He pictured the bottles of white liquid sold as hair tonic. The most it did for balding men was make their heads reek of sulfur.


  “She’s like you now. Cursed by the government and blessed by humanity.”


  Clark choked on his breath. “She can save people? Did Horan find a way to make it work without hertum?”


  “He has packets of that with the vials.”


  “Why would she do that? Brass glass, don’t answer that. Why does Amethyst do anything?” Out of everyone he knew, only she would drink the serum and huff the powder, or whatever she’d done with it.


  “She wants you to know she’s fine. I also checked on Garth and his family. They’re imprisoned, but in the nicer wing. They each have their own cell. Jeremiah is at the ranch with Alyssa.”


  “She drank it just so I would know she was fine.”


  Too bad the dark hid his father’s expression. “She wants to know what she should do next.”


  Clark clenched his teeth. “Have her stay put. Captain Greenwood will let me out soon. I’ll figure out a way to fix all this. I can bargain with things. Tell her to do whatever Senator Horan wants.”


  What a dumb comment. Amethyst didn’t do what people wanted.


  “I love you, son,” Eric said, “but you didn’t listen. I know you do what you have to and it isn’t my place to tell you otherwise. Your wife listens, though. We’ll fix all this.”


  “No. Father.” His cry echoed off the closet walls, but the ghost didn’t answer.
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  “I need to sleep.” Amethyst stomped her foot. “I’m not joining him for an evening smoke.”


  “That’s for gentlemen,” Cheryl said. “Senator Horan would like you to join him in the parlor.”


  “For billiards.”


  Cheryl sighed. “No, ma’am. That’s for gentlemen, too. He would like to sit and talk. He’s ordered hot chocolate.”


  Amethyst rolled her eyes. “Hot chocolate will make me forget I’m a prisoner. Tell his imperial majesty that I’m exhausted and will retire at once. Thank him, also, for the clothes. Really, it’s the least he can do if he’s going to keep me trapped here.” She held out her hand. “Key.”


  “Key?”


  Amethyst groaned. “To lock my door tonight. That should be allowed. Either let me lock it or lock me in. I don’t want commoners barging inside while I’m sleeping.”


  Cheryl glanced down the hallway. “I’ll ask Senator Horan and return.”


  Amethyst slammed the door and turned to grin at Eric. Cheryl had delivered boxes of clothes, so Amethyst lifted the lids and sorted through the colored tissue paper. A tweed coat—as if she would need that in the desert—and a nightgown in one box; in the other, she found a new outfit.


  She stuffed two of the three new petticoats and the nightgown under the blankets on the bed. “I used to do this back home so Uncle Albert would think I was sleeping.”


  As she changed into her garments, a knock came to the door. She opened it only enough to look out, so the intruder wouldn’t see the bed, but could know she was preparing for sleep. “Yes?”


  Cheryl lowered her gaze. “I’ve been told to lock you in and not let you out until noon tomorrow, unless you’d like to join him in the parlor.”


  “I’d rather starve until noon.” She slammed the door again and held her breath, listening for the key in the lock. If he were spiteful, he’d leave her to fume or rot, rather than checking anytime soon.


  Amethyst left her discarded clothes in a pile by the door, so if anyone opened it they would see them and the open box, and assume she wore the nightgown in the bed. She fluffed some of the nightgown’s lace onto the pillow.


  To hide her appearance, she scooped ashes from the fireplace to smear in her hair. Amethyst Treasure had bright yellow hair. This girl wouldn’t.


  She changed into the new ensemble and headed toward the open window. “I absolutely hate going barefoot.”


  “Wear the coat. It gets cold out there at night,” Eric said.


  She shook the heavy garment. “Cold enough for this thing?”


  “Trust me.”


  She was stuck doing that anyway. Amethyst tucked her arms into the sleeves and swung one leg through the window, then the other, and dropped onto the porch roof as lightly as she could. The tiles bit into her bare feet and she bit back a curse.


  “Everyone is in the back of the house.” Eric floated beside her. “The right has the drainpipe you can use.”


  If her friends in the city saw her crawling across a roof, they would faint. Amethyst dropped over the edge of the porch and used the pillow to slide down to the railing. Her heels smacked and she lost her balance, pin wheeling her arms and chomping on her tongue to keep from cursing. The ground smacked her back and she grunted. No wonder Eric wanted her to wear the coat. She was so klutzy, she needed it to cushion her falls.


  “The gate will be locked until Captain Greenwood leaves. You’ll need to use the army vehicle.”


  “Fine.” Amethyst hunched close to the ground as she darted across the yard to the stables. According to Eric, the driver ate in the kitchen while Captain Greenwood finished his meal discussion with the senator. Amethyst had eaten alone in the bedroom.


  The full moon illuminated the sparse grass. Lights flickered in the town beyond the fence and a few people walked, but no one looked toward the senator’s mansion. Amethyst eased the stable door open—Eric promised no one was inside—and found the captain’s steam buggy by the army symbol painted on the side of the door.


  She opened the trunk of the buggy and grinned. “Empty. This won’t be that uncomfortable then.” She had to jump and brace herself to scramble inside, thwacking her knee against the edge. The box smelled of leather and oil. Scowling, Amethyst pulled the lid shut.


  To keep her mind off her racing heartbeat, she whispered the streets of her favorite stores in New Addison City. She recited the fifth when Eric hissed, “They’re coming.”


  She bit her knuckles to keep silent. Once they reached the captain’s location—Eric had told her he was staying at the inn—she would have to wiggle a way out.


  The stable doors opened. Muffled voices drifted through the wooden trunk before the engine revved and the buggy jerked backward. Something metal ground outside—the gate opening. The steambuggy slid along the street at an even pace.


  Until it jolted over a bump and her body slammed into the back of the trunk.


  “Stupid cat,” a man shouted.


  “Hang on,” another male said. “Something’s in the trunk. I told you to empty it.”


  Amethyst curled into a ball and bit her knuckles harder. Please don’t look.


  Silence. The steambuggy stilled. They were going to check the trunk. They would find her, with her new clothes and filthy hair. Some of the soot might have worked its way across her face.


  The trunk opened and a man held a gas lamp overhead. “Captain, there’s a chit back here.”


  “Please let me go with you,” she whimpered. “I promise I don’t take up no room.”


  Another man joined the first. “What are you doing in my buggy? Who are you?”


  “Mary Worthington.” Her friend from the city. “You’re in the army, right? I saw the insignia. I want to go there.”


  “You want to go to the army?” Captain Greenwood sneered. “You’re a girl. Get out of the trunk.”


  The driver set his lamp down to pull her free. She went limp to make it more difficult, and collapsed on the dirt once he set her down.


  “I don’t wanna join the army,” she wailed. “I wanna see my beau. Mikey.” Mary’s little brother. “He promised to marry me and he done run off to join the army. He promised me we’d be together. He promised.”


  “Get up, girl.” The captain kicked her thigh without looking at her face. “If he left you, he don’t want you. Git back home.”


  She rolled to her knees and sniffled as if about to cry. “But I gotta reach my Mikey.”


  “Git.” Scowling, Captain Greenwood slammed the lid on his trunk and stormed back into his steambuggy. The driver glanced back at her, his face in shadow, before jogging to get back inside.


  “Mikey,” Amethyst wailed as they drove away. That should cover her acting.


  “You need to get into the desert. You’ll need to walk. It will be a few miles to the next town. You can rent a horse then,” Eric said.


  “A couple miles.” She wiped her mouth on the back of her sleeve. Her legs already ached. “I don’t have any money for a horse.”


  “I can teach you how to get some or you can walk to find Clark’s… friends.”


  “Friends.” The word, when drawn out like that in speech, sounded less than positive. Amethyst folded her arms to make herself smaller as she headed toward the desert in the direction Eric pointed.
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  Amethyst folded her arms tighter as she entered the town. Dust clung to her body in what had to be layers of grime. Layers. She’d rarely felt so dirty before. Clark must’ve wiped that insecurity away. People glanced her way and whispered. Of course they would. Clark had told her how strangers in small towns caused big stirs. It wasn’t like in New Addison City where a girl didn’t expect to see anyone she knew.


  Shimmering bodies hunched along the weathered buildings. They stared at her with blackened eyes, mouths agape.


  “Why are so many people dead here?” she whispered.


  “They’re dead everywhere,” Eric said. “Now you’ll see them.”


  “Everywhere? All the time?” Shivers crawled over her skin. She’d wanted to see him, not every ghost that still wandered the planet. A child ran up to her and held out his hand; a dead child, with the same empty face. Amethyst stumbled backward and the child followed, holding out his palm.


  “Food,” moaned the little being. “I’m so hungry, miss.”


  “You can’t help them,” Eric said. “He starved a long time ago.”


  How could people starve when, in the city, cooks tossed out heaps of rotten goods that hadn’t been cooked?


  “What do I do here now?” Amethyst pressed against the wall of a bank. A man passed her, a live one, and spit tobacco juice at her feet. He leered at her with his blackened teeth, most of them missing. Her stomach clenched. How had Clark’s mother managed to be a Tarnished Silver?


  A mechanical horse trotted by, steam pumping from the gears along his joints, and the townsfolk turned their attention to that marvel, rather than on her.


  “Mr. Grisham, what do I do now?” Other than appear to be talking to herself.


  “You’re going to steal.”


  “I’ve never done that before.”


  He laughed, a harsh sound, otherworldly. How easily she forgot he was dead like the others. “I know you’ve stolen from stores to impress your friends.”


  She winced. “I didn’t enjoy it. I only did it once.” Or twice. She’d hated it, the quick hand movements that transferred a silk scarf into her purse.


  “You won’t be picking pockets. You’ll be swiping a horse.”


  Amethyst gulped. She’d barely managed to make it out of the department store with a tiny neckerchief. “I can’t hide a horse under my skirts!”


  “Follow me.” Eric floated down the street.


  Amethyst ducked her head as she followed. Clark had been forced to endure a life like that one, faced with stealing or death. He’d sworn he hated the man he’d become, and Amethyst had wound his hair around her finger. Strong, sexually appealing, talented… how could that combination turn him sour? Her lips puckered. He must’ve thought her an imbecile for not understanding.


  Eric stopped beside a one-story house with a hole in the roof and pansies dying by the front door. “The woman who lives here is blind.”


  “How horrible!” In the city, the blind stayed indoors. They weren’t able to function in society. What could a blind woman do out west without servants or dedicated homes to care for her?


  “She has a horse in the shed out back. You’ll have to swipe it.”


  “I can’t steal from a blind woman,” Amethyst hissed. Her father had treasured Eric as a friend. What a wretched man.


  “You’ll have to if you want to help your family.”


  “Her roof has a hole. She must be penniless.”


  “Her son works at the bank. They haven’t had a chance to fix the hole yet. She’s a kind woman. Once things have sorted, you can send her the funds to replace the horse.”


  Amethyst licked her dry lips, tasting dust that crunched between her teeth. “I can leave her a note to contact my uncle. He would send her the money. He can send enough to fix the hole, too.”


  “People in the west often don’t have a lot of money.”


  She almost rolled her eyes at that statement. It made her feel like just as wretched a person, but a blind woman wouldn’t know someone had taken off with her horse until it was too late. “I’ll need paper and a pencil. I doubt they have that.”


  “There should be something that’ll work in the shed.”


  Amethyst pictured herself scrambling onto the back of a horse. “This animal better be small. I’m not the best rider.” Since no one looked their way, she strolled around the house with her chin lifted. Clark had taught her that confidence didn’t raise suspicion as easily as hesitancy.


  “Did I mention it’s a silver horse?”


  “Um, no.” That sounded like a pretty steed. The shed rested by a dried-up bush, desert stretching out beyond. “Poor horse, stuck in that cramped, little building.” What an awful son the woman had, to keep the roof broken and their horse suffering.


  Eric chuckled. “Did anyone ever tell you a silver horse is another name for a steamcycle?”


  Amethyst stumbled on a rock as she turned to face him. Her lips stretched into a smile that mirrored his. “That I can ride much better.”
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  Captain Greenwood slammed his fist into the closet wall, his nostrils flared. “Look at me, boy!”


  “I am.” Clark stretched his arms and hid a grimace to make the soldier think he reclined comfortably on the cot, his wrists still cuffed.


  Captain Greenwood punched the wall again, this time denting the wood. “Where is that bitch? How can a girl escape from a fortress?”


  “Is the senator’s home a fortress?” From Eric’s description of Amethyst’s escape, the mansion didn’t sound that fortified. She’d managed to climb out a window and hop the porch. Safely, Eric had reassured.


  Red crept across the soldier’s face into his ears and neck.


  “You didn’t help her get away, did you?” Clark purred.


  “Of course not. Why would I do that?” Captain Greenwood’s voice squeaked. So, he knew she’d been the one hiding in his trunk. “Tell me where she is!”


  “How would I know?” Clark wished he could shrug. That would irritate the man. “I’ve been locked up in here. The only time you unlock me is so I can take care of my bodily functions.” Amethyst would be proud of that phrase.


  “I’ll find her,” Captain Greenwood roared, then slammed the closet door.
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  Amethyst wrote her uncle’s address on the dirt floor of the shed using the wooden handle of a hammer. Thank you for lending me the steamcycle. Contact him for reimbursement. She sat back on her heels and wiped her hands on her skirt. Hopefully, the son could read, or knew enough to fetch someone who could.


  She glanced out the shed door, but no one headed in their direction. “Coast clear?” Clark had taught her that phrase.


  “Yes. You know how to start this?” Eric asked.


  “Clark deserves a huge hug.” And a little extra. Laughing, Amethyst crouched beside the front of the steamcycle to fiddle with the wires. He’d told her it was important to know how to start it manually in case she ever lost the key.


  The green wire touched the blue wire, and holding them together, when the red wire touched them… The engine revved to life. Amethyst lifted her skirts as she climbed onto the seat and gripped the handle. Overall, the cycle was smaller than Clark’s, with more exposed wires and steam exhaust pipes. His had to be a newer model.


  “You better lead me true,” she sang to Eric, who saluted her.


  Amethyst balanced the bike upward and kicked the stand into its holder. Good thing the cycle was smaller. Standing, Clark’s had strained her muscles. Still grinning, Amethyst pressed the power button on the handlebar and the cycle jerked forward. She eased off the button to let the steamcycle coast through the shed door, turned it toward the desert, and pressed down hard. It jerked again, and this time, she let the engine take her.


  [image: ]


  
[image: Chapter Twenty-Four]


  [image: A]methyst’s teeth dug into her tongue as the steamcycle hit a rock poking up from the dirt; the metallic sharpness of blood invaded her senses.


  “Brass glass.” She slowed her speed to spit bloody saliva at the desert landscape. That had to be the fifth time her jaw had snapped, biting her tongue.


  Maybe not the fifth. A lot. She hadn’t actually counted.


  Riding with Clark had been fun. Zooming across the desert had to be a new form of torture. Clark’s helmet had protected her from that jolted biting and the dust that kept stinging her eyes. She had to drive with them closed when she sped up, which caused the tires to bump against more rocks and gullies. Insects caught in her hair and she could’ve sworn she’d swallowed a fly. She’d also worn gloves when she’d driven Clark’s cycle. Without strong enough protection for her hands, the rough handles had torn up her palms. She actually had calluses. Fine, they were more like hard, white sores, and a few puffy blisters. They’d be calluses soon enough.


  More dust caught in her eyes and she blinked to clear them. Sweat beaded across her body despite the wind from the ride. Her face felt tight; brass glass, more sunburn. Proper ladies didn’t abide sun scalding.


  She stopped the cycle and leaned to the right to balance on her leg, the muscles sore from the new, prolonged strain. What joy. No wonder Clark cursed so often. Amethyst wiped her face on her sleeve, but the cloth was just as dusty and sweaty as her forehead.


