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      Looking back, I should have seen it coming.

      Maybe not the particulars, but the general calamity. Things had been quiet for five days and my luck don’t run like that — at least it hadn’t lately.

      But it was too hot to think straight. Cracking the windows didn’t help. The air that blew inside sucked the intention right out of a body. Not a scrap of cloud broke the washed-out sky. And the view sliding past looked like an Old Testament version of Hell.

      I might have muttered something along those lines because the shadow across from me stirred.

      “I don’t suppose they taught you geology at that coldwater shack of a schoolhouse?” Doc asked.

      “Nope,” I said.

      “Sad excuse for an education.” The grim sighed. “Do you know what those rock formations are called?”

      I glanced out the window. “Badlands.”

      “That’s the colloquial term,” Doc drawled, warming to his subject. “Now, how do you think they were formed, Ruth?”

      “Don’t know.” I slid lower in the seat and dropped my sunglasses down. “Don’t care, neither.”

      The deck of playing cards between us rose into the air and started shuffling. He’d tried to teach me the dovetail riffle with a waterfall flourish, where the cards zip from one hand to the other, but I’d never mastered it. Doc claimed he’d been a gambler once. That might be true, but I figured he wasn’t a very good one because he’d lost a bet and got himself stuck in my gun.

      “Well, that’s a poor attitude,” Doc remarked.

      I didn’t answer.

      “Wind and water,” Doc said. “The scientific term is e-ro-sion.” He started rambling about hoodoos and some other words I didn’t know. The lecture went on for a while, punctuated by the cards shuffling. It’s hard to say which was more irritating.

      Sebastian Hardin, my boss for this thankless manhunt, was up front with the engineer. I didn’t know where Marshals Tanaka and Hodges were. Observation car, most likely. They kept their distance. Maybe because I was a hick deputy and they were Special Services. Or maybe because they didn’t trust Doc. He’d trashed the lobby of Carnarvon Tower hardly a week before. For all I knew, they’d been part of the posse shooting at us from the upper floors when we made our getaway.

      “Are you listening, Ruth?” he asked in a plaintive tone.

      I felt Doc staring even though he had no body to speak of. “Yeah,” I muttered, not opening my eyes behind the dark glasses.

      It’s a funny thing when you get what you wish for.

      When I first found Doc in the ruins of a town called Three Bars, living inside an old flintlock revolver, I thought we might grow to be friends. Share secrets and whatnot. A person and a phantom living in harmony. But for the first seven years he barely spoke a word, and when he did it wasn’t civil.

      Now Doc never shut up and I just wished he’d be quiet for a spell.

      “Let’s play some cards,” he said.

      I cracked an eye. “You cheat.”

      His shadow quivered. “That’s a low accusation.”

      “I don’t hear you denying it.”

      Doc scoffed, but I knew he cheated. It’s how come no one, not even the cheerful young cook Ned Carver, would play with him anymore.

      “You have no finesse, Ruth. Poker requires the ability to lie with a straight face. You’re too honest. I can see straight through⁠—”

      “The cards,” I interrupted. “That’s the problem.”

      He laughed. “Maybe I do cheat. Not that I need to, I’d beat you anyway.”

      I shook my head. “Why don’t you be of use, Doc? Tell me something worthwhile.”

      The cards stopped shuffling. His voice turned snappish. “I try to broaden your horizons, Ruth, but you have such limited interests.”

      That got me. I sat up straight. “You mean like what you really are? And how come you’re different from the other phantoms?”

      Doc didn’t answer. He never did when it was something I wanted to know.

      “Or how about what my dad found out that got him thrown out of the linguist academy? How about that?”

      Doc sounded stiff. “Go ask Gael yourself.”

      “Why can’t you just tell me?”

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      Maybe it was the heat, or the tedium, or the fact that I’d started seriously questioning what I was doing on this train, but my patience gave out. I slapped a palm on the table.

      “Just try!” I shouted.

      There was a long silence. “If you’d ever been to a picture show, I might be able to explain it,” Doc muttered. “But you’re such a hayseed.”

      Picture show? That threw me for a loop.

      “What do you know about picture shows?” I demanded. “And what do they have to do with⁠—”

      The cards flew every which way. I watched the queen of spades sail out the window.

      “There goes the Old Maid,” I muttered. “Maybe I should have left you with Calindra.”

      “Maybe you should have,” Doc snarled.