  “Eric!”


  He flickered into the space in front. “Yes, Mrs. Grisham?”


  Amethyst scowled. “How much further? I’ve been riding all day.”


  Eric chuckled. “You’ve ridden for six hours.”


  “Six hours,” she yelped. “That is all day!” Her stomach rumbled as if to prove her point.


  The ghost pointed at a hill in the not too far distance. It could be worse—he could want her to travel to those mountains she had to squint at.


  “You’ll find Clark’s gang at the top,” he said.


  “Because they all live up there.” She still didn’t believe him entirely, but as her father-in-law, he had to feel obliged to help her. Hopefully.


  “Do you want me to direct you to the plateau? You have to ride up a curling, narrow ridge to reach the top. Jeremiah barely survived it.”


  She almost wiped her face again before remembering that wouldn’t help. “Now you want me to believe Jeremiah, the lovely prude, associated with a gang of ruffians?”


  “He wanted to save you when Horan kidnapped you.”


  “Oh. Clark did mention that.” She tipped her chin forward to shield her face, but it made her head feel hotter. She would have sunburn all over her scalp, glory be. “These outcasts better have something for me, I swear.”


  “You mean assistance? They’ll aid you in my son’s honor.”


  “I meant a hat.” She revved the engine and lifted her foot as it glided over the ground. No, it didn’t glide. It jolted and jerked, tipped and sputtered, and she wished she knew how to rip it apart.
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  Someone had thrown rotting logs and larger rocks around the base of the hill. That had to be a good sign. It made it look, a bit, like a fortress. Clark’s gang must’ve struggled to drag the logs from the forest miles away. Ah, forest, with sheltering trees.


  Amethyst steered the steamcycle around a space between the rubble, but the front tire bumped one of the rocks and another scraped against the metal undercarriage.


  “Curses upon you all!” She kicked off the rock and the back tire caught in a crevice, toppling. Her arm hit a log, cracking the wood, and the cycle pinned her down, the engine still struggling and the tires spinning. Amethyst froze, her heartbeat racing. Clark had warned her about tipping a steamcycle: riders lost legs and broke bones. At least she’d been going slow at the time.


  She tried to push the handlebars up and the engine sputtered. The front tire hit the ground and spun out dirt and pebbles. A rock hit her shoulder with enough force to cut through her sleeve.


  “Eric, help me!” What happened if she couldn’t lift off the cycle? She tried to squirm out, but the body had pinned her left leg down firm. It ached, but nothing felt broken. What did broken bones feel like? “Eric.”


  “I can’t help you.” The ghost hovered over her. “I can’t touch things in your world.”


  “What am I supposed to do?” Tears stung her eyes. “I’m stuck!”


  “One of the members approaches,” Eric said. “He sees you’re a woman, so he won’t attack you. You’ll be safe for now.”


  “Help me!” Amethyst tipped her head up to try to see the outcast. “Is someone there?”


  A male coughed from behind her. “What happened to you?” A young voice.


  “I’m trapped. I can’t get this off me.”


  “Turn off the engine,” the youth said. “Your spinning out so you can’t get a grip on the ground.”


  That… made sense. Blushing beneath her sunburn, Amethyst switched off the engine as a boy walked into her vision. He couldn’t be much older than ten, with freckled cheeks beneath red curls. Patches decorated the elbows of his shirt and the knees of his breeches.


  “Here.” He gripped the handlebars and braced his bare foot against the front tire as he righted the steamcycle. “See how you feel.” He walked the bike away from her and waited.


  Amethyst stretched her legs and winced. Pain shot along what had to be every nerve in her body, but she could move her limbs. She stood, trembling. “I’m alive.”


  “You want me to send you back the way you come? Like, you lost?” He glanced up the hill, probably to see if his fellow members wanted to join in the commotion.


  She had to look ridiculous. “I think I’m looking for you.”


  “Me?” His eyes widened. “No, miss. I’m just an orphan.”


  “From an orphanage.” The words slipped out. “My school made me volunteer at one once, in New Addison City. It was lovely. Many older couples adopt children to make themselves feel young again. My uncle always said he would have done that if he didn’t have me.”


  The boy scowled.


  “New Addison City is in the east.”


  “Well, miss, they don’t have things like that out here.”


  “You live with family?”


  “They’re all dead. Bromi raid.”


  “The Bromis killed your family?” Clark had never let on that the natives were anything except victims.


  The boy shuffled his foot through the dirt. “We lived near the tribe, see, and when the army came, and they thought we were sympathizers…” He snuffled.


  “The army took away my family too,” she whispered. As soon as she settled everything, she would start a proper orphanage in the west, where children like this boy could find sanctuary. That boy, or Clark, or Clark’s mother—she’d been turned into an orphan at a young age, too.


  “Whatcha need, miss?” He glanced back up the hill.


  “I’m looking for the gang.” Did they have a name for themselves? “I’ve come on behalf of Clark Treasure.” They wouldn’t know a Clark Grisham.


  “Clark Treasure? You mean that, miss?”


  “He needs help. I’m here to locate his friends.”


  “Wait here.” The boy fixed her kickstand into the ground and darted up the hill. Amethyst smoothed her clothes before noticing the tears and stains, the smears of dirt, the sweat that soaked through the cloth. Nothing she did could make herself look presentable enough to greet the heads of state.


  She lifted her chin and stiffened her shoulders. Clothes didn’t make a lady. Attitude did.


  Her uncle would tap her nose and say, “You are however you feel.”


  Two men a few years older than her swaggered down the hill with the boy skipping in front of them.


  “See,” he sang. “She’s a girl and she says she knows Clark Treasure.”


  The two men wore leather cowboy hats, one with an eagle feather and the other with goggles. They both had leather vests on over their gingham shirts, and the knees of their denim pants had worn out. The taller of the two spit tobacco juice at her feet.


  “State your business, lady.”


  She smiled. Her uncle would want her to always be polite. “My name is Amethyst. I’m Clark’s wife.”


  “His wife?” The other man chuckled. “Didn’t reckon him to be the sort to pick a spot to settle, or a girl to settle with.”


  “He’s a roamer. You think he’s coming back?” Tall Man spit again.


  They wouldn’t prickle her. “He would if he wasn’t captured.”


  “Look, miss.” Short Man sighed. “You look like a good type. Go on home before you get yourself hurt or wind up a Tarnished Silver. Folk get captured all the time. It’s part of heading out, and it looks like Clark headed way out if he got himself you.”


  “Clark is captured.” Maybe they didn’t understand their friend was in danger.


  “More’s the pity, miss. He shoulda been more careful.”


  “The army has him.”


  Tall Man snorted. “He knew they wanted him. He chose to go off. Said he was finding his family. Folk like us, we don’t got family to care. Lucky him if he found ‘em.”


  “He did find them. The army has them all.”


  “Then he did something real, real bad. Miss, we don’t ask questions. You want us to help you get back to town?”


  “I want you to help me free Clark.” She stomped her foot. “You’re his friends. You all stick together and protect each other.”


  “When we’re together, sure,” Tall Man drawled. “When you leave us, you leave the protection.”


  “Clark’s an honest, good man,” the short one said. “We’re sorry, miss, but that’s all.”


  Tears stung her eyes. It couldn’t be all. Without the gang, she had nothing. “I want to overthrow Senator Horan.”


  Tall Man pushed back his cowboy hat. “So?”


  “Everyone must hate him. Don’t you want to see a new Senator?” Since they weren’t talking, she explained what his brother, the rancher, had done to her, and how Senator Horan used Eric’s inventions to plague the people of Hedlund. “You must care about that!”


  “Since when has a fella in power not been evil?” Short Man asked.


  “Senator Horan hired mercenaries to kill Clark’s father. We can get to Senator Horan, I’m sure. We can figure out a way to knock him off his seat and get someone else in there, someone true. We can get Clark.”


  “Clark as Senator?” Tall Man grinned. “You’re not selling us, hon.”


  She stomped up to him until inches separated their chests. “We’ll show what evils the army is doing out here. We’ll get them to stop. We can free the Bromi.”


  “Lotta ideas, sugar, but you can’t make them happen.”


  “I’m…” She drew a deep breath. “Do you know why the army wants Clark so badly?”


  “We don’t ask. We all got something to hide, ya know.”


  Amethyst pulled the pistol from his holster and lunged backward before he could grab her.


  He held out his hand. “Give it back, girl. You’ll hurt yourself.”


  “We’re sorry we can’t help you more,” Short Man added.


  Neither of them panicked. Their mistake.


  “Clark drank a potion Eric Grisham invented,” she said. “It worked with his body to give him the ability to revive the dead.”


  Tall Man doubled over with laughter and Short Man slapped his hat across his knee.


  “That there’s a good one,” Tall Man guffawed. The boy chuckled too loudly, as if he wanted to be included but didn’t know how to become one of them.


  “I drank it too.” Amethyst aimed the pistol at Short Man and pulled the trigger before her mind got the better of her judgment. Short Man jerked, gulping, as crimson blossomed across the front of his shirt. He staggered before falling backward.


  “Brass glass!” Tall man lunged for her, but Amethyst sidestepped, aiming the weapon at him.


  “Want to see me bring him back to life?”


  “You bitch!”


  Smirking at him, Amethyst swaggered to Short Man, crouched, and lifted his hand. Closing her eyes, she flashed to the desert Clark had mentioned. Short Man circled, flapping his arms. She grabbed his hand and brought them back to reality.


  “How…?” Short Man shook his head. “You… shot me.”


  “I have the ability too.” She folded her arms and grinned at Tall Man. “The army is using my family to get to Clark. They want to do this to a regiment and make Clark lead them. Is that the type of force you want the army to have?” She winked. “You might even get some of the potion for yourself.”


  “Come with us.” Tall Man gulped. “We do everything as a group, so I can’t answer for the others.”


  “I can do my demonstration again.” She lifted her hands. “Your choice, dears.”


  “This way.” Still trembling, Short Man led the way up the hill. Amethyst smiled at the boy, but he gaped at her, pale and wide-eyed, trembling.


  At least she was getting a little closer to saving Clark.


  When they neared the top of the hill, she wondered where the buildings were—lumps and more rocks decorated the weedy bank. A man emerged from one of the lumps, and she snapped her mouth shut. They lived in dugouts, then. That would offer camouflage, if someone unwanted headed by.


  “Stay here.” Tall Man looked at her, looked away, and looked back, wetting his lips with his tongue. She smiled wide enough to show teeth, hoping her eyes gleamed with an evil aura.


  The boy shuddered as he put up the kickstand to lead her cycle; the outlaws headed toward the dugouts, so she slumped onto the ground and stretched out her throbbing legs. They would want to head right out to get Clark. Good, but her legs wouldn’t have a chance to rest. Amethyst sighed, rubbing her temple. Never again would she leave home.


  “Girl!” Tall Man waved at her from the entrance to a dugout. “Git over here.”


  She rolled to her feet, wincing, and hobbled toward him. No matter how much she wanted to sashay, her muscles wouldn’t let her.


  The dugout’s door consisted of three boards nailed together and steps carved into the dry soil. As she stepped down, she realized they were more like bowls scooped out. Shadows enfolded her as she entered the lower space. She’d expected a hovel like the secret cellar beneath her father’s shed, but this area seemed to stretch. Metal pipes ran along the walls and ceilings, and logs supported the upper area. Gas lamps and candles hung to cast light over a table and crates; figures slumped forward around the small setup.


  “This is huge,” she murmured.


  “Dave used to be a mechanic,” Tall Man said. “He designed this network in the hill for us.”


  “Oh.” Whoever Dave was. “Good job.”


  A man stood up from one of the crates. “You’re Clark’s wife?”


  She nodded. “Amethyst Treasure. Sir.” People craved respect. “Should I demonstrate my ability for all of you?”


  He coughed. “That isn’t a good idea, we don’t think. Where exactly is Clark?”


  Eric appeared beside Amethyst. “He’s at the Hedlund Headquarters in Sullivan.” Amethyst repeated Eric’s statement, glad he was there so she wouldn’t have to say, “Some army facility.”


  “Is he kept in the barracks?”


  “He’s chained in a closet near the mess hall,” Eric said, and she repeated it, shivering. How dare they chain up her husband? Through her, he was a Treasure.


  “I know because the ghost of his father’s here.” She nodded at Eric.


  The men stiffened and the one facing her coughed again. “Why don’t you rest while we decide the best way to get Clark?” He pointed at a pile of hay in the corner, covered by a checkered blanket. “We have to see if we can get in touch with the other locations. We’ll need backup for this.”


  “I can help you get access to my bank accounts,” Eric said.


  Amethyst beamed at them. “I can get you unlimited funds. Anything you need for this, you’ll have.”


  “I have a stash of designed weapons and steamcycles,” Eric added. “I stored them near your father’s ranch. He promised to keep them protected.”


  Had Clark known? Amethyst repeated Eric’s proclamation. Their faces glowed and the men in the background whispered to each other.


  “The ghost will wake me up if any of you try anything while I’m resting.” Amethyst tossed her head, even though her neck ached, and did her best to stomp to the hay pile. It crunched and stabbed at her already tender skin as she lay down, Eric floating beside her.
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  Amethyst awoke to find the room emptied. “They left without me!” Hay stalks stuck in her hair and clothes, and her skin itched as though fleas crawled over her; they probably did.


  “They’re conferring in the next room,” Eric said. “They’ll be back.”


  Amethyst slumped back down. “How long did I sleep?”


  “About two hours.”


  Her muscles still throbbed. She scratched a fresh bite on her cheek. “Should I just wait here?”


  “I was hoping we could talk.” Eric’s voice wavered.


  “Yes?” She held her breath. His nervousness couldn’t be good. Ghosts shouldn’t get nervous.


  “There’s more to the potion than Clark knows—than anyone knows. I hinted to Senator Horan about the powers, but I never stated anything definite.”


  “Brass glass,” she yelped. “It’s going to kill us, isn’t it?” She’d drunk it to save Clark, not fall with him.


  “No, it isn’t poisonous.” Eric lifted his shimmering hands. “You can bring people back and you can take a life in exchange, but only for five minutes after saving someone.”


  She sighed. “Yes. Clark told me that. He’d figured that out.”


  Eric leaned forward, as if someone else could hear other than her. “That’s if you don’t store the energy.”


  She frowned. “How would I do that?”


  “I… don’t know for certain. You have to concentrate on keeping that energy inside of you rather than letting it float away.”


  “I don’t plan on murdering anyone with my stored energy.” It could prove useful at some point, though. She would have to revive someone to test it.


  “You can also control the dead.”


  “Like how I call for you?”


  “Yes, but not just with your voice. If you picture who you want and concentrate hard enough, you can beckon that spirit. Then, if you keep concentrating, you can make them do what you want.”


  Amethyst leaned forward. “What good would that do? Like, I could ask someone a question, yes, but a ghost can’t lift anything. I suppose I could make someone lead me somewhere or give me information.”


  “Concentrate hard, Mrs. Grisham,” Eric whispered. “You should be able to give me substance. You have to love your power and want to do this. Clark has always been too loathing and reluctant.”


  Her lips parted. “I can bring you back to life?”


  “You can make me viewable. You have to really love the power and let it consume you.”


  She licked her lips, realizing how dry her mouth had become. One of the outlaws should’ve given her some water. “You want me to concentrate, then.”


  “Yes. You have the time to learn while the gang is assembling.”


  “Why haven’t you taught Clark?” Her husband would’ve told her if he had that ability.


  “Clark thinks of this as a curse. He would hate learning more about it. He hates himself for drinking the tonic. You don’t—you’d revel in the power, wouldn’t you?”


  She could control ghosts. Anyone who passed could be brought to life, and if they couldn’t be, they could still be with her in death. After her uncle’s years ran out, she’d still have him with her. “Teach me, Eric.”


  The ghost grinned. “Close your eyes and clear your mind.”


  Amethyst drew a deep breath, closed her eyes, and tried not to think about anything.


  Sweat still coated her skin. Insect bites itched across her body; the rest of her didn’t hurt so much thanks to numbness.


  “Think about me,” came Eric’s voice. “Go into the other world. Make me real there and I’ll be real here.”


  She pictured the realm of endless sand, and opened her eyes to be greeted by the red-gold sky. No Eric, no spirit waiting for her saving touch. How could she use that space to make a ghost real?


  She took a step forward and the sand turned crimson, shifting beneath her foot, like the sand on any beach. Her uncle had rented a beach house every summer when she was growing up, but he’d stopped when she was around twelve, when his leg bothered him more. They’d spent hours by the waves building castles or sculptures of her face.


  Amethyst crouched to build a replica of Eric, but the grains slid between her fingers. She could spit on it to make it pack more, but that would be a lot of spit.


  Sometimes, they had written messages to each other in the sand.


  Amethyst drew a stick figure of Eric in the dry grains.


  “Eric Grisham,” she whispered. Could that have worked? He said the powers came from her concentration. She closed her eyes again and breathed through her nose, feeling the way her lungs expanded and constricted.


  Warmth spread from her heart, a different warmth than the western sun that made her boil. It crawled across her limbs, and the pains faded as her skin tingled. Life. Thickness. Hardness.


  Clark had described returning to reality as a jerk, but she soared. She leapt off the sand and catapulted herself through the space until she felt the dirt beneath her feet. She opened her eyes to face Eric.


  Smiling, she lifted her hands and rested them against his cheeks. Her father’s face would feel smooth or rough, depending on when he’d shaved, but Eric felt more like a feather, yet solid. He was neither cold nor hot, but there.


  “I found it,” Amethyst whispered. Tears blurred her vision. “I found that concentration.”
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  Top Hat Terry, the man who’d risen off the grate to meet her, rubbed his hand over his chin. “You’re sure that map’s drawn right?”


  “I’m positive.” Eric grinned. He hadn’t stopped grinning since Amethyst had presented him with solidity. “I’ve never mistaken calculations before. Numbers are my specialty.”


  “You’ve been dead for how long?” Short Man asked. “You said it was like eighteen years.”


  “And I’m still going strong.” Eric thumped his chest over the gaping hole where his heart had resided. “That’s an exact map of what the Hedlund Barracks look like. This plan of attack is perfect.”


  “Have you ever led an attack before?” Amethyst asked. “I thought you were just an inventor.”


  “Who better to lead a revolt than a man of science?” Eric puffed his torn chest.


  Top Hat Terry turned the map Eric had drawn to face him on the table. The rest of the hill’s gang members, thirty-six girls and boys, crowded around the room. “You let us gather our troops and we’ll follow your attack plan.”


  They should obey Eric since he was paying for the operation. “We’ll be all set tomorrow?” They had to get Clark as soon as possible.


  Top Hat Terry scratched his scalp. “We’ll need a few days to gather everyone.”


  “But we need to get Clark now. He’s chained up!” She clenched her hands into fists. “This is all about rescuing him.”


  “And putting a dent in the army,” Eric interrupted. “What they’re doing to the people out here is against humanity. We’ll have to abide by time if we want this done right.”


  “Brass glass,” she snarled at him. Why did he have to be right? They were a team of outlaws, a ghost, and a girl with powers. They should’ve been unstoppable.
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  “Mr. Treasure!” Steven Smith’s wife rushed into the office, her face flushed and hair falling loose from her bun to stick her to cheeks.


  “What is it?” Jeremiah rose from behind his desk to grab his neighbor’s arm. “Mrs. Smith, has someone been injured?”


  “I was in the garden.” Mrs. Smith sank into the chair and fanned herself with her apron. “A steamcoach came up the road. It’s got that nasty captain in it, and him.”


  “Captain Greenwood.” Jeremiah scowled. “Who else is with him?”


  “Mr. Horan,” she hissed. “The rancher, not the senator.”


  Earlier that summer, the neighboring rancher nearby had tried to steal her husband’s farm. Clark had persuaded Steven Smith to sell his property to Garth for protection. They’d rented the farm from the Treasures since then.


  “What does he want?” Jeremiah poured her a glass of water from the pitcher near his desk. “Stay here. I’ll see what they need.” He should get his wife, but Alyssa did whatever was needed during the day while he tended to the never-ending paperwork. No wonder his father enjoyed having his son run the ranch.


  Jeremiah stalked to the front door as it slammed open to Captain Greenwood, his swollen face flushed and his eyes bugging.


  “Where is she?” the captain bellowed.


  Jeremiah stopped, his fists at his sides so he wouldn’t reach for a weapon. “Who?” They couldn’t want Mrs. Smith. She didn’t do much more than tend his garden and look after her family while her husband farmed. “You want Alyssa?” He ground his teeth. “She’s not yours to get, Greenwood.”


  “Where is your sister?”


  “Amethyst?” Jeremiah leaned back. “Senator Horan has her. I was notified of that most graciously.”


  “You stole her back. You or one of your men.”


  “My men?” Jeremiah lifted his brows. “My men work this ranch. We don’t have time to kidnap people.” The captain’s words thickened in his brain. “You don’t know where my sister is.”


  “We can’t believe she could’ve run off. Someone took her,” Captain Greenwood huffed. “The army contacted your uncle, but the invalid hasn’t been in contact with anyone other than his nurse, and he’s been under house arrest. It had to be you.”


  The walls crept toward Jeremiah. His sister should’ve been safe enough, considering she’d been arrested for conspiring with Clark against who-knew-what. The whole matter was ridiculous, but until his father could figure it out, Jeremiah had to go along with the army to protect the Treasure name.


  Amethyst was gone.


  “She vanished from the army? Did one of your men get her? Did someone touch her?” Jeremiah lunged forward, his fist raised.


  “Oh no.” Captain Greenwood backpedaled, lifting his hands. “We know it was you. You can’t touch me, boy.”


  “I’m not a boy,” Jeremiah spat. Clark wouldn’t have hesitated. He wouldn’t have refrained from pummeling the captain.


  Four soldiers marched into the hallway from behind the captain. Rancher Horan followed, laughing.


  “Get out of my house,” Jeremiah growled. “All of you. We need to find Amethyst. She’s a Treasure. Anyone could’ve kidnapped her to get to my family.”


  “Your family isn’t that important,” Rancher Horan chortled, “and this isn’t your house.”


  “Amethyst has been kidnapped!” Didn’t they understand? She could be tortured, or perished.


  Captain Greenwood snorted. “By you. Arrest Jeremiah Treasure in the name of Senator Horan and Hedlund.”


  “Arrest me?” Jeremiah pushed off the soldier who grabbed his arm. “This is ridiculous. On what grounds?”


  “You broke the law by freeing your sister.”


  “I haven’t seen Amethyst! I didn’t free her.”


  “Tell that to my brother.” Rancher Horan grinned. “You committed treason. Everything you own—which is everything in the Treasure name—is forfeit.”


  “By order of Senator Horan,” Captain Greenwood said, “everything you own now belongs to Hedlund for Senator Horan to distribute as he pleases.”


  “No!” Jeremiah jerked away from the soldiers who surrounded him. He’d been so careful to protect his family’s name. The government had to know he didn’t help his sister—unless, Senator Horan set it up to look as if he had. Amethyst might still be a prisoner with them.


  Rancher Horan clapped his hands. “Guess who my brother gave all the land to?”


  Jeremiah blinked at him.


  “Guess who he gave everything to?”


  What did any of that matter? His family needed to be safe. They would arrest Alyssa because she’d agreed to sign her life away with him.


  Amethyst had better be safe, or Jeremiah knew it wouldn’t just be he who would be furious. Somehow, having Clark angry seemed much worse. They’d grown closer than Jeremiah and Amethyst ever had. Part of him admitted he was glad she had a brother to protect her.
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  Amethyst sat on the hill with her legs folded, her eyes closed, and her hands resting on her knees. That warmth came as the sounds of people faded. The sun didn’t feel so hot. Temperature vanished to leave her cocooned in nothingness.


  Something stirred in her belly. Had the coarse bread she’d eaten upset her stomach?


  Amethyst cleared her mind again. It happened faster each time she practiced, and she recognized how much she did love that power. It gave her a strength wealth and fame never had. The warmth spread quicker through her essence as if it loved her back. She let it pool in her feet and work its way up, soothing her muscles. She would need to be rejuvenated when the gangs met at Eric’s lair. Since they would be close to her father’s ranch, she might be able to sneak a few words to Jeremiah, depending on how many guards the army had left there.


  The warmth worked its way toward her head and paused again in her belly.


  A baby.


  Amethyst gasped, ripping out of the trance to press her hands against the skin there. She and Clark had married in the summer, and the season had turned into autumn. She counted the months in her mind. It had been three months since their marriage, but they’d used protection. Clark knew about those things and so did she, from whispers and giggles in the city. He wouldn’t have let that happen until they were ready.


  “We will have to arrive in the night.” Eric floated toward her.


  Amethyst blinked, finding tears in her eyes. She’d never imagined being a mother. Certainly, she’d known it was her duty to breed high-society ladies and gentlemen. Proper ladies only had a few children—her parents had been in vogue bearing three. Her children would attend the best schools. They would know their manners for when she took them to galas. They would someday marry and repeat the cycle.


  Would the child look like Clark? They both had blonde hair and blue eyes, but would the child also have his strong nose? What about his soothing voice?


  “Mrs. Grisham?” Eric touched her shoulder. In public, he called her Amethyst so the outlaws wouldn’t be confused—he had to be concerned to revert back to the pet name.


  “Eric.” She squeezed his wrist. “I’m with child.”


  The holes where his eyes had been widened. “How do you know? I mean, do women… I’ve never been…”


  He hadn’t known about Clark when he’d passed. “I felt it when I concentrated.”


  “That’s… my grandchild.” Eric’s mouth gaped.


  Could Amethyst still fight for Clark? Women in the city hid away for nine months, or ten, or eleven, as long as it took to safely have offspring. None of her friends had bred yet. She happened to be the first to marry, even though they had beaus and fiancés.


  She’d seen the lower class with child, round bellies and waddles, frowns until they smiled, as if it was bittersweet. The servants still worked when they were in that condition. What had her mother done?


  Knowing Georgette, it wouldn’t have stopped her.


  “What do I do?” Amethyst asked.


  “I… don’t know. I can ask Clark, but you should tell him.”


  “Would Clark know?” Who cared who told her husband?
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  [image: I]fell in love with him. When sadness struck, I pictured him in my mind, and it all washed away. We laughed, and I didn’t have to hide behind a façade of being better. He encouraged me—he told me I could do anything, and I believed him. He cheered me on when I wanted to curl up. He let me go when I needed to do something on my own.


  I do this for him.


  The steamcycle roared over a rock, soaring inches off the ground before hitting the dust again, and Amethyst opened her eyes. Jack Three drove her stolen bike so she wouldn’t have to struggle to keep up with the gang. His shoulders hung narrower than Clark’s, and back hair stuck out from his yellowed collar. The stench of sweat oozed off him making her want to gag. With her eyes shut, concentrating on Clark, she could forget about the horror of Jack Three. Maybe riding with Jack One or Jack Two—if they existed—would have been preferable.


  Staring over the man’s hunched shoulder, she spotted the farm looming into view. Dusk colored the darkening sky in streaks of violet and orange, the type of painting she might’ve created when she really wanted a cat masterpiece. The leading cycles circled the cabin and barn, and Jack Three parked in the line. Amethyst jumped off and wiped her gloved hands on her new slacks. At least they’d been there to protect her from Jack Three, who took off his helmet and leered at her with broken teeth.


  She’d used Eric’s bank code to purchase the dugout gang new clothes—Eric let them know what armor they could retrieve from his hideout—so they would be hardier. The clerk in Hedlund hadn’t blinked when she requested black pants, shirts, gloves, and boots, as if that order came in every day. The men and women from the other gangs wore their threadbare garb. She’d have to see if she could get them something new.


  Amethyst folded her arms as a shiver played over her spine. Long ago, she’d been a little girl sitting on a white couch in a white playroom in her uncle’s apartment. He’d wanted everything to be white for her, to be pure, innocent… corruptible. She’d sat on that sofa with a porcelain doll in her lap, the toy covered in layers of silk and lace. A dollhouse had rested on the floor, along with a Jack-in-the-Box, a stuffed bear, and that bird in the white cage, that would sing whenever she turned the key in its side. City air would blow through the open window to stir the white velveteen curtains.


  She would pretend her mother was there with her, since her uncle couldn’t play well. She’d stopped after she realized her mother wouldn’t return to the city to live. She stopped pretending she had anything other than her uncle and that white playroom.


  Now, she didn’t have him, and she wore black, with buckles on her pants, buttons up the shirt, and boots that reached her knees.


  The gang members started toward the house, and a man stepped out onto the porch, a rifle in hand.


  “Whatcha think you’re doing?” he bellowed.


  If anyone got shot, she could bring them back. Amethyst started forward when Eric appeared beside her.


  “Do you remember when you first arrived in Hedlund and Rancher Horan attacked a neighbor?” he asked.


  So much had happened when she first arrived. Amethyst shifted her stance. “A little.” The men had gone off, and her mother had worried in the drawing room, so Amethyst had played pool, drunk booze, and fell asleep on her balcony.


  “Rancher Horan had attacked this farm. His brother told him I left something special here.”


  “Wait, hadn’t my father sold this land to the man?” Jeremiah had complained about his father buying the land back to protect the farmer.


  “Yes. He couldn’t protect mine forever. Garth didn’t know where I left anything.”


  “State your business.” The farmer cocked his rifle and lifted it, so the gang lifted their weapons right back.


  “Look here, fella,” Top Hat Terry called. “We don’t want no trouble. We gotta get something on your land and we’ll be off.”


  “You’re gonna get off my land, that’s what!” The farmer—Steven Smith, Eric had called him—shot at Top Hat Terry’s feet. Dust puffed off from the ground as the shot rang across the fields. A cow in the barn mooed.


  Top Hat Terry had said they didn’t mess with honest folk, like farmers struggling to survive in the dry climate. He told her they wouldn’t harm the family.


  “Smith.” Amethyst sashayed forward, swinging her hips. “I’m Amethyst Treasure. Will you let us get what we need on behalf of my father?”


  The farmer scowled before he spit tobacco juice onto the porch. “If you’re off with the likes of this lot, you’re just a whore. Garth don’t have whores.” He lunged forward, aiming his rifle at her. “You one of those that made the army take him off? You lied about his good name?”


  Amethyst sighed. Time for her Rich Girl voice. “Shoot him. Tie him up. I’ll bring him back.” Short, to the point statements.


  Top Hat Terry pulled his trigger and blood blossomed on Steven Smith’s chest. The farmer sank to his knees, his rifle striking the porch, and toppled sideways.


  “Steve!” His wife fled from the house to kneel beside her husband, tears on her cheeks. “What have you done?” She scrambled for his rifle, but one of the men in the crowd shot her in the forehead. Her body crumpled over his.


  Amethyst strolled forward to lean against the porch railing while Top Hat Terry and a woman in a ragged dress tied the Smiths together. Someone else marched in the house after the little boy, whose wrists they bound.


  “Their dead,” the child wailed. “You killed them.”


  “Oh, hush up,” Amethyst snapped. “They’re coming back to you.”


  A ghost shimmered into existence beside her, a gouge carved into her neck and blood staining the front of her blue corset. “Be nice to the child.”


  An aunt, perhaps? Amethyst shrugged the ghost away as she crouched on the wood, resting one hand on each of the Smiths’ shoulders. She closed her eyes to transport herself into the death world.