      Calindra Carnarvon was the founder of Carnarvon Lines. She owned the railroad and pretty much everything else. She’d wanted to keep Doc in her desk drawer and I’d talked her out of it. Instead of being grateful, he was worse than ever.

      “Don’t you care that a Class X phantom is after Lee Merriweather? If you’d tell me what you know, maybe we could figure out why. And how to stop him.”

      “We’ve been over this, Ruth. I don’t know.”

      “Why is Roger working with the Reverend Jolly?”

      “Not a clue.” The reply came a bit too quick.

      “Well, I think you’re lying.” I crossed my arms. “After all I’ve done for you⁠—”

      Doc hooted. “Done for me? I think it’s the other way around. Next time I’ve half a mind to leave you high and dry, Ruth. You might own that gun, but you don’t own me. And I’m tired of getting no respect around here.” He flitted to the opposite table, a thick puddle of darkness. “My mother warned me—” Doc cut off.

      “You have a mother?” I asked in surprise.

      “Everything has a mother! But you act like I’m some kind of monster. Or worse, a dumb beast of burden, here to fulfill your every command⁠—”

      The tirade continued. I stared at the cards scattered across the table, trying to summon the energy to clean up the mess. It was all a distraction. He’d done it on purpose to steer the conversation away from Roger.

      The Reverend Jolly called him Legion and the pair of them seemed to be in cahoots. Roger was a Class X, the most powerful kind of phantom. According to Doc, it was Roger who’d bound him to the gun. They were old enemies.

      The thing is, I didn’t even know what Doc really was. No one did — not even the experts at the Distinguished Academy of Phantom Linguistics and Related Disciplines in Carnarvon City.

      Sometimes the grims came in the flesh. Other times they appeared as shadows. They could move things without touching them, and they could see through solid objects — like the playing cards.

      Doc was a phantom, but he did things his own way. For starters, he only spoke English while the others communicated in dozens of grim tongues. A person who mastered one or two was called a linguist, and those who spoke five were polyglots. Rarest of all were savants, who spoke every phantom language fluently. I only knew of three: Calindra Carnarvon, Pedro Braga and Lee Merriweather.

      Lee was the reason I was on a southbound train sweating through my shirt and getting told off by a cranky grim instead of sitting by the wood stove reading a dime novel.

      I was just a sheriff’s deputy. Merriweather shouldn’t be my problem. But a series of unlikely events had led me to Carnarvon City and into Calindra’s clutches. I’d made a rash promise to help Hardin catch Lee before I went home.

      “Let’s talk about the picture show,” I said to Doc in a friendlier tone. “What’s the comparison?”

      “Oh, now you’re interested?”

      “Course I am.”

      His shadow drifted back and forth, as though he were pacing. “Well, too bad. I’m not allowed to talk about it.”

      “Says who?”

      “None of your beeswax.”

      “I thought we were friends.”

      “We are.” His voice took on the condescending edge I knew well. “But I’m afraid your little mind cannot comprehend the mysteries of my existence.”

      I frowned. “You just said you could explain⁠—”

      Doc gave an unpleasant laugh. “Trust me, Ruth, you don’t want to know the truth. It would burst the bubble of safety and contentment you live in. The blissful ignorance! The truth is not flattering. Not at all.”

      “Not flattering to who?” I wondered.

      “Your pitiful species.”

      I scowled. “That’s a rotten thing to say.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.” He sailed up to the ceiling and hung there. “Pitiful was a poor choice. Let’s amend it to primitive.”

      “Know what I think?” I said.

      “Enlighten me.”

      “I think you’re scared. You boast and brag, but deep down you know you’re no match for that Class X.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” he growled.

      “Then tell me about Roger. What’s he after?”

      There was a sullen silence. “He’s just having fun, Ruth.”

      “You call this fun?”

      “I didn’t say I found it fun. I said he does.”

      “Do you know where he is now?”

      “I do not.”

      “Is there anything you can tell me?”

      “Yes. Stop asking so many questions!”

      “You’d do the same if you were me.”

      “I could get in big trouble for what I’ve already said.”

      “Trouble with who? Roger?”

      Doc stayed stubbornly silent.

      “Seems to me you’re already in trouble,” I remarked.

      “What does that mean?”

      “I mean you’re stuck in the flintlock. Maybe I can help you⁠—”

      “You can’t help. No one can. And it’s bad enough without you accusing me of lying and hounding me to tell you things you won’t even understand. There are mysteries in this world, Ruth, mysteries that shall forever remain … mysterious!”

      “What? You’re not even making sense now.”

      “Do you think I like my situation? It’s the Lady or the Tiger. I’m damned whatever I do. But you can’t appreciate that⁠—”

      Doc was pretty wound up. I let him go on for a while, watching the desert slide past and wondering if I shouldn’t just throw the revolver out the window.

      “No wonder Roger locked you up,” I remarked, blotting my forehead with a sleeve. “He probably wanted some peace.”

      Doc’s shadow vanished. I figured he’d gone into the ether to sulk.

      Every time I tried to make him talk, he threw a temper tantrum. It felt staged. Doc was covering up, but I didn’t know why and that troubled me. So much depended on the phantoms and we didn’t even know if they were dead or alive.

      The train was only chugging along because grims were stoking the engine. Lee’s teacher, Abel Beach, said they had free will. That the linguists persuaded them to help and the phantoms liked the sound of a human voice. Doc wasn’t like that at all. He did whatever he pleased, and not even a savant like Lee Merriweather could influence him. So what hope did I have?

      I stared out the window. The land was carved into spires of red rock that looked like some ancient, dead city.

      “Are those the hoodoos?” I asked, trying to draw Doc out again.

      It didn’t work. He knew my tricks, just like I knew his.

      I tipped the chair back, wondering for the hundredth time how long this manhunt would take. Lee had a day’s head start, plus he was traveling by zeppelin. He was probably in Aguadulce by now. I prayed he wouldn’t stir up so much trouble he got himself arrested, because if Pedro Braga figured out Lee was a savant, he wouldn’t give him up lightly.

      Back home, the first snow would be coming soon. I missed Sheriff Bowdre and his son Charlie. I missed my neighbors. Most were elderly and needed a hand to get by, especially over the winter. I’d meant to go home after my misadventures in Carnarvon City, but in the end I made a deal with Mrs. Carnarvon. She’d help out Lucky Boy with a trainload of necessities and I’d help Marshal Hardin hunt down Lee Merriweather.

      So the quicker we caught him, the quicker I could get home to my dad, who I missed most of all. He’d studied the phantoms before Calindra exiled him to the middle of the frontier. I wished I’d asked more questions. Maybe I wouldn’t be so clueless now.

      Picture shows.

      Now what had Doc meant by that?

      I was about to swallow my pride and try an apology when the door opened at the end of the car and Sebastian Hardin stepped through. I sat up, the chair legs thunking down on the floor, and took my glasses off.

      For a man from the Northern Territory, Hardin didn’t seem to mind the heat. His navy blue Special Services coat was buttoned to the top, with the insignia of Carnarvon Lines, C & L, intertwined in gold thread on the left shoulder.

      Hardin didn’t suffer hats. His black hair was side-parted and slicked down. He carried a Colt Walker in a shoulder rig hidden under the coat. His face was clean-shaven. The most striking thing about him was his blue eyes, which could be ice-cold or throwing darts, depending on his mood.

      “Marshal,” I said, standing.

      Hardin’s gaze took in the cards Doc had thrown all over the place. “Don’t tell me you finally won a hand,” he said dryly.

      “Wasn’t even playing,” I said.

      “What’d you say?”

      “Just tried again to see what he knew. As usual, he got mad.”

      Hardin walked over and leaned a palm on the table. “We’re coming up on the border,” he said.

      So we’d crossed the no man’s land between Carnarvon and Braga Territory. That was good news.

      “What happens next?” I asked.

      “They’ll be expecting us at the checkpoint. It won’t take long.”

      “Okay, sir.” It wasn’t the border I’d been worrying about. “We still stopping in New Jerusalem?”

      The Reverend Jolly’s church was there. I’d seen it on a flyer. It was called the Church of the Glorious Lamb of God.

      Hardin nodded. “It’s not much out of the way. I doubt we’ll find him, but there might be someone knows where he’s gone. Maybe even who he’s working for.”

      “Makes sense.”

      Hardin cleared his throat. “I was thinking, deputy. Better if I just take Hodges and Tanaka. You can wait on the train.”

      I met his eye. I wasn’t eager to tangle with the Reverend Jolly again. His adopted son had almost killed me and the two days I’d spent as their prisoner still gave me nightmares.

      “Whatever you decide, sir,” I said, lighter of heart.

      Hardin gave a satisfied nod. He glanced around and lowered his voice. “So where’d your haint go?”

      I shrugged. “Into the ether.”