  “Come with me,” she called. “Your son’s waiting.”


  They crawled toward her, with blackened eyes and gaping mouths. Taking their hands, she yanked them back to reality, to leave them gasping on the porch.


  “What are you?” Steven Smith panted.


  What could she be? Amethyst rose. She could call herself the Dark Mistress, or another wicked name like that. Or… “Amethyst Grisham.” She winked and jumped off the porch. The ghost in the corset had vanished, leaving Eric as the only specter in the yard.


  “This way.” He headed around the cabin, and she followed, sensing the others behind her. Boots crunched over dry grass and dirt. She lifted her chin and straightened her shoulders. The gang respected her more for her abilities than they did her money. Guiding them meant more than teaching a servant to polish silverware better.


  Amethyst laughed, just to hear her voice in the air.


  Eric stopped near the well and pointed toward the bottom. “The lever is in the rock with the key engraved on it.”


  Amethyst glanced back at her followers. She’d look pathetic if she couldn’t get that to work. “Um, what?”


  “Push in the stone with the symbol.”


  Amethyst knelt in the dirt to rub her fingers over the stones. Some of them had marks, cracks, and dirt. None of them seemed to have an actual engraving.


  “Eric, show her.” The corseted ghost shimmered near him. “Don’t be a tease.”


  How nice, ghosts knew each other. Scowling, Amethyst searched lower to the ground. There. Her finger caught in the crease of an engraving. She brushed off the dirt to reveal a crude key design. She bit her lip as she pushed it inward. At first, it resisted, but gave with a click, dirt scraping off against her fingers. The ground behind her lurched and gears ground. A door lifted from beneath the grass and lights flickered within the hole.


  She glanced at Eric, but he kissed the corseted ghost. Since when did he care about that? No man could resist a corset.


  “Here we go!” Amethyst flashed a smile to her audience and stepped onto the first stair leading downward. They couldn’t see her hesitate.


  Each step she descended caused another light to flicker in the wall. When she came to the bottom, a chamber glowed; it had to be at least a mile long, filled with steamcycles and steamcoaches.


  Gunshots sounded above and someone shouted. Had the Smiths gotten loose? Why hadn’t anyone followed her? Amethyst ran back to the top, and someone grabbed her arm. Wind pushed, and she smacked her back into the ground, air rushing from her lungs.


  A knife pressed against her throat.


  “Move, bitch, and you die,” a man growled.


  A man wearing an army uniform.


  She swung her gaze and noticed other army men shooting at the gang members.


  ‘They’ve been watching the Smith farm. I didn’t see them.” Eric’s voice drifted to her ears. How good was a ghost then?


  “I heard you call yourself Amethyst Treasure,” her attacker snarled. They must’ve waited for her to descend before attacking so she wouldn’t be able to escape.


  The knife bit deeper, a sting forming along her throat. If she could save a life, who said she couldn’t take one? Amethyst fought her glove off as he leered at her and clamped her hand around his wrist, flashing them to the dead land. The officer staggered away from her into the sand.


  “Bye,” Amethyst sang as she returned to reality. The man’s body crumpled onto her and warmth soared along her limbs, as though fire were about to leap off her skin. She had to find the energy to leave the cavern. What if she burned up from the inside out, a result of too much power? The corpse slid off her and she gasped for breath.


  Her lungs wouldn’t work. Amethyst rolled to her side, panting, and reached out. Her hand hit an ankle and the fire energy from the Great Beyond soared off of her, onto…


  She blinked up at the corseted ghost. How had the energy gone into a spirit? The cut through the ghost’s throat vanished and her blackened eyes shifted green, the whites appearing around the irises. The ghost lifted her hands and turned them over.


  “I’m… alive?” The ghost spoke in a hoarse voice. No, not a ghost anymore. Somehow, that energy had made her live again.


  “I don’t know,” Amethyst whispered.


  “Judy,” Eric yelled.


  “Judy?” Amethyst repeated. The world spun and more shouts exploded near her. A bullet tore up the ground.


  “I’m Clark’s mother,” the woman said as a tear fell down her cheek.
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  The corseted woman cupped her hands around Eric’s face, more tears slipping from her eyes. This woman… Clark had witnessed her corpse.


  “Why didn’t you come to me?” Eric’s form flickered for a moment before his tangible essence regained strength.


  “Death is such a strange place,” she murmured. Gunshots sounded around them. Amethyst knew she would have been shocked frozen by those noises the year before.


  Clark’s mother leaned against Eric, her lips pressed to his chin. “I was so happy. I mourned for our son, but I was free, Eric. I didn’t have to worry anymore. I trusted our son.”


  Trust had made her neglectful. Amethyst flared her nostrils. “You could’ve comforted him! Both of you.” They’d been selfish to ignore him as he ran. He’d needed support. What would she have done without her uncle? What if her parents had placed her in a city boarding school? She would have felt forgotten, not free.


  Eric turned toward her as if he’d forgotten her presence. “Drudging the dead won’t fix problems in life.” A fresh round of gunshots hid his inflection.


  “What does that even mean?” A bullet struck near Amethyst’s foot and she jumped. Army men and gang members slumped by in a blur. She should get back into the grotto. She should finish what they’d set out to do. People thrust themselves at each other, weapons clashing, voices shouting. It almost reminded her of a night club, only more feral.


  “How can I be alive?” Judy lifted her hand and splayed her fingers. “Am I truly alive, Eric?”


  “Yeah, how is that possible?” The “yeah” slang slipped off Amethyst’s tongue. After this, she really needed to get back to civilized people. A man tumbled in between them, half of his skull missing, blood washing into the ground. Bile rose in Amethyst’s throat and she slapped her knuckles to her mouth.


  “There’s a lot to my potion I don’t understand,” Eric murmured as if the fighting didn’t make a ruckus. “It must be part of that. What did you do last, Amethyst?”


  “I… killed someone. I thought about him dying and he did it. I didn’t save a life first.” It shouldn’t have worked, according to Eric’s rules. It had been longer than five minutes…more like ten.


  “Your panic, all your troubles. Somehow you combined that, and when you killed someone, you got to save someone else. You saved my Judith.”


  Clark wouldn’t have to mourn his mother any longer; Amethyst had brought her back. After they finished the senator, Clark could give his mother everything he’d always wanted to, and they could be a family, with Amethyst, of course. She’d given her husband the greatest gift.


  “I can bring you back.” She lifted her hand toward Eric. “Clark can have both of his parents. I can bring back so many people.”


  Eric narrowed his blackened eyes. “Playing with death too much can upset balance and life. I don’t know why I created the potion. I shouldn’t get to play a god’s role.”


  “You were a foolish inventor,” Judy teased.


  How could they joke? People died around them. That poor man had lost most of his head, and his leg still twitched where he sprawled nearby.


  “Right now, I’m going to go save some gang members.” Amethyst headed away from them as they kissed. Disgusting. They were worse than fresh teens.


  She would revive the gang as she’d promised. That would be it. Yet, her fingers tingled and that burn started in her chest, as though her body ached to kill someone else.
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  Amethyst adjusted herself on the seat of Eric’s sleek silver steamcycle, narrower than the others, with the front angled downward. A shield Eric had created out of his own special “unbreakable glass” covered the front, to protect the rider from wind and bugs.


  She turned her head to study the other rides. Eric’s grotto had contained twenty of those steamcycles, so the others used the older cycles and a few had horses.


  Below their hill lay the fort of cut logs. Somewhere within, Clark suffered. The fortress had to be the size of a city block, or a bit bigger. It could contain whipping posts and torture racks and—


  Amethyst squeezed her eyes shut against an image of Clark bleeding beneath a cat o’ nine tails, and a new image drifted into her subconscious.


  She lay on a bed with a mattress that crunched, hard things inside poking her back. The air smelled of cigar smoke and body odor, the gagging kind, not the sweetness Clark got when they were traveling. His stench should have offended her, but it had excited instead.


  A man stood over her, his fist raised, the tiny black hairs dark despite his sunburn. “Kiss it, bitch!”


  Amethyst wanted to shrink against her pillows, to tell him no, order him to leave, but different words left her mouth. “How long?”


  How long for what?


  He grinned, showing off his rotting teeth. “Until I tell you to stop.”


  Amethyst climbed off the bed and sashayed toward him even though she wanted to flee to the door, to throw it open and run yelling into the hallway. What kind of room was it, the whitewashed walls stained and the chair in the corner broken? She sent her gaze toward the door, and a little boy stood in it, a child with Clark’s blond hair and blue eyes.


  He was Clark. Amethyst shuddered as she knelt before the man and bent over to kiss his muddy, scuffed boots.


  “You’re name ain’t Judy no more,” he snarled. “It’s Sarah. Ya hear?”


  Amethyst jerked free and clutched her steamcycle’s handlebars tighter. That had been one of his mother’s memories. How had it gotten to her? Was it because she’d brought the woman back to life.


  “Whenever you’re ready.” Jack Three’s voice came over the speaker in her helmet.


  All of those people waited for her to tell them to attack. Who was she to lead them? Gang members weren’t like surly maids.


  With the sun still rising, painting the sky with a magical palette, it might be a good time to attack, before everyone was prepared… or, it might be the worst possible moment. Clark would know.


  All of it was for Clark.


  She could ask Eric. He could see if the army was prepared. Or, they could just go for it. When had she ever been a girl who planned things?


  “Attack,” Amethyst shouted into her helmet’s microphone. They roared their vehicles forward, so she followed. Staying behind wouldn’t help anything.
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  Clark sat on his cot in the darkness, rubbing his wrists. His calluses massaged the soreness. If he could see better, he knew his hands would look red, chafed, bruised. At least Captain Greenwood had released him for the night.


  “Don’t want you helpless during training,” the kind man had growled. Clark snorted. He’d love to cuff that man to the wall and see how he endured.


  Today, he’d get to eat his gruel by himself and not have a soldier ram it down his throat.


  Something rumbled in the fort. What would training be like? No doubt Captain Greenwood would shove a gun to his head and threaten to blow up the Treasures. Didn’t anyone understand how much the vial made a man suffer?


  Something else crashed. Shouts permeated the walls and Clark rubbed his forehead. Wouldn’t it be grand if his personal army barged into the closet to drag him out to the training grounds as their glorious, forced leader?


  Someone kicked open the door and light from the hallway flooded the space. He leaned back, blinking, as pain tingled along his nerves.


  “You Clark Treasure?” The light outlined a man in a black leather jacket, a red bandana tied across his forehead. Patches covered the knees of his denim slacks.


  He couldn’t be part of the army. Captain Greenwood didn’t allow anyone to go without a uniform—he’d even forced Clark into one.


  “Um, yeah.” He braced himself, and realized his muscles tingled. He hadn’t gotten to move enough. His body sloshed like jam. Whoever this was, if he attacked, Clark might not be able to fight him off.


  “Come on,” the newcomer growled. “Once you’re out, we’ll blow this place to rubble.”


  “Blow it up.” Clark’s lips stuck together from dryness.


  “Top Hat Terry knows just what to do. We’ll rig the whole contraption and it’ll explode.”


  Clark blinked again. He must have passed out and dreamt. Top Hat Terry was a gang member out in the desert, not someone at the fort.


  The man grabbed his arm to pull him into the hallway. Gunshots sounded down the antechambers. Army men slumped along the walls, blood dripping onto the floor.


  “Got him,” his captor shouted. “I got Treasure!” They burst through a door into a training courtyard. “Got Treasure!”


  Two steamcycles zoomed over to them, skidding in the dirt to park. Clark leaned back, but the newcomer shoved him forward. The rider closest bounded off the back of the cycle and pulled off her helmet.


  “Clark!” Amethyst dropped the helmet as she launched into his arms, clutching him around the neck as her lips explored his face.


  “Am, what are you doing here?”


  “Saving you.” She laughed, tugging him toward the cycle. “Get on. Now that we’ve got you, Top Hat Terry can blow up the fort.”


  How would she know Top Hat Terry? He staggered onto the steamcycle while she ran back for her helmet.
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  [image: W]hen had this become his life? Clark took a swig from the bottle of vodka, and realized he wanted more than that. Why not? He’d escaped from the army. Was there any factions of the army left alive in the west? Who cared?


  He gulped deep from the clear bottle of fire. It burned down into his stomach. He reach for Amethyst, looping his arm around her waist, and yanked her against him, slanting his mouth over hers. Hadn’t she been drinking? She tasted sweet, like lemonade.


  Amethyst, who would rather die than miss out on blackberry brandy.


  The abandoned farm the gang had relocated to reverberated with music. Where had all the instruments come from? Who cared about that either? Clark took another gulp and lifted his bottle overhead to hoot with the others as a song ended. People hung from the rafters and leaned over the loft, clapping. More of the audience stomped on the rotting plank floor.


  Maybe he’d pull Amethyst into the farm for another bottle. They could fuck in a corner with the others. Who cared about that? They were married. That had to be more than half of the people making out.


  Another song started, the lead guitarist playing on a steam guitar. The drummer followed with a fast beat. A girl in low-cut leather pants lifted a microphone and screamed into it, throwing her head back. She leaned toward the guitarist so they could both sing, the steam-powered speakers shooting the music across the rickety farm.


  I ain’t gonna stop,


  Not till you give it all you got.


  I never knew what you had goin’,


  Till you crawled onto me,


  Took me deep in your mouth.


  It wasn’t what I wanted,


  It was all I needed.


  The girl stepped away from him, swinging her hips, and pointed the microphone toward the crowd.


  All I ever wanted was to feel you deep inside,


  So deep you’d lose your way.


  All I wanted was a fighter,


  Someone to defend my honor,


  If I had any left.


  She dragged out the last word into a scream and threw back her head again. Clark glanced at his wife to see if the lyrics embarrassed her. The last song had been about stealing, and she’d tapped her foot to the beat, grinning at him.


  Amethyst kissed his mouth. “Are you my fighter?”


  “Always, baby.” He bit her neck hard enough to know it would bruise come morning.


  He’d always feared the worst if he was captured. He’d gotten to face that.


  Screw the rest of the world.


  Nothing could scare him anymore.
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  “Should we tell him now?” Judy leaned against Eric. Below their hill, the barn and farmhouse glowed with firelight. “I did just as I always promised you. If something happened, I would turn to Garth Treasure. I always let Clark know that.”


  She wished Eric could really touch her, could be warm instead of frigid.


  “You did well,” he whispered against her temple. “We’ll wait. Our boy doesn’t need distractions.”
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  Senator Horan couldn’t fathom how one family could tear his west apart. Everything he wanted, Garth Treasure took: the best mines, the most stock in the railroads, the expansive lands.


  Garth had taken Georgette too, a pretty little piece of sturdy work. Senator Horan would’ve preferred her to his wife. At least Georgette knew how to take a bite out of the world. Even now, sitting on a stool with handcuffs binding her wrists, she looked ready to spit fire, with her eyes narrowed and her mouth scrunched. Garth sat beside her, far enough away they couldn’t touch, his eyes blazing and his body rigid.


  Then, those boys. Senator Horan had always wanted a son. Instead, his wife had refused him one. He knew she took precautions against childbirth. She’d always called it disgusting, but he’d assumed he’d get his way. His mistresses had given him plenty, but that didn’t make them legal. He should’ve kept that first wife of his, but after she’d cheated, his mercenaries had taken care of her remains.


  Sometimes, he could still picture her smile when he couldn’t sleep.


  Garth’s boys. Right. Jeremiah, a strapping lad, perfect for hard work and breeding. The other, Zachariah, a perfect soldier. They sat cuffed near their parents, Jeremiah growling and Zachariah stone-faced.


  Then, that other son. Clark. Why did the bastard have to be such a… bastard? He should’ve been honored to serve his country by belonging to the army.


  “Why are we here?” Jeremiah’s pathetic little wife asked. The others had too much pride to speak.