      “Think he’ll stay there for a while?” Hardin sounded hopeful. He trusted Doc even less than I did.

      I nodded. “He was pretty sore.”

      “Because we don’t need any trouble at the border.” Hardin gave me a pointed look.

      “Doc won’t make trouble.” I rested my hand on the Collier’s walnut grip. “Long as they don’t touch my gun.”

      Hardin sighed. We both remembered what had happened the last time marshals tried to take the flintlock. Doc went crazy. It was a miracle he didn’t kill anyone.

      “Just stay onboard,” Hardin said. “They won’t search the train. Not when it’s me personally.”

      I thought of the arsenal he had stashed in the caboose. “You sure about that, sir?”

      He flashed a quick grin. “I got diplomatic immunity, Cortez.”

      Officially, Hardin was heading to Aguadulce to deliver contracts to Pedro Braga for a railroad expansion project with the Carnarvons. He must have seen the worry in my eyes because his smile died. “Everything’s gonna be fine. I know it’s been a long trip, but the worst is behind us now.”

      I tried not to look dubious. “If you say so, sir.”

      His gaze held mine for a moment, then flicked away. He had a lean face that rarely showed emotion. Not that Hardin was cold-natured — just hard to rattle. Now I got the feeling I’d wounded him in some way. Or annoyed him. It was hard to tell the difference.

      Hardin was more than competent. He kept his head, even when everything went sideways. Having met Calindra Carnarvon, I knew she’d never appoint a man she didn’t have total faith in.

      Special Services was the most elite cadre of the marshals, tasked with protecting the railway from sabotage and robbery. As chief of Special Services, Hardin was Calindra’s right hand. He’d been tracking Lee since the kid stole a train and ran up to the Northern Territory. Hardin would never stop until Merriweather was dead or in handcuffs, and I wasn’t sure the marshal cared which it was.

      But I did. It wasn’t right to put Lee down like a rabid dog, no matter what Mrs. Carnarvon wanted.

      I started collecting the cards. “I’m sure you’re right. Guess I’m just a bit on edge.”

      “Understandable, deputy. We all are.” Hardin leaned down and scooped some cards from the floor. “At least we didn’t get blown off the tracks this time.”

      “There’s that,” I agreed with a smile.

      Hardin slid the cards my way. “Just sit tight. We’ll be across in a jiffy.”

      I watched him stride off without a backward glance. Considering we’d spent the last week stuck on a train four cars long plus a water tank, I hadn’t seen much of him. I fact, I’d gotten the distinct impression he was avoiding my company, which irked me since it had been Hardin who’d talked me into coming in the first place. I’d refused to give up my copper star for the marshal uniform, which didn’t earn me any goodwill, but I hadn’t thought Hardin was petty enough to hold a grudge about it.

      Well, he had his loyalties and I had mine.

      But something seemed to be eating at him. I figured that something was Lee Merriweather. Hardin had lost him twice now. And in a few minutes, he wouldn’t have the jurisdiction to chase a loose chicken, let alone a fugitive savant. If Lee asked for Braga’s protection, there wasn’t much Hardin could do about it.

      The train started to slow. The badlands had flattened into hardpan. I saw a shallow, muddy river with a trestle up ahead. The Rio Hondo. On the map, it marked the formal boundary between Carnarvon and Braga territory, though in reality the area on both sides was no man’s land for a few hundred miles.

      A few scrawny shrubs grew along the edges of the river, mesquite and saltbush. They were the only green things in sight. On the near side of the river there was a wooden building with a tin roof. Sunlight glinted off a vehicle parked around back. It had big wheels and a metal cage on top.

      I’d driven in a motor car once with Ava Carnarvon. Hers was fancy, all shining chrome and butter-soft leather. This one wasn’t made for comfort, but those big wheels made sense for rough terrain.

      As the train approached, two men in brown uniforms came out of the building. The Guardia Territorial, known as Las Gorras because of their caps.

      Pedro Braga’s law and order.

      Their beige short-sleeved shirts were pressed, trousers tucked into knee-high shiny black boots. They looked sober and efficient, which made me relax a little. One of the men held up a hand and the train rolled to a stop. Weeds grew in the shade around the building, along with some stacked two-by-fours and rusted tin sheeting near a water pump. Just the kind of dark, cozy spots rattlesnakes liked to sleep in.

      I felt glad Hardin wasn’t making me get off the train.

      I watched him walk down the steps, followed by Hodges and Tanaka. Hodges was tall and lanky, with a mustache that drooped down the sides of his mouth. Tanaka was smaller, with an air of alertness. She kept her black hair in a shoulder-length bob with a fringe that sliced across her eyes. Hardin was the only one not wearing a hat. He squinted in the midday sun, then followed the border guards inside the building.

      I rubbed sweaty palms down my pant legs. Waves of heat rose from the dust. It had to be a boring job sitting in that shack all day. I wondered how many trains came through. The border was eight hundred miles long, most of it unpatrolled and lawless.

      I polished the glasses on my shirt. When I looked up, I saw a face through the window of the building, pressed against the panes. The features were blurry, but I had the impression of a girl. Barely tall enough to clear the sill.

      My gut tightened. It couldn’t be a child. Not out here.

      Hardin hadn’t said anything about phantoms, but it made sense. The border guards would be prepared for anything. At least one would be a linguist — maybe all.

      So I wasn’t too worried until the first shots went off. Four quick bangs, a shout that sounded like Hardin, and then silence.
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      I dropped to a crouch below the train window, heart hammering.

      “Doc?” I whispered. “You there?”

      Everything was quiet. Then I heard another shot and a woman’s scream, cut short like someone had clamped a hand over her mouth. I risked a peek outside. The wooden building sat twenty yards off. The phantom was gone from the window. I couldn’t see much inside.

      I slid my gun from the holster and started crawling up the center aisle of the dining car toward the engineer’s cab. Maybe his grims could be persuaded to do something to help.

      The best case was that the marshals had done the shooting, but I didn’t think that’s what happened. The scream sounded like Tanaka.

      I reached the small galley, still on hands and knees. The space was cluttered but organized. Pots and pans hung from hooks. A stove with three burners sat against one wall, next to an ice box and sink with a tap for running water. The opposite side was taken up by cabinets and a counter with more shelving beneath. A cloth-covered bowl with dough rising for biscuits sat on the counter.

      Ned Carver crouched with his back against the counter. He wore a spotless white apron over a red-and-blue checked shirt and dungarees. A half-chopped onion sat on a butcher block. The knife was in his hand.

      Mr. Carver was a handsome fellow, with a cleft chin, square jaw, and lively brown eyes. He had thick kinky hair, though I’d only seen it once because he always wore a stylish brown felt derby. He liked to tell stories about all the places he’d been, and usually had a smile and a wink. Now he just looked scared.

      “What’s going on?” he mouthed at me.

      “Trouble,” I mouthed back.

      I gestured at Ned to stay put. He nodded and gripped the knife tighter.

      I needed to get a better view outside. The passageway doglegged right to bypass the galley. I crawled forward to the junction with the observation car. I reached up to the handle and pulled it open. A hot wind blew inside.

      The gap to the next car was about a foot wide. The first time I’d stepped across that gap the train had been moving at sixty miles an hour and the clatter of the wheels and tracks blurring below had set my heart thumping. I’d done it a hundred times since then and hardly thought about it. Now the train wasn’t even moving, but it wasn’t the fall that scared me.

      I eased my face around the corner. The edge of the building came into view. I leaned out a little more. The door opened. Three men came out. One had Hardin by the hair with a gun jammed against his neck. Hardin’s hands were cuffed behind his back. Relief filled me that the marshal was still alive. His captor wore the uniform of the Guardia Territorial, but the others didn’t. They looked hard and unkempt. I jerked back before they spotted me.

      There seemed to be only one explanation. Pedro Braga had set us up. Maybe he did hire the Reverend Jolly. Or maybe he already cut his own deal with Lee and didn’t want any interference.

      “Doc,” I whispered again.

      Nothing.

      The phantom could leave the Collier for short periods, though it had some kind of pull on him that grew irresistible after a while. Doc could be temperamental, but he was usually there for me in a pinch and I figured this situation qualified. Which meant he wasn’t nearby.

      I peeked out again. Two more men had Tanaka by the arms. Another dragged the limp body of Marshal Hodges. He was covered in blood.

      It had all happened so fast I could hardly absorb it. But I had to do something. They might kill Hardin and Tanaka any second.

      I ducked back and tried to make a plan. Nothing came to mind. There were six of them. Maybe more inside the building. And they had hostages.

      Right at that moment I heard voices speaking in Spanish outside. “Search the train,” the first voice said. “You know the orders. Keep the driver alive, but if you find anyone else, kill ‘em.”

      The tone was matter of fact. It chilled me.