  Senator Horan snorted. “Why do you think?”


  “This is ridiculous.” That came from Georgette. “We’ve done nothing wrong. It will be proven in a court of law. You cannot keep Clark against his will.”


  “He doesn’t know his will. The army knows best.” Senator Horan drummed his fingers across his desk. “I am Hedlund.”


  “The people are Hedlund,” Garth said, low.


  “I want Clark Treasure,” Senator Horan interrupted. Enough of their insane chatter. What did their opinions matter? “He’s escaped, and who knows where Amethyst Treasure is? They’ll come for you.”


  “Why would they?” Jeremiah snapped. “You should be searching for my sister. It’s your fault she’s gone!”


  Clark Treasure was stupid enough to fall into the Senator’s grip. “They’ll come for you. When they do, they won’t be getting away again.”
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  “This is a trap.” Clark swung off his steamcycle and set his helmet on the seat. The Senator’s mansion should’ve been covered in guards. Instead, the windows appeared dark and no one stirred in the yard.


  “We circle and attack.” Amethyst removed her helmet and shook out her two braids. The other gang members hung back, awaiting Clark’s word. Top Hat Terry had claimed Eric had helped guide them; his father must’ve spoken through Amethyst. She seemed fine for having taken the vial.


  Clark had been nauseous for months as he’d pushed on, running, never daring to look back.


  He would look forward now.


  Clark tapped the whistle at his throat. According to Amethyst, who went by his father’s claim, the whistle would sound throughout the other modified helmets worn by the posse. He would sound for them when he needed to.


  “We’ll go in first.” Clark held out his arm to her. The Senator would know they would come. The time for caring had past.


  “And we kill them.” Amethyst grinned.


  “We do what has to be done.” If someone had to die, so be it.
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  [image: S]oldiers lined the hallways, their blue uniforms pressed and the badges across their chests as polished as their buttons. Without looking at the visitors, the soldiers tipped their rifles to the right, as if guiding Clark to the Senator.


  “I think they’re threatening us,” Amethyst whispered.


  He squeezed her hand, heading in the direction the soldiers indicated. At the end of the hallway, they tipped their weapons to the left instead, and he followed, his heart thumping harder as they massed behind him, blocking the exit. Maybe he should’ve forced Amethyst to stay behind, but the Treasures were more her family than his.


  Paintings peeked out from behind the soldiers’ broad shoulders. Who were the men in army hats and medaled sashes? Fighters had created Hedlund from untamed land and Bromi tribes. Apart from destroying the Bromi, the first settlers had made something out of nothing. They grew crops to feed the masses back east and they raised livestock. Men had shed blood to live on the plains. Would Clark be ruining that by taking down the senator?


  Eric shimmered into appearance beside him. “You’re doing the right thing, son.”


  Amethyst turned toward the spirit. “They’re blocking us in.”


  Clark squeezed her again, gazing forward. His father had been rubbed out for his inventions; now those same inventions would destroy the man who’d put the hit on his life.


  “Family is everything.” His mother’s words danced through his memory. He did this for family, not for the west. He couldn’t protect everything.


  Two soldiers opened double doors and Clark led Amethyst into an office. The walls, a deep burgundy in color, closed in around him. Velvet curtains covered the windows, so the light came from lamps and a chandelier.


  Senator Horan sat behind a long mahogany desk, his boots propped on the corner and his chair tipped backward, his hands folded over his belly. A smile curled around his lips to match his oiled mustache. The Treasures sat on stools around a long meeting table, their hands bound with silver cuffs.


  Eric’s special cuffs that required a code to unhook, rather than a key.


  “Amethyst,” Jeremiah exclaimed. “Are you hurt? Where have you been?”


  “Well, now, boy. So glad you could make it.” Senator Horan peeled his boots off the desk and slammed them onto the hardwood floor in twin taps. “I really don’t know what to do with you. See, you keep running off on me. You don’t want to be a captain. Think of what a great raise that is. Zachariah,” he barked. “Tell Clark how honored he should be to become captain immediately upon joining.”


  Zachariah stared forward. “It will take ten years for most.”


  “See, here’s another problem,” Clark drawled. “I never up and joined.”


  Senator Horan laughed as he swaggered across the room. “You’re just a mining boy. You don’t have a choice in the matter. None of us have a choice if the army wants us.”


  A side door opened and Captain Greenwood strode in, swinging his arms and puffing. Clark glimpsed a set of stairs behind him before the door banged shut. Jolly good, he could take them both out.


  “You destroyed my barracks,” Captain Greenwood hollered. “You killed my men. The president has been summoned. He’ll have your neck for this.”


  “You can’t kill me.” Clark narrowed his eyes at Senator Horan. “I survived the potion. You need me.”


  “You committed high treason.” Senator Horan stroked his chin. “A sentencing can linger until our troops have been trained.”


  It didn’t matter if they did get him for high treason.


  Clark released Amethyst and stepped toward the doorway, his arms lifted. “Captain. Come get me.”


  “Oh, I’ll like this.” Captain Greenwood hunched forward, a sickening smirk on his face, and lumbered toward Clark.


  Clark walked to meet him, puffing his chest, matching the captain’s smirk. “Come get me.” What a classic gang statement. He’d never given that much attitude to someone before.


  It felt good.


  Clark twisted around the captain to jerk open the door to that hallway. The Treasures would be safe if he got the captain away from them.


  “Are you running away from me?” Captain Greenwood’s face reddened from his chins to his protruding ears.


  Clark chuckled. “Afraid of the chase?” Hopefully, the soldiers wouldn’t have filled in the stairwell.


  “Treasure,” Captain Greenwood growled as he marched toward him. “I won’t be made a laughing stock by the likes of you. You won’t ruin my regiment.”


  “What regiment?” Clark backed down the first few stairs in the narrow walkway.


  “Treasure!” Captain Greenwood pulled out his pistol and Clark ran down the stairs. A bullet struck the wall near his head and he ducked. The captain would be angry and unfocused. Perfect.


  Clark jumped off at the next landing and plastered his back against the wall. The stairs led downward further and higher above. The captain’s steps echoed off the coldness.


  Clark wouldn’t be afraid. He wouldn’t allow his heart to race or the sweat to coat his body. Captain Greenwood held no real power over him. Only Amethyst had the ability to hurt him anymore.


  “You don’t know what you’ve done.” Captain Greenwood staggered down the stairs, waving his pistol overhead.


  “No.” Clark released his two handguns. “You’ve ruined my life.”


  “The army—”


  “You killed my mother. I don’t know why I never considered standing up to you before. By the way.” Clark cocked both guns, one atop the other; he pulled the trigger on the lower one. The bullet ripped through Captain Greenwood’s leg. He shouted, crumpling onto his side. His gun went off, the bullet lodging into the wood.


  “My name’s Grisham.” Clark fired the other pistol into the captain’s skull.
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  Senator Horan darted after Clark and the captain at the sound of the first gunshot, and Amethyst darted to her father. “Lift your hands.”


  “Amethyst, get out of here,” Garth whispered. “There’s a backdoor. They let us in that way.”


  She yanked his hands up and pressed the colored buttons on the underside to the correct code. “Blue three, yellow eight, green two, red one.” That didn’t make sense. “You press the blue one three times, the yellow one eight, the green one twice, and the red just once. Got it?” The cuffs clicked and tumbled off her father onto the floor. “Go help someone else.”


  “How do you know?” Georgette asked, but she held out her hands.


  “We have to hurry.” It would be much too long of a story. Amethyst worked on her mother’s while her father moved to Zachariah.


  “Where have you been?” Jeremiah demanded. “This isn’t a good situation. Don’t you get that?”


  Amethyst slid her mother’s cuffs around her belt in case she would need them later, and she rolled her eyes at her brother, sticking out her tongue. “No, I thought I was having a fancy tea.”


  “Where were you?” Jeremiah sputtered. Even after his father unhooked him, he gaped at her.


  “Why is Alyssa here?” Amethyst started on the girl’s cuffs. Her brother might stop with his questions if she posed one of her own. “They shouldn’t have pulled you into this mayhem.”


  “I married your brother.” Alyssa rubbed her wrists.


  “Zachariah?” Amethyst whipped around to ogle him, where he stood staring at the wall. Who would want to marry him?


  “Me,” Jeremiah snarled. What had gotten his knickers in a knot, other than the imprisonment thing? “The west isn’t like the east. You can’t run off—”


  “Bloody gears, hush up.” The gang members had taught her a bit of a more colorful dialogue, but Jeremiah would probably have an attack over that language. “This way.” She ran to the back entrance of the room and kicked the door.


  It didn’t swing out. Clark would’ve been able to do that. Amethyst kicked it again, closer to the knob, and pain sizzled up her leg. Cursing, she hopped back. “We’ll blow the knob off.” Clark would’ve done that too.


  “What are you doing?” asked her mother. “We can just open it.”


  “No, it’s—” The knob turned in her hand and Amethyst cursed again. “Come on.” The hallway walls seemed to close around them. Who knew which way they went, but it had to be better than being back there, where the senator would return. Clark would find them later, once he dealt with Captain Greenwood.


  The footsteps behind her let her know they followed. At least Jeremiah had stopped complaining.


  Amethyst turned the hallway to find the next door blocked by a row of soldiers. Brass glass.


  “We’ll fight our way through.” Amethyst pulled the pistol free from her holster and aimed it at the lead soldier. “Draw your weapons.”


  The gang members would’ve displayed their assortment of goods: guns, knives, hatchets, pickaxes… Her family lifted their hands in surrender, apart from Zachariah, who continued to stare through blank eyes.


  The soldiers drew their lovely weapons. They had polished rifles, with handguns and swords hanging from their wide belts. She turned to her father, careful to aim her weapon at the soldiers.


  “Father, we have to stop this.” Her voice rose into a whine. “How can we just surrender? They won’t let us go.”


  “Because,” he cupped her cheeks to stare into her eyes, “we are subjects of the kingdom. We would have to flee far, far away, my darling, to be free.”


  “So you would give up?” The gun lowered to her side. Her strong father, that rock she’d always known would be there if she needed him, would let the senator win.


  “Put the gun down, sweetie,” said one of the soldiers. “You don’t want your family shot, do you?”


  “You wouldn’t dare.” Amethyst swung the pistol toward the crowd, hoping whoever had spoken would step forward. A gun went off, the sound loud in the stillness, and Zachariah pitched forward. He landed on his knees and then his chest, and blood soaked across the tiles.
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  Extra bullets slammed into Captain Greenwood’s limp form. Clark leapt back against the wall, aiming toward the intruder approaching from downstairs.


  A girl stepped closer, her heels clicking, her handgun firing into the captain. “Take that, you rotten piece of bitch dust.”


  Clark cocked his pistol. “Brass glass. Mable?” He’d last seen her as a little girl with oily hair. Her hair still had that oily sheen, but she’d grown breasts and hips, and a mouth that rang true with her child self.


  “Hey, Clark.” She smiled, that familiar gap between her teeth. “He’s real dead, ain’t he?”


  “Um, yeah. He’s dead.” Clark stepped around the body to hug her side, careful of the guns she remained fixed on Greenwood. “Where’ve you been, Mable? I was worried about you. I looked for you back in Tangled Wire.”


  “I’ve been around places.” She blew on the barrels of her guns.
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  [image: Z]achariah.” Georgette tumbled down beside him, rolling him over to stare at his face. His eyes stared at the ceiling, his jaw dropping. “Oh, my baby. My baby, say something. Zachariah!”


  “You shot him,” Amethyst whispered. Sure, she threatened them, but there shouldn’t have been actual bloodshed around her parents.


  “What is happening here?” A mahogany door opened as the president strode into the hallway. “Someone explain this. Treasure, what is the meaning of this ruckus?” His gaze must’ve fallen on Zachariah and Georgette’s weeping form, for his face paled. “Who shot your boy?”


  “The army.” Jeremiah puffed his chest, but Amethyst could see how his fists trembled. “They shot my brother in cold blood. He wasn’t armed.”


  She was, though. Amethyst stuck her pistol back into its holder before the president could comment on it.


  “You shot the Treasure boy?” The president narrowed his eyes at the army. “Whoever shot, explain yourself.”


  “Sir, we are under orders.” One of the army men saluted the president. Amethyst wanted to blow the bullet through his brain. Zachariah had been unarmed. If he had to shoot anyone, it should’ve been her.


  “To shoot unarmed captives?” The president’s cheeks reddened. “The Treasures are under arrest by the kingdom. That means they are under protection of the law until such time their trial can be carried out.”


  “Senator Horan gave us orders to shoot and kill any of the Treasures when the need arose, sir. We are not to allow them to leave this building, sir.”


  “Senator Horan ordered you to murder them?” The president hesitated. Who else did he think would’ve ordered their execution?


  Amethyst knelt beside her brother and clasped Zachariah’s hand, lifting it to her cheek. She rubbed his knuckles against her skin before kissing them.


  “My baby.” Tears pulled from her mother’s eyes. Georgette had never looked so haggard, with wrinkles and dark circles, her lips chapped.


  Amethyst closed her eyes, leaping to the dead zone. Zachariah circled in the dust. She reached for him, smiling. “Come.” His eyes had lost that blankness and his mouth pressed tight. He clutched her, and she pulled him back in time to hear the president cough.


  “Senator Horan.” The man’s voice sounded strangled. “What orders did you give the army?”


  “Orders? I know not what you speak.” The senator’s tone had that oiled polish of a lie. Amethyst knew it well; she’d perfected that over the years.


  “Did you or did you not command the army to kill the Treasures?”


  Amethyst stood so she could read the senator’s expression. He had come from down the hallway, his hair ruffled and his shift disheveled. On the floor, Zachariah moaned, and Georgette gasped.


  “I merely told them to protect themselves from the Treasures.” Another oiled reply. “You needn’t worry yourself with any of this mayhem. I can look after the west well enough.”


  “You called me in to help administer justice to the Treasures. That is what I shall do. It is not appropriate to give orders to the army concerning well-to-do citizens awaiting trial.”


  “Zachariah,” Georgette murmured. “Lay still. We’ll get you help.”


  “He’ll be fine.” Amethyst rested her hand on her pistol in case she needed it. “He’ll heal.”


  “He was shot,” Alyssa exclaimed. “How can you be such a cold bitch?”


  So, Alyssa did have some fire in her.


  Amethyst tossed her head. “I healed him. I know he’ll be fine.”


  “You’re not a healer,” Garth said. “What did you do to him?”


  She smirked at Senator Horan as she stepped into his line of sight. “Guess what, love. Clark isn’t the only one with powers. I found the vials in your office.”


  “What’s this about vials?” Garth began, when the senator interrupted.


  “You took it and you’re fine? You haven’t been hurt? Is this your first heal?” His eyes flashed and he clasped Clark’s hands as though they might shake.


  She winked. “I’ve brought people back plenty of times and I’m perfectly fine.”


  Another side door opened in the hallway and Clark ran in with his two pistols drawn, aimed at the Senator.


  “Put those down,” the president roared. “There will be no more gunfire today.”


  A girl hurried in after Clark, almost bumping into him. “Brass glass! Why’s everyone in such a mood here, eh?”


  “Mable, get back,” Clark snapped.


  Mable—the girl he’d grown up with in Tangled Wire? How had she gotten into the mess?


  “You got here just in time for our announcement.” Senator Horan strode down the hallway to grab Amethyst’s arm, yanking her against his side. “When my dear Miss Treasure and I met to discuss affairs, we came up with a splendid decision to release her family and prove they aren’t traitors. You’ll find this delightful, Mr. President. Miss Treasure and I plan to be married.”


  “What?” Amethyst jerked back, but he tightened his grip, pinning her against his side.