      I peeked around the edge of the car. Two of the men were heading up to the cab with shotguns. There was no chance I could get there first to warn the engineer. Two more were walking to the stairs leading to the dining car.

      I rushed back down the narrow passage to the galley and beckoned frantically at Ned. We had about six seconds before they came through the door.

      “Run!” I hissed, pointing to the back of the train.

      Ned bolted down the aisle, arms and legs jerking like pistons. I moved to follow and bit back a scream as a haint materialized in front of me.

      It was the child I’d seen through the window. Like all grims who appeared in the flesh, her eyes were solid black and reminded me of an insect. She didn’t wear clothes. Her body was smooth and featureless like a doll. Curtains of hair hung around her starved-looking face. A streak of pure white ran down the right side, but otherwise she looked like every other haint I’d seen.

      Creepy as hell.

      I figured I was dead, but she just pointed at one of the tables. I stared at her, frozen. The girl made an impatient shooing motion and I wondered if she was telling me to hide.

      Boots echoed on the steel steps. I dropped down and squeezed under the table. Distantly, I noticed a seven of spades and a nine of diamonds lying at my feet. The men paused at the door. I imagined them looking down the length of the car, shotguns ready. They started walking my way.

      I breathed shallowly, watching their snakeskin boots come closer. They’d be stupid not to look under the tables. It was the only place to hide in the whole car.

      A drop of sweat rolled down my nose as one of the men stopped right in front of me. I gripped the Collier. Suddenly the tablecloth was lifting up. Adrenaline pumped through me. I saw a bearded face and my finger tightened on the trigger. But his eyes passed right over me with no reaction. He lowered the cloth.

      “Find anything?” his partner asked.

      “Nada,” he said.

      They checked the rest of the tables and were starting in the direction Ned had gone when a voice called out from the engine car. “Got the driver!”

      The two men turned and went forward instead.

      I sat there shaking for a minute. The haint must have hidden me. I didn’t know how and there was no time to worry about it. As soon as the door closed behind the men, I crawled out and ran in a crouch toward the back of the train. A plan was forming in my mind, a crazy one, but it was our only chance. When I got to the door, I peeked outside. Hardin was on his knees, two Gorras standing over him. The marshal looked furious.

      Up front, the engineer, Elzy Mack, was being walked out by the four men who’d boarded the train. He had his hands on his head and didn’t look hurt. The men conferred for a moment. Then the ones that had come through the dining car started for the train again, no doubt to search the rest of the cars. But I had a minute’s head start.

      I bolted across the gap and ran down the length of the sleeper. I almost stopped at my compartment for an extra box of bullets, but I knew I’d never be able to reload in time to deal with all of them. A door slammed behind me. They’d already checked the dining car, so they’d go straight to the sleeper and search the compartments. That wouldn’t take long, a couple of minutes maybe. I hoped it was enough.

      I banged through the door at the end of the sleeper and into the caboose, which was attached to the water tank.

      And ran straight into one of the Gorras.

      He must have come aboard from the other end when I wasn’t looking. He had his gun pointed at Ned Carver, who sprawled on the floor. The Gorra spun toward me in surprise. My arm was moving before I had time to think. I whipped the Collier straight into his face.

      He staggered back, blood running from a deep cut on his cheekbone. I kicked him between the legs. He crumpled, grabbing me as he fell. A fist came around and clocked me in the nose. Pain jolted up into my skull. Through tears I saw the glint of a pistol and lashed out, still half-blind. The gun spun away. Then a boot shot forward, connecting squarely with his forehead, and the Gorra stopped moving.

      “You okay?” Ned Carver asked in a shaky voice.

      I touched my nose. It was gushing. I tipped my head back and breathed through my mouth. “Yeah,” I said. “More or less.”

      Ned’s head turned at a sound from the next car. “They’re coming,” he warned.

      I blotted the blood on one sleeve and crawled over to the crates piled against the wall, fighting waves of dizziness. A deep black shadow fell across me.

      “I go on sabbatical for a few minutes and look what you get yourself into,” Doc drawled.

      “We got no time for that now,” I snapped, though I was relieved to see him. “Can you disarm the men outside? Get those cuffs off the marshals?”

      It sounded like I had a massive cold. I tipped my head back again.

      “Yes.” He paused. “But I’m not a miracle worker, Ruth. I can only do one thing at a time. So there might be some shooting. And since you’re soft on Mr. Hardin⁠—”

      “I ain’t soft!”

      Doc chuckled. “Of course not. He’s your superior officer. I imagine that sort of thing is frowned upon⁠—”

      “Quiet,” I said through gritted teeth. Only Doc would try to provoke me at a time like this.

      He drifted toward the wall. “I’ll just play it by ear, Ruth. Stir things up.”

      “No, wait.” I wasn’t about to gamble with Hardin’s life, or Tanaka’s either. “I need to think!”

      “Well, you better do it quick,” Doc said.

      Through the round window in the door, I could see silhouettes moving closer in the next car. Voices called to the guard I’d laid out on the floor, wondering where he was.

      “We gotta do something,” Ned muttered. “What about all this?”

      The caboose held Hardin’s arsenal. That had been my crazy plan. But the only things I knew how to fire were the shotguns and rifles, and that wasn’t gonna do the trick. I pointed at a crate plastered with danger signs.

      “Can you open it, Doc?”

      Nails screeched from the wood. The lid popped off. I peered inside, breathing through my mouth.

      “Your face is a mess, Ruth,” Doc observed.

      I ignored him. Nestled in cotton packing was a long metal tube. I carefully lifted it out. The tube was about the length of my arm. It felt heavier than I expected.

      “What does it do, Doc?”

      “Why don’t you find out?” he suggested.

      I studied the weapon. It had a dial and some knobs and levers. It looked complicated. “I don’t know how to work it.”

      “Lemme see,” Ned said.

      He came over and fiddled with the levers. There was a thunking sound. Clockwork gears engaged. The dial had numbers from zero to twenty. The needle started counting down. Ned stepped back.

      “Huh,” he said.

      I stared stupidly at the tube. It had no sight or trigger. The front and back looked more or less the same. “Which end do I point?” I asked.

      Ned gave me a helpless look.

      The caboose had no windows, only two doors, one at the front, which the Gorras were about to come through, and one that led out onto a small metal balcony, with the water car trailing behind. I stepped outside, a little light-headed.

      “Doc?” I said.

      “Right here, Ruth.”

      “Get ready to snap open those cuffs,” I said. “Do that first.”

      “Got it.”

      “Then just do whatever you can to stop them shooting us.”

      With luck, I could cause enough of a distraction to throw them off balance for a few seconds.

      Seven, six, five….

      I moved around to the edge of the balcony. One of the men had Hardin by the hair, jerking his head back. He gripped a big knife in his hand. The others were watching Tanaka, who looked banged up and mad.

      “Hey!” I yelled, resting the tube on my right shoulder and hoping I had it pointed the right way.

      The gear clicked over another notch.

      Behind me, I heard the men come through the door and scream. There were four gunshots, one right after the other. Ned gave a startled cry. I heard bodies crashing to the floor.

      The Gorra who had Hardin looked over. His grip loosened on Hardin’s hair just enough that the marshal managed to catch my eye. His own gaze widened when he saw the tube. It made a low humming sound. Hardin opened his mouth and I’ll never know what he was about to yell because the gear clicked over to one and then zero.
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      The kick threw me against the far rail. There was a whoosh, followed by a thump, and a fireball shot up into the sky. I hadn’t aimed at the building for fear I’d kill everybody. Instead, I’d aimed at the vehicle parked twenty yards to the north.

      All the conveyances in Carnarvon City were powered by grims, but this one had some kind of fuel tank because a second explosion hit a few seconds after the first. I was on my back, but I felt the shockwave and heard the muffled boom.

      Smoke drifted from the end of the tube where I’d dropped it. My head was ringing. I felt like one solid bruise, but I crawled across the little iron balcony of the caboose when I heard gunshots.

      Two of the Gorras lay on the ground. Their uniforms were charred and it looked like they’d taken the brunt of the explosion. Tanaka had someone’s gun and it was her doing the shooting. She got off three rounds, palming the hammer back cool as they come, and another of the men fell down. That left two more. She pointed her gun at the one running for cover as the last crept up behind her. I called a warning, but he aimed his pistol at the back of her head and fired. My heart stopped, but there was just a dry click. He swore when he realized the chamber was empty. Tanaka started to turn and he cracked her in the skull. She keeled over. The man raised his leg to stomp her.

      Ned Carver stepped past me, his face grim. He had a rifle socked to his shoulder. He took careful aim and the man screamed as his knee buckled. He started limping away.

      “Well, that was a lick and a promise,” Ned muttered. “I never shot a man before.”