  “With Miss Treasure wedded to me, her family will have no choice but to follow the law.” Senator Horan seemed to salivate with his excitement.


  “We never agreed to anything!”


  “You want her for that vial,” Jeremiah growled.


  “Senator Horan,” Garth said, “you’re married.”


  “We’re getting a divorce.” The senator clamped his fingers around Amethyst’s chin. “My sweetie will just have to wait a month while it becomes settled.”


  “I’m surprised you don’t want to kill her. You kill everyone else,” Amethyst hissed. His fingers dug in deeper, making her squeak. When she grabbed his wrist to pry him off, he laughed.


  “We’ll publish the marriage bans as soon as possible. You’ll be there of course, Mr. President.”


  Amethyst freed her pistol and shoved it into his throat. “You can’t marry me. I’m already wedded.” She cocked it with her thumb.


  Senator Horan gulped and released her. Amethyst spun away, keeping the gun leveled at him.


  “This is enough.” Her father raised his voice. “The president is right. There has been too much bloodshed already. Cease, everyone. We will reconvene and discuss this as civilized gentlemen.”


  “My sister isn’t married.” Jeremiah wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “We never did anything wrong besides work our land and protect our family.”


  “No more lies,” Garth agreed.


  “I am married.” Amethyst flashed her teeth in a grin. “The name’s Amethyst Grisham now.”


  
    [image: ]

  


  Clark adjusted his grips on his guns, thankful his leather gloves kept the sweat from making them slip. Her family would have to know at some point. He’d pictured them seated around the table, while he held Amethyst’s hand; they would smile at each other as they shared the news. Well, Amethyst would share it. She loved to talk, and it would be perfect for her drama.


  “Who?” Jeremiah sputtered. He might not know, but Georgette and Garth would. Georgette stared at Clark with her lips parted. Why did she kneel on the floor beside Zachariah, and why did blood cover his front?


  “I’m sure the name is familiar to you, Senator.” She tipped her head to the side, still grinning. “Clark Grisham. His father was that inventor you loved so much.” She dragged out the “so” as the senator paled.


  “Grisham had no son,” Senator Horan sputtered.


  “Actually, I did.” Eric shimmered into place behind Senator Horan.


  And the senator turned to look at him.


  And the senator cried out, “No, you’re dead.”


  His father was dead. How could the senator see him?


  “This is what powers that vial contains.” Eric waved to himself from head to toe. “Do you see now why I didn’t want that invention made known? The dead should stay that way. I shouldn’t still be here.”


  “Eric.” Georgette clutched her throat.


  “You are the Eric Grisham? The inventor?” the president clarified.


  Eric turned to him. “Senator Horan has used my inventions for his own gain. He’s terrorized the populace here, and he’s used them to get himself reelected. In fact, he’s used almost everything of mine to gain power through intimidation. He never purchased any of them from me. They were stolen or used without permission. I never pressed charges because I was still inventing and making enough off what I did sell, but he’s abused them.”


  “You’re dead.” The president gulped before shaking his head. “Wait, do you have proof of any of this?”


  “I can take you to each invention and show you how he’s used them. He also has most of my invention journals. Those will prove they’re my belongings.”


  The president cleared his throat. “We will adjourn to a safe location of my designation and we will sort this out.”


  “Eric Grisham has no son,” Senator Horan repeated. “All of this is a jam. The Treasures are tricking you. They don’t want Amethyst to marry me for love.”


  “I don’t love you,” she shrieked.


  “Sir.” Clark steadied his hands. “I am Clark Grisham, Eric’s only son.” The president might listen and believe, but the senator had the power of Hedlund. He would weasel his way to freedom, or he might hurt the Treasures more.


  Amethyst had been right when she plunged forward, heedless of the results. Clark was already a wanted man. He’d murdered Captain Greenwood. Why not add one more?


  “This is on behalf of my father, whom you hired a mercenary to kill.” Clark pulled the triggers and watched the bullets tear two holes into Senator Horan.
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  [image: C]lark stuck one pistol into his holster and blew the whistle. The gangs had been condemned long before Amethyst recruited them on Clark’s vendetta. Gunshots sounded outside and whoops drifted through the walls.


  “Blooming gears,” the president yelped.


  “You killed the senator. What were you thinking?” Zachariah turned widened eyes upon Clark.


  He shrugged. “Once a criminal, always a criminal.” His father deserved revenge and the senator couldn’t be allowed to roam. “We’ll leave. Now. President, see that my father tells you what he must. You won’t have to hear from me.”


  The president turned his gaze up from the limp senator. “There’s more going on here in Hedlund than we’ve paid attention to. No one is leaving my sight until we have a plan of action. The truth will be unfolded, and you, Mr. Grisham—”


  One of the soldiers lunged forward and his rifle went off. Amethyst screamed, pitching forward. Her pistol flew from her hand to strike the floor.
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  The world of death closed around her as the oxygen faded from her lungs. The red-gold sand appeared beneath her feet, soft, shifting, as though she stood on a bed, with the sun in the dark sky above her, spinning round until Clark came and—


  Amethyst frowned. It wasn’t sand, but her actual bed, the four-poster with the white lace canopy her uncle had purchased for her after she’d seen an identical one at her friend’s home. The darkened sky was her ceiling, muted without light, and she didn’t need to breathe. Why had she worried about oxygen?


  Amethyst slid her legs off the bed and padded, barefoot, to the doorway. “Uncle Albert?”


  Music drifted from down the hallway, and she wore a gown of black layers, with an emerald green corset for a bodice. Her heels clicked as she ran for the main room. Her uncle stood in the doorway, but he was a young man, no longer elderly, in a smart suite with a red tie. He grabbed her hand to twirl her in a circle, and a ballroom appeared around them. People spun by in a whirl of colors, and Amethyst laughed.


  “This is wonderful!”


  “I know how much you enjoy dancing.” Uncle Albert rested one hand on her hip as they sashayed across the floor.


  “I always wanted to dance with you, but you never could.” Her arms felt heavy, as though she held something, but she couldn’t, only her great-uncle.


  “You’ve become a beautiful young woman.” He added a bounce to his step and she laughed. “Do you remember the games we played when you were a child?”


  “We played so many of them. Every night, we saw who could make the most interesting picture from our food. You’d let me hide and then you’d come find me.”


  “That’s the one I thought of.” He turned so fast she fell against him, smelling that sandalwood odor, mixed with pipe smoke. “No matter where you hide, I’ll find you. That’s what family does. You’ve never been far apart from your parents, even though you lived with me.” He kissed her forehead before stepping back. They should keep dancing, everyone else did, and the music played louder. “I’m happy you traveled out west. I’m proud of you, my little Amethyst Jolene Treasure. Did you know I named you?”


  She shook her head. “I’m glad I went too. I found Clark. He’s coming soon.” Her heart told her that, but where was he? This was for her and Uncle Albert, and that odd weight in her arms.


  He kissed both of her cheeks, his lips lingering. “My Amethyst. You’ve fought so hard, you’ve made a difference to your own life, and you’ve made a difference to him. Both of you were so lost in life. Do you recognize that?”


  “I’ve always had you.”


  “And now you have Clark and the baby.”


  “What baby?” Ah, right, she was pregnant. She didn’t feel like it in that corset, but she didn’t have to breathe—but why not? Didn’t she usually breathe? How had she made a difference for Clark, when he was the one who’d whisked her off?


  They were fighting Senator Horan. Where had he gone? Amethyst turned to find him, but only the crystal walls, the chandeliers of light above, the people she didn’t know, met her gaze. “Where am I?”


  “My Amethyst.” Her uncle smiled with brightened eyes. “He is calling for you. Return to him.”


  “You’re dead.” She stumbled backward. “Uncle Albert, you died? You were fine. I just saw you!” She should cry, but her face remained dry. Aching.


  “A bit of a strain on my poor old heart.” He laughed as though the mirth of it all reached him. “Go be my Amethyst.”


  “Mama?” A little girl appeared beside Amethyst, bright yellow ringlets fastened atop her head, her eyes clear blue.


  “Who…?”


  “Ages hold no meaning here.” Uncle Albert crouched beside the child. “Take her back, Amethyst. Let Jolene have a life.”


  “Jolene?” Amethyst knew she should move, she should wake up. This wasn’t the land of the dead. That one had all that sand. This one was perfect, endless dancing with her uncle.


  With her little girl.


  She could be a mother. Clark would be her husband. They would live as they pleased, as she pleased; he would allow that.


  “I’ve always loved that name.” Uncle Albert adjusted the little girl’s curls the way he’d done for Amethyst when she’d been that small.


  “You named me.” He’d never told her that before. “You picked Amethyst Jolene.”


  “You’ve always been my Amethyst.”


  “I can bring you back. I have that power. You can raise… Jolene.” Amethyst bit her lip. Her mother must’ve thought like that. Georgette had taken off across the country and left her little girl with the great-uncle. Would Amethyst want that for her daughter?


  She would have a real little girl, and she would be the mother Georgette had never been. She and Clark would make a perfect family wherever they pleased.


  “Maybe someday.” Uncle Albert nudged her shoulders. “Let me have my peace now. Let me visit my family while you get yours together.”


  Amethyst reached for the little girl’s hand as her uncle pushed harder, and wind rushed by, and she screamed, and the child laughed, and the ballroom shifted to the sand realm.


  “Amethyst!” Clark turned in a circle, waving his arms. She almost laughed, but the horror on his face stilled her. “Amethyst, where are you? You can’t be gone. I need you, Am.”


  “And I need you!” She ran although the sand shifted and the child grew younger. “Clark, we’re here.”


  He yanked her mouth to his, biting and sucking, his tongue weaving around hers. She moaned as she sagged against his chest.


  A baby’s cry stirred her attention. Jolene had transformed into a babe, lying on her back in the sand.


  “Clark, we’re going to have her. This is our baby.” Amethyst crouched to pick up the squirming baby and a tiny fist thwacked her in the nose. So much for a romantic confession.


  He leaned forward to cup the baby’s back. He must’ve held one before. “How do you know she’s ours?”


  “Can’t you tell?” Even without her uncle’s comments, Amethyst could feel a pull to the miniature body, as though they were linked as three souls, tied with invisible ribbon.


  “When will we have her?” he murmured, as though the death realm made no difference, so long as they clutched together.


  The baby squirmed more and Amethyst leaned toward Clark to trap her between them lest she fall. “I don’t know. How long does it take a baby to form?”


  “Your pregnant?” He stroked his thumb over her cheek.


  “As if this doesn’t prove it.” She kissed Jolene’s forehead to see how it would feel, wondering if Georgette had ever done that for her, and the baby shimmered, the glitter soaking into Amethyst, ready for protection again.


  Clark took her hands as he stepped away. “We’ll go back now.”


  “When we’re old, let’s kill each other, so we can die together, and we’ll be trapped forever.”


  “Amethyst, that’s morbid.”


  “I know.” She laughed. “That’s why I said it.”
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  [image: A]methyst swung her leg over Clark’s lap so she could bend down to kiss him, tickling his scruffy cheeks with her fingernails, her skirt riding up around her thighs. He dug his fingers into her buttocks as he pulled her closer, and she felt the hardness of his groin against her softness. Amethyst giggled against his lips before his tongue touched hers, and she pictured lying in bed with him, moonlight reflecting off the diamond ring he’d given her.


  “Do you have to do that?” came Jeremiah’s obnoxious, grating voice. “We don’t want to see you being intimate on the front porch. It ruins a man’s appetite.”


  Amethyst wrinkled her nose at him. “It isn’t near noontime. Don’t worry about eating.”


  Her brother marched up the front steps, slapping his leather riding gloves against his thighs. Alyssa followed with a small smile, her gaze averted from the loving couple, or perhaps she studied her husband’s rump. There had to be a reason they went horseback riding so often.


  Clark groaned. “Am, love, we shouldn’t make Jeremiah uncomfortable.” He drawled the words, letting her know he didn’t care a gear for Jeremiah’s feelings.


  “You don’t see Alyssa and me acting so indecently.”


  “I don’t see you acting like anything with Alyssa. Poor girl’s sexually deprived!”


  The twit’s cheeks reddened even more under her unladylike burn. “I’m not.”


  “Clark, darling,” Amethyst purred while she wrapped a strand of his hair around her finger. “Can we move back to our own home soon? I hate wearing clothes when you’re just so delicious.”


  Jeremiah seized Alyssa’s hand to drag her through the front door into the house.


  “Toodles; see you at lunch,” Amethyst called after them.


  “You’re wretched.” Clark traced the swell of her breasts above her vest. She’d stopped wearing corsets in case they damaged the baby.


  “I know.” She tossed her head and leaned back to give him a better view of her bosom.


  Georgette swept from the house with her valise in hand, her gaze toward the stable as if she knew she’d see something indecent. Clark stiffened, so Amethyst rested her head against his shoulder to keep him calm.


  “Leaving, Mother?”


  Georgette paused, one hand on the railing. “My place is with your father. Now that he’s the senator, we’ll be in court more.”


  As if she didn’t know that. “Seriously, Mother? I’m not stupid.”


  Georgette smiled at Clark. “I’m glad you’re with us, Clark. If you need anything, let us know. Be safe. Both of you.” Her smile faltered as she shifted her gaze back to Amethyst. “You gave your uncle a beautiful funeral, Amethyst. He would appreciate that. I don’t mind if you return to the east or stay here in the west. Just… let us know. Please.”


  “We will.” Clark lifted his hand and Georgette waved back before she swept down the stairs in her traveling skirt.


  Zachariah stood near the stable by the steamcoach, prepared to take Georgette to the train station, and Mable stood near him, her lips flapping as she spoke. The girl was a tad annoying, but she seemed to bring Zachariah further out of his shell with her nonsense and poor grammar, which he corrected until she bopped his arm.


  Amethyst frowned. Two people approached from the road, walking hand in hand, a man in a suit and a woman in a bright dress.


  “Clark, come on.” She bounded off his lap and grabbed his hand to drag him off the chair. “We have to hurry.”
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  Clark savored the softness of her hand, the tantalizing prick of her fingernail against his palm, as she pummeled him off the porch, a mixture of pulling and pushing.


  “Hurry up,” she shrilled. “Don’t miss them!”


  “Miss who?” He chuckled, slinging one arm around her shoulders, and his gaze fell on the couple strolling toward them. Who would walk for miles without a steamcycle or a horse?


  He stilled and his mouth dried. The man… his father… and the woman… It couldn’t be her. He hadn’t seen her in years. She hadn’t even appeared to him in death.


  “Surprise,” Amethyst screamed.


  “Hello, Clark,” the woman said. “I’ve missed you.”


  “Mother?” Clark stumbled, and she fell into his arms, clinging to him, and he felt the tears and her, and felt her rocking him, just as she’d always done. Into his ear, she started to sing.


  “The day the sun dies,


  “Radiance lost to the reaches of space.


  “Water boiling,


  “Bubbles of blood.


  “No power to surpass,


  “No power left to shine.


  This is why we live,


  And this is why we die.”
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[image: A Treasure Tale]


  [image: C]lark extended his hand for a shake, but the manager of Arvay Ranch shook his head. Not a good sign, that. Clark pulled off his glove, the leather worn almost clear through in the knuckles, and stretched out again, but the manager rocked back on his boot heels.


  “You’re an honest looking kid. I like that about you.” The manager turned his head to spit tobacco juice into the dirt. “We’re just mighty filled up here for the time being.”


  “I’m willing to do any job, sir. I can wrangle and rope. Work the fields. I know my way with a saw.” Brass glass, he’d be eager to muck out the outhouse if it came to that. His pockets didn’t jingle with coins as loudly as they used to. He’d had to leave his last job at a ranch further south—a good position where he looked after horses, when the army sniffed too close, and he hadn’t dared stop until now. “I can do housework too. I’ve trained with butlers.” He’d seen them, in the fancy ranch houses. That sort of work seemed to mean politeness and servitude, and not much else.


  The manager jammed his hands into the pockets of his denim slacks and narrowed his gaze at the Arvay Ranch. The Bromi woman who’d fetched him from the “Big House,” as she’d called it, stood by a fence with her head bowed.


  “Good lookin’ ranch,” Clark said. “Smaller than some I’ve seen, but hearty. A fellow can tell you folk love the land here.” Managers didn’t appreciate sugar-coating. If a man told it like it was, he got further with those who loved work, and Arvay Ranch shone with crisp paint and clean yards. “Place looks run well. Looks like your crop is peaches?”


  The manager nodded, tugging at the red bandana at his throat. “We are pretty booked here. Don’t really hire a lot of outside folk. You know what, though. My brother’s the doctor in town and I’m certain he could use help.”


  The image of a physician’s saw biting through a man’s gangrene-ridden leg pierced Clark’s mind and he forced his lips to remain in a line. He’d done worse in life. Brass glass, he’d helped the midwife back in Tangled Wire for spare pennies. Maybe he’d be able to use his ability to save a few lives.


  “I’d be grateful, sir. I can’t stay forever, just passing through, but I’d appreciate the job for the time being.”


  “I’ll write you a letter and some directions. Feel free to get yourself a drink at the well.”


  Clark pulled his glove back on and headed toward the pump near the shed. Sunlight beat against his neck, the skin bared by his ponytail, as he worked the brass handle. Water flowed out in clear spurts into a bucket on the grass. He used the hanging ladle to scoop out the liquid, frigid from the earth, and sighed. Nothing beat fresh water from a pump, not canteens or streams. Streams were good, but the water had a grittiness to it that stuck in his teeth.


  When his stomach felt thick with water, he sidled back toward his steamcycle, wiping the back of his mouth on the sleeve of his leather jacket. The Bromi woman stared at him while she plucked at the stained apron tied over her calico dress.


  Clark lifted his hand in a wave. If he spoke to her in her tongue and the manager returned, he might not be so willing to get him the job.


  “I know who you are,” she said.


  Talking in her tongue might not be so devastating then. Some ranches treated their Bromi with humanity. “I’m looking for work—”


  “Those who die live again for you.”


  She meant it in that way then. Ice crept over Clark’s skin and he folded his arms to appear nonchalant as he glanced at the ranch house. A dog barked in the distant fields. “That’s something that’s not talked about.”


  “A new Bromi is here. He knew you from the desert. He spoke of you to us. You saved his father from the dark sleep.”


  Clark kept his facial muscles slack to avoid looking suspicious. “Glad I could help him, but there are people who don’t like that part of me.”


  She nodded so hard her bonnet slipped down her broad forehead. “We never harm our own and you are one of us now. Be careful with Mr. Parker’s brother.”


  “How’s that?” Clark leaned his back against the fence beside her, drooping his arms over the top and hooking one of his boot heels into the wood. If anyone looked over, the individual might not realize they carried on a conversation.


  “Manager Parker has a brother who’s crazy. Doctor is crazy.” The woman wiggled her fingers in a jagged pattern in front of her face, the Bromi sign for mentally unsafe.


  “What’s he do?” The doctors could be cruel to Bromis; not many would treat the natives.


  “You smell it on him,” she hissed.


  The Bromi relied on spirits and herbs; the woman might be uncomfortable around modern medicine. “Thank you for the warning.”


  “Not even you, who befriends the dead, can protect against crazy.”


  The brick house’s side door slammed and the manager swaggered across the lawn with a paper in his hand. “You can read, can’t you, kid? You seem like a bright one.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “If you know your sums, point that out too.” Mr. Parker slapped the note into Clark’s palm and at last shook his hand.
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  Clark parked his steamcycle along the dirt road through town. The doctor’s house, a three-story white clapboard with a veranda and four chimneys, had to be the nicest place for miles, at least the nicest place he’d seen all day. Trimmed bushes lined the porch and walkway, and a wrought-iron gate blocked off the property. The doctors Clark had known in the past kept shacks; they didn’t have time to build up a fancy life.


  He slung his leg off the ride and hung his helmet off the handlebars. A buggy rattled by in the road and two little boys stood across the street outside the general store. When he looked at them, they darted behind a rain barrel. He’d been like that once, Clark and Mabel, pretending the world was out to get them and hiding in near plain sight would save them.


  The world was after them and hiding didn’t help a lost soul.


  Clark tested the gate and it swung open—hallelujah for that, he wouldn’t have to try to call for attention from the road—so he shut it behind him and headed to the front door. A brass plaque read: Doctor of Ailments, Lionel Parker. Clark whistled; what other kind of doctor existed?


  He lifted the brass knocker shaped like a lion’s head—how fitting with the name Lionel—and let it smack the mahogany door. Clark stepped back and wiped his hands on his denim pants.


  No gloves. He pulled them off and stuck them into his jacket pockets. His hair would have to do with a quick brushing of his fingers through the shoulder-length yellow strands.


  The little boys laughed from the rain barrel. A cowboy on a horse clopped past.


  Clark knocked again. Brass glass, the doctor might not be home. How long would he stay around before he headed out to find the next ranch? Ranches were safe. Drifters wandered through on a regular basis, but workers in stores tended to stick around. People asked questions about folk they saw every day. Hired ranch hands stuck to themselves in the fields or barns. For sure, Mr. Parker wouldn’t have sent him if he’d known the doctor was out, but living miles apart, communication might be sparse between them.


  The door opened to an elderly Bromi woman in a black dress. “You need Doc Parker, suh?”


  “Um, yes. Thanks.” Clark cleared his throat. “His brother sent me.”


  Her dark eyes widened before she nodded. “Come, please. I get him for you.”


  Clark stepped into a hallway of red walls and polished wood. No pictures or mirrors offered decoration. She opened a left-hand door and slid aside for him to enter. He wondered how she could move so soundlessly until he looked down, noticing her bare feet beneath her skirt.


  Potpourri scented the room to a degree that made his throat clench. Like the hallway, naught adorned the room, apart from the smelly balls hanging from brass hooks in the ceiling. Two velveteen sofas faced each other.


  He wasn’t a patient or someone sent to fetch the doctor. Clark had no spare money for medicine, if he’d needed any. He hovered near the window, with its crimson curtains, to avoid touching anything he could dirty with filth from the road.


  What did the potpourri serve to hide?


  The door opened to a tall, thin man in a black suit…and a ghost with a missing leg. Clark bit back a groan. He should have known a doctor’s office would be riddled with the kind of dead who didn’t want to pass on.


  “My brother sent you?” A smooth accent toyed with his words.


  Clark held out his hand, but the doctor made no move to shake it. Not a shaking family, the two men. Clark dropped his arm down to his side. “I was looking for work out at the ranch and Manager Parker sent me here. He said you might have something for me to do. I know my words and sums.” He removed the letter from his jacket and held it out; the doctor did accept that. “I don’t plan on staying long, a month at the most.”


  The doctor flared his nostrils in his long nose as he read the note. “My brother enjoys the richness of life and the joys of people. I, unfortunately, do not share his feelings. I have seen too many men harm their brethren.”


  Clark licked his lips. Doctors had to want to help people. Why else would they invest in learning cures? “Sorry to waste your time, sir. I’ll get off.” On to the next town then. He might find a farm that would give him food for a few hours of work.


  Doctor Parker breathed through his lips. “Have you ever helped a physician? Do you know how to measure vials and sterilize instruments?”


  Hope lodged in Clark’s throat. “I can sterilize, sure, and if you show me with the vials, I can do that too.”


  “Those vials,” the ghost hooted from the doorway. “They’re tainted. Don’t get near those vials.”


  Clark caught himself before he could frown. Ghosts tended to struggle with truths.


  “I’ll keep you for a day or two,” said Doctor Parker. “I can pay you two cents an hour for odd jobs. If you work out, we can extend that period. I do amputations, son. I need strong hands to hold down the patient.”


  It would be lost limbs then. Clark forced himself to nod. “Is there a place I can hunker down? I normally stick to ranches, and they offer food and a roof.”


  The doctor snorted, crumpling the paper into his pocket. “I can’t offer you any rooms in here. I keep them for patients to stay in. You know what a hospital is, son?”


  “He thinks this place is a hospital,” the ghost hollered.


  “I’ve heard of army hospitals.” Clark nodded. Those places he avoided. Besides, he wasn’t salaried by the government. Only soldiers could go there.


  “The east has one in each main city. I want to bring the safety of the east out here. That’s where I’m from.”


  The ghost drew a line across his throat. “He came out here to torture us stragglers.”


  Whatever operation the doctor had done must have failed. Clark had seen it before, men who lost limbs in hopes of saving their lives, but passing on anyway. It had happened to a Tarnished Silver who had worked with his mother. She’d cut her hand on a razor, the wound had festered, and even though the doctor had removed it, she’d grown sicker and left the world in a week.


  “I can stay in a barn.” If Clark had to find lodging elsewhere, it would eat up his money like a brushfire.


  Doctor Parker touched his goatee, drawing the graying hairs into a tighter point. “My Bromi girl can get you some bedding. Stay in the stable if you want. I have scraps in the kitchen; eat that if you like, but if not, you’re buying your own.”


  “Thank you.” He’d lived on worse than scraps.


  “If it comes to you being my assistant, you’ll have to wear black. Hides the blood. I see you’re mostly in that now. If we get anyone staying here, I have a no shoes policy. Keeps things quiet for them.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Come on with me to the back room where I mix my medicines. I’ll get you to that and we’ll see how it goes.”
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  The ghost of a woman with no arms joined the one-legged ghost in the backroom. Clark bent over a table using eyedroppers and glass beakers to fill vials. Doctor Parker had scribbled the recipe on the back of his brother’s note, wrinkles and all.


  “Bad man,” the female shrieked. “Look at what he did to me arms!”


  Clark glanced toward the door. Doctor Parker had shut it, saying, “If a patient comes, you’re to stay out of sight.”


  “Sometimes operations are necessary,” Clark said. The green and blue liquids created a murky purple shade.


  “Not this one! Me husband called me an adulteress and off went me arms.”


  Clark looked up. “That can’t be the reason.”


  “Doc Parker’s known for taking the man’s side. Ask him.” She glared at the other ghost.


  The male scowled. “Sure, you got a problem and you pay enough, Doc Parker will help.”


  Clark clenched his hand around the glass vial. That couldn’t be true. Anyone in the west knew some doctors wanted money for medicine, then didn’t deliver more than dyed water or sugar cubes, but he’d never heard tell of one amputating limbs for perversion.


  “Doc’s crazy,” the female ghost continued. “He has his own daughter locked up. Real bright girl. Sad state.”


  Clark pictured a shed with a girl pounding against a padlocked door, and his skin crawled. “What do you mean?”


  “The room upstairs, end of the hall,” she exclaimed. “He won’t let her out. He’ll probably experiment on her next. See if she grows back a tongue.”
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  Clark crouched outside the room indicated by the one-legged ghost. He held his breath as he worked his tools into the lock. If anyone came, the ghosts had better warn him. If it weren’t for their nagging, he wouldn’t have bothered skulking around the house. A girl locked in a shed was one thing; a girl locked in a room was another. She might have a disease. Clark chuckled under his breath; his abilities had better keep him from catching it.


  The lock clicked and he slid the toolkit back into his jacket pocket. Easing the door open enough to peer through, he studied a white wall and plain table with a single chair. Not really girl friendly, from what he’d seen. Sure, he knew more about men on the run, but the soiled doves who’d worked with his mother had treasured knick-knacks. His mother would have had a table cloth, a candlestick, maybe a cushion on that chair. He’d drawn a picture for her once with a hunk of charcoal and a meat paper. She’d stuck it to her wall on an old nail and never taken it down, even though neither of them could remember after a few years what the blob was meant to be.


  Clark pushed the door open a bit more, and froze. Against the opposite wall, a young girl sat on a cot beside a window, paper taped over the glass as if to obscure the image. Lank brown hair hung down her back, oily and matted, and she wore a shapeless gray shift.


  He glanced back into the hallway before he darted inside and shut the door, in case the Bromi slave or doctor wandered by. “Um, hullo.” He cleared his throat and shifted his stance. “Are you… the doctor’s daughter?”


  She nodded. “I’m Brenda. Father didn’t send you, did he?” Dark circles lined her eyes a shade grayer than her linen shift.


  “A fella your pa worked on told me to find you here.” She didn’t need to know the fella was dead, or that he’d only discovered her after haunting the halls. “I can help you leave. We can go now.” So much for having a good job for a day or two.


  “No, I can’t.” An Eastern accent tinged her voice. “I’m sorry, but I can’t, sir.”


  The “sir” title didn’t really fit with him, made his skin crawl.


  “Are you sick?” He fought to keep from wrinkling his nose.


  “I’m not sick. Father said if I tried to leave, he’d never let me find my sister. As long as he’s got me, he’ll keep her safe.”


  Clark almost growled. Doctor Parker was the monster the ghosts had hinted at. “We’ll go find your sister then. I can’t leave you locked in here.”


  She stood and wobbled; the arms and legs poking from her clothes showed skin and bones, as malnourished as some of the thieves he’d run across in the desert. “If he finds me gone, he’ll hurt her. I know he will.” Her lower lip trembled. She couldn’t be more than fourteen-years-old at the most.


  “Brass glass,” Clark swore. Brenda had a point in that. “I’ll find out where your sister is. We’ll get both of you away.”


  “He’ll lock you up, too,” she said. “The man’s crazy. I’m safer in here. It’s better to be safe.”
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  Clark spread the new leather cover over the medical text and glanced at Doctor Parker from the corners of his eyes. The doctor scribbled into a notebook, a gaslamp illuminating his work.


  Clark set the tome back on the bookshelf. “Have you been in the west long, sir?”


  The doctor hesitated, his stylus hovering above the paper. “Long enough. I am needed here. People need medicine.”


  People who wanted their enemies to suffer. “Thanks for doing the good deeds.” The words swelled in Clark’s throat as if to choke him.


  Doctor Parker nodded as he returned to his notebook.


  Clark pulled down another tome to cover it in the new binding. “Before I got here, I heard you had a daughter. I haven’t seen her around. A little girl,” he added, in case the doctor thought he liked to sniff around pretty skirts.


  Doctor Parker set down his stylus, the movements slow and deliberate, his gaze on the office’s only window. “I have no children.” Liar. “That’s enough work for today. It’s getting late and I’ve already sent the slave off for the night.” He turned in his chair to face Clark. “Don’t ask questions here, boy, or this arrangement won’t work out.”
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  Something shook Clark awake; he clamped his hands down on the offender and he shoved. Maybe he should have opted for the shed, but he’d taken the doctor up on his offer of a pallet in the kitchen. A female gasped; a single candle sent a yellow glow around her shape.


  “Brenda?” Clark reached for the pistol he’d left on his belt. When he’d first started sleeping with it out in the desert, it had jammed into his side each time he’d moved, but he’d grown used to slumber in one position.


  “I did it, sir. I snuck out. The lock on my door’s faulty and Father never fixed it. Did you know she’s here? My sister’s here.” Brenda’s eyes seemed to glow in the dark of the kitchen. “He’s got her locked in too and he told her the same thing, about behaving so nothing happens to me.” Her voice rose with each word and Clark cringed.


  “Hush!” If she didn’t keep quiet—


  The door to the kitchen smacked into the wall and Doctor Parker stormed inside, his robe flapping around his legs.


  Brenda screamed and yanked at Clark’s hands as though to pull him up, but her father caught her around the waist and shoved her back against him, slapping a cloth over her mouth. She screamed against the rag, slashing at him with her fingernails and kicking with her bare heels.


  The doctor muttered as he dragged her into the hallway, her shrieks growing quieter.