      Hardin was on his feet, still cuffed. He leapt back as the man with the knife took a swing at him. A trickle of blood ran down Hardin’s face and he favored his left leg.

      “Help Mr. Hardin,” I croaked, grabbing the edge of the balcony and pulling myself up to stand. My own gun was gone. I must have dropped it back in the caboose.

      “I’m trying.” Ned cracked the breech chamber to reload, but his hands were trembling and the cartridge fell from his fingers. “Dammit!”

      The marshal was in a bad way. Blood ran out of one coat sleeve. He ducked under another swing from the knife. The man facing him was big, but not the lumbering sort of big. He moved fast and light on his feet. Hardin dove for Tanaka’s gun but the man kicked it out of the way. Then he grabbed Hardin by the hair again and kneed him in the ribs. Hardin rolled to his back, gasping for air.

      Suddenly the man’s eyes went wide as a chunk of burning car flew at his face. He let go of Hardin as the gun started firing wildly. Bullets dinged off the train and I scooted back.

      Ned nodded. “Your haint did that?”

      In answer, we heard a shout of dismay and peeked around the corner. Hardin’s handcuffs were off and he’d picked up a shotgun. He fired at the man with the knife, who fell screaming. Doc was wreaking havoc among the surviving Gorras, an invisible demon, and the ones who could still run headed off into the desert.

      Hardin dropped the gun and crouched over Marshal Tanaka. He winced as he slid an arm under her back. It took him two tries to gain his feet, but his face warned me not to offer my help. I couldn’t tell if he was mad or just in shock.

      There was a crater where the car had been. Flames licked up the rear wall of the wooden shack. No sign of Doc, but he’d done his part. I owed him another favor.

      “We have to get her inside the train,” Hardin said, scanning the hardpan. Two distant figures were hightailing it back toward the badlands.

      “Where’s Mr. Mack?” Ned asked.

      “Over here!” The driver crawled out from under the tin sheeting next to the shack. “What the hell was that?”

      “Never mind,” Hardin snapped. “Just move!”

      He insisted on carrying Tanaka all the way to the sleeper car, where he deposited her on one of the bunks. She was pale but breathing. Ned fetched water while Elzy Mack headed up to see about his phantoms.

      I didn’t mention the girl I’d seen. Not just yet.

      “What about Marshal Hodges?” I asked.

      “Dead,” Hardin said wearily. “They shot him as soon as we walked inside.”

      “They were waiting for the train?”

      “Looks that way.”

      “Why didn’t they just kill all of you?” I wondered.

      Hardin didn’t answer. I shared a look with Ned as he came inside with a bowl of water and some linen bandages. “We’ll go fetch Mr. Hodges,” I said. “You’re hurt.”

      “I’m fine,” Hardin grumbled, but he looked almost as pale as Tanaka.

      “No, you ain’t,” I said. “Just hang tight.”

      “Watch yourselves,” Hardin said, levering himself down to the edge of the bunk like an old man. He dipped a bandage in the water and tipped Tanaka’s head to the side. She had thick hair, plus the hat, which probably saved her.

      “Nasty lump,” Hardin pronounced. “But I think she’ll pull through.” He looked me over, his voice gentle. “Is it broken?”

      I touched my nose. “Don’t think so.”

      “Let me see.” He patted the bunk next to him.

      “In a minute. I need to find my gun first. Case they come back.”

      Hardin shook his head but let us go.

      Ned and I left him to tend Tanaka and went back to the caboose. I stopped to get the Collier and found the men. I remembered hearing screams as they came through the door. The thud of bodies hitting the ground.

      “Listen,” I said quietly to Ned. “I’m gonna say I did this, okay? Doc was just following my orders, but the marshal doesn’t trust him and if he knew Doc killed two men with their own guns. . . . Well, it’s better if I done it.”

      Ned eyed me doubtfully “Lie, you mean?”

      “Just say you were looking outside when it happened. It was all confusing, wasn’t it?”

      Ned sighed. “I guess so.”

      I picked up the Collier and slid it into my side holster. “Thank you, Mr. Carver,” I said. “And thanks for keeping a cool head. You saved Tanaka’s life.”

      A flush reddened his caramel skin. “Come on,” he said gruffly. “Let’s get the marshal.”

      Hodges lay on his side in the dirt, one arm flung out. His face was a red ruin. I hadn’t known him well, but it was still an awful sight. Ned took his hat off. We stood there for a minute in silence, the wind whipping streamers