  Clark gripped the pallet of old linens, his heart pounding. He’d seen something he shouldn’t have. Doctor Parker would have to explain it away and send Clark off before he witnessed more.


  “You.” Brenda Parker appeared beside the stove with hollow, black eyes, and marks around her mouth and neck.


  “You’re dead.” Clark stood, kicking off a blanket, before Doctor Parker could return.


  She touched her lips. “Chloroform can do that, you know.” Brenda lowered her hand to her belly. “Go get my sister. My father’s crazy. Don’t let him hurt Maura, please.”


  Clark’s muscles tightened; Doctor Parker knew what he was about. Brenda wouldn’t have been an accident. The doctor would return to deal with Clark.


  “That’s how you found out about me. Ghosts told you.” She floated higher before sinking back to the kitchen floor. “Send Maura east. Our grandparents are there and Mother.”


  How calm she acted for a ghost. Usually the newly dead screamed at him until they realized he worked better when he understood. “I’ll get Maura.” She’d been alive in front of him, but he hadn’t managed to save her. “You can be with your Mother now.”


  Brenda recoiled. “Mother’s not dead. Father made her work as his assistant and she threatened to tell on him for what he did to his patients. He put her up in Wade Asylum and whisked the two of us out here.”


  “Does your uncle over at the ranch know about all this?”


  “They’re grave diggers together. My uncle used to send parts to my father when we lived in the east.”


  Bile rose in Clark’s throat. Sure, that earned a few dollars and he’d seen people decimating graves for an eyeball or brain, but he had enough of the dead on a daily basis without dealing with them in the dirt at night.


  The kitchen door swung again—that thing was going to tear off its hinges if the doctor wasn’t careful. Lionel Parker barreled through with his hands clenched into fists. “Get out. You’re not needed.” He fumbled in his jacket pocket, the item thrown on over a thin nightshirt, and threw coins at Clark’s feet.


  Clark pulled the pistol from his holster and aimed it at Lionel’s chest. “You killed your daughter.”


  The doctor swore as he patted his body, as if searching for a weapon. “I would never do that. Get out of here, you and your lies!”


  Clark pulled the trigger and a hole blossomed with blood in the center of his chest. The doctor gulped as she stumbled backwards into the wall and slumped.


  “You killed him,” Brenda said.


  “Yup.” Maybe his ghost would appear for the other spirits to tear into him.


  Clark glanced at the door leading to the backyard, but no shouts came from outside. Someone would find the doctor and Clark didn’t want to be arrested for murder, no matter how warranted. If the men in town liked the doctor to take care of their troubles, including upset wives, then they wouldn’t care about a deceased daughter.


  Clark fastened his pistol into his holster. “We’ll free the Bromi so she can get a head start, and then we’ll nab your sister.”
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  “This one.” Brenda slapped her hand against the door, but it slid through and she grimaced. “Did you see my body down there on the parlor table? What do you suppose he wanted to do with me?”


  Clark shrugged; his tongue seemed to have thickened past speech. He worked his picking kit into the lock and waited until it clicked to turn the knob.


  “She should be in here,” Brenda said. “I called to her through the door and she answered. She was crying. That’s when I got you.”


  That would also be when Lionel Parker overheard Brenda’s escape.


  Clark stood, his gas lamp in hand, and entered the bedroom that reeked of mothballs. A little girl huddled on a cot similar to Brenda’s.


  “That’s her!” Brenda soared over to the child, whose black hair hung loose.


  “Maura?” Clark lifted the lamp higher so she could see him. “We need to leave, Maura.”


  The little girl rubbed the back of her hand across her nose. “Where’s Brenda?”


  “I’m right here, sweetie!”


  Clark licked his dry lips. The child had lived through imprisonment; she couldn’t be reduced to lies. “Brenda’s gone. Your father got her.” If she were Mabel, he would have hugged her and she would have wept, made up some statements about feeling strong. Maura was a stranger, though.


  She pressed a pillow against her face and her shoulders trembled.


  “Brenda gave me directions to your grandparents in the east,” Clark said. “I’ll send you to them. They’ll take care of you.”


  “Mama?” She lifted her face, tears on her cheeks.


  “Right. She’ll be there too.”


  “But not Brenda.”


  “Not Brenda.” The poor chit had to be only seven or eight.


  “I’ll be with her the whole way,” Brenda interjected.


  “She’ll be with you in spirit.” Clark eased the pillow away from her. “Do you have anything to take with you?”


  Maura shook her head, lips parted. Like Brenda, she wore a sack dress, minus the corset.


  “We’ll find your father’s money,” Clark said. “Then we can get you a train ticket and something warm to wear. Some food. I’ll wire ahead if we can find the address for your grandparents.”


  “I remember the address.” Brenda floated in front of him. “I want you to take some of the money by way of thanks.


  It would be the first time a ghost paid him for help. Usually they screamed and vanished. Brass glass, maybe it would be the last time he had to help a ghost. Clark laughed. Nah, his curse wouldn’t let him go that easily.
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  [image: T]he doll raised her leg, the gears grinding, and upset the balance of her metal body. She toppled against the wooden floor of her house, but her other leg lifted in the same movement, more gears grinding.


  Jane sighed, scooping the doll up while it attempted to walk, the gears moving slower until the five-inch creation lay still in her palm. The scent of lavender wafted from the doll’s purple silk dress. Jane had used her best skills to sew the tiniest stitches along the full skirt and bodice.


  Sunlight from the playroom window bathed the dollhouse and made the doll’s yellow curls glow. Jane had used some of her own hair; it had to be a perfect replica. So far it was, since it couldn’t walk.


  Humming, she set the Jane doll on the miniature canopy bed and sat back on her knees to frown at the dollhouse her father had built. Three towers, two fireplaces, a working lift, and clocks that ticked off the time in every room.


  “Jane Pendleton!” Her brother stomped into the room, his hands curled into fists and his nostrils flared. Brass chains fastened around the ankles of his boots jangled with each stomp.


  “What?” She widened her eyes to look innocent, although her heartbeat sped up.


  “Why aren’t you at Father’s business meeting?” He spoke slowly as though she were a simpleton as well as an invalid.


  “Because I’m not the governor. He is.” Jane folded her hands in her lap. Neither are you, Robert. She picked at the wide, pink sash that contrasted with the crisp whiteness of her dress. If Robert hadn’t insisted, she could go without a corset. Instead, the contraption bit into her ribs and constricted her lungs. She couldn’t bend over as far as she needed to when she tinkered at her workbench.


  “You’re twelve. Why are you still in this nursery? Father needs to be proud of us. We represent him.”


  She swept her gaze across the room with the pale blue walls and floor-to-ceiling shelves covered in old toys she and her father were working on converting into machines. The eighteen-inch doll with the scarlet silk dress could cry whenever someone walked by it, and the soldier could fire a cotton ball from his musket. “If Father asks me to go, then I’ll go.” She could’ve pointed out that Robert was only fifteen and giving himself airs, but then he might break something in the room. Last time she’d contradicted him, he’d smashed her easel—the one she’d designed to hand her paints when she verbally asked for them.


  “He shouldn’t need to ask.” Robert folded his arms. His polished cufflinks winked on the sleeves of his white shirt and matching buttons lined the front of his velveteen vest. “The government is more important than toys. Mother never cared and look at what happened to her.”


  Jane stiffened. “She was poisoned.” Leave it to her brother to make their mother’s death a flippant rebuke.


  “Exactly.”


  How could her brother be so callous? No one had found the culprit. Every time Jane wandered the hallways, she studied each person she passed, wondering if he or she had been the one to do it. Someday, she would find the culprit, and she would invent something that would torture that man or woman until they felt the same sorrow she did.


  The clocks in the dollhouse chimed in unison. The one over the playroom’s door chimed a second after.


  “What’s all that racket?” Robert scowled at the dollhouse.


  “Noontime.” He would never leave unless she did something to annoy him or accompanied him back to their father’s meeting. “Want to see what I designed last night?” Jane lifted a doll from the attic where her father had constructed miniature trunks that opened and shut.


  She fit the clock key into the doll’s back and wound it until the gears clicked. Pulling the key away, the doll’s arms moved up and down.


  “See?” Jane smiled at her brother. “Amazing, isn’t it? I’m working on making a doll walk next. I told Father we should find a way to make the dolls mimic us, so that whatever we do, they do. He said that would take magic, though.”


  Robert pursed his lips.


  “I’m making the dolls look like us,” Jane continued. That would be certain to bore him. “I have a doll for you and a doll for Father. That doll has a suit on. The doll in the ball gown is Mother. The one on the bed is me and this one will be my daughter.”


  “You don’t have a daughter.”


  “I will someday. I’ll name her Ainsley.”


  “Don’t you know you have to use names approved by the government?” Robert lunged forward faster than she could react and snatched the doll from her hand. Jane grabbed the sloped roof of the dollhouse to pull herself up, leaning against it. The walker her father had made for her lay behind her. She should’ve kept it closer, but she hadn’t expected her brother to roar into the room.


  “Give her back,” Jane squeaked. Pain lashed up her right leg as it did whenever she tried to stand on it without assistance. Her father had built the dollhouse to be her height when she was nine, so she had to bend forward, the corset stabbing into her budding breasts.


  “You should want an honor medal, not a doll.” Robert threw the delicate toy at the door. It struck the wood and fell, one arm snapping off. He lifted his foot to kick the house.


  “Stop!” Jane lifted her arms without thinking and fell sideways, wincing as her leg hurt fiercer. That stupid defect that left her foot misshapen, twisted, unable to be used.


  Robert stepped back, smirking. “No wonder Father doesn’t push for you to be at these meetings. The governor should be perfect. He doesn’t want you.” Laughing, Robert marched out the door while Jane’s shoulders shook with sobs, tears burning her eyes.


  Her brother slammed the playroom door and the doll lifted her remaining arm with a grinding of her gears.


  [image: ]


  Metal scraped against metal. The glass in the windowpanes shook. Chimes tinkled outside as the wind blew. The glass shook harder before it lifted. A leg slid through the opening, then a hip, and a body. A fourteen-year-old girl hung by one hand as she pulled down the disused window and dropped to the floor.


  “Oomph.” She lost her balance as she waved her arms and tumbled onto her bottom. The exclamation bounced off the walls, the one to the right made of stone and windows, the other wood and doors. Gray paint peeled, and she wondered what color it might’ve been once. The windows sat high toward the ceiling, offering in the dull light of a cloudy evening. The gas lamps on the wall remained dark, cold.


  She stood to brush dust off her black breeches. The hallway remained empty, but an intruder alarm would have sounded farther in the mansion, and someone would come soon.


  Her bronze-colored flats with the contrasting silver-colored toes slapped against a wooden floor coated with grime. No one must’ve been in the hallway for twenty-four years, just as they’d told her.


  The door across from her had a pineapple cutout in the center. Not that one. She headed right, passing a birdcage cutout, a whistle cutout, and stopped at the door with the songbird cutout. It could’ve been a raven if she tipped her head just so. Crouching, she pulled the lock pick kit from her slack’s pocket and fiddled with the catch until the gears clicked. She turned the knob and stepped inside, leaving the door ajar.


  Dust motes floated in the air, visible by the light from the two windows in the far wall. A mechanical rocking horse rested in the corner by a miniature steam train set on a table. Toys covered the shelves, all colors dimmed by fading and dust, as though a rainbow had weathered.


  A dollhouse rested in the center of the room on an ornate carpet. She walked across the floor to kneel behind it, that side left open for hands to play in the rooms. More dust coated the furniture and dolls. She found the male doll in the suit and sat him at the long table in the downstairs meeting room. The little girl doll with the yellow curls slept in the bed. That one could stay.


  She set the little boy doll in the kitchen and took a glass bottle, no bigger than her littlest fingernail, from her pocket. The bottle went on the table next to him; a red X had been painted on the side of the bottle. The mother doll in the ball gown lay at the boy’s feet, one arm spread overhead.


  The Ainsley doll went in the open doorway.


  The girl walked to the shelves and located the silver music box. Opening it, she took out the clock key. She had to blow on the hole in the side of the dollhouse before the key would fit, then she turned it once, twice, thrice—it took fifteen tries before the gears clicked.


  The clocks in the dollhouse turned.


  “State yourself!” A man stepped into the doorway. He wore a black shirt and matching pants, his shoes as shiny as polished silverware.


  The girl stood up from behind the dollhouse and lifted her hands to show she held no weapon.
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  [image: Jordan Elizabeth]Jordan Elizabeth, more formally known as Jordan Elizabeth Mierek, can be found wearing billowing skirts and brocade boots in the summertime. She wears them in the wintertime, too.


  Although Central New York is her home, Jordan travels frequently, in particular to historical forts and fairs. She fell in love with steampunk while working at a Victorian Fair when she realized the genre contained her favorite things.


  You can contact Jordan via her website, JordanElizabethMierek.com, or on her blog, Kissed by Literature.


  She’s the president of the Utica Writers Club, which would make a great full-time job, if the organization wasn’t not-for-profit.


  Fans of the Treasure clan should toss their cowboy hats into the air and check their pocket watches, for more adventures of Clark and Amethyst await in Hedlund.
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  A Curse of Ash & Iron, by Christine Norris

  (http://bit.ly/1IxI9pf)


  Eleanor Banneker is under a spell, bewitched and enslaved by her evil stepmother. Her long-lost childhood friend, Benjamin Grimm, is the only person immune to the magic that binds her. Even if he doesn’t believe in real magic, he cannot abandon her to her fate and must find a way to breach the spell - but time is running short. If he doesn’t succeed before the clock strikes midnight on New Year’s Eve, Ellie will be bound forever…
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  Shadows of Asphodel, by Karen Kincy

  (http://bit.ly/1CGsnYg)


  Ardis knows better than to save a man on the battlefield. Even if he manages to be a charming bastard while bleeding out in the snow. When she rescues Wendel, it isn’t because he’s devilishly handsome, but because he’s a necromancer. His touch can revive the dead, and Ardis worries he will return from the grave to hunt her down.


  A gentleman of questionable morals, Wendel pledges his undying loyalty to Ardis. She resists falling for him, no matter how hot the tension smolders between them. Especially when she discovers Wendel’s scars run much deeper than his skin, and it might be too late to truly save him from himself.
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  Treasure Darkly, by Jordan Elizabeth

  (http://bit.ly/1yk5x6t)


  Seventeen-year-old Clark Treasure assumes the drink he stole off the captain is absinthe… until the chemicals in the liquid give him the ability to awaken the dead. A great invention for creating perfect soldiers, yes, but Clark wants to live as a miner, not a slave to the army—or the deceased. On the run, Clark turns to his estranged tycoon father for help. The Treasures welcome Clark with open arms, so he jumps at the chance to help them protect their ranch against Senator Horan, a man who hates anyone more powerful than he.


  And he is not alone. His new-found sister, Amethyst, thinks that’s rather dashing, until Horan kidnaps her, and all she gets is a bullet through her heart. When Clark brings her back to life, she realizes he’s more than just street-smart-and he’s not really a Treasure. Amethyst’s boring summer at home has turned into an adventure on the run, chock full of intrigue, danger, love, and a mysterious boy named Clark.
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  Escape from Witchwood Hollow, by Jordan Elizabeth

  (http://bit.ly/1JPlc4q)


  Everyone in Arnn―a small farming town with more legends than residents―knows the story of Witchwood Hollow: if you venture into the whispering forest, the witch will trap your soul among the trees. After losing her parents in a horrific terrorist attack on the Twin Towers, fifteen-year-old Honoria and her younger brother escape New York City to Arnn.


  In the lure of that perpetual darkness, Honoria finds hope, when she should be afraid. Perhaps the witch can reunite her with her lost parents. Awakening the witch, however, brings more than salvation from mourning…
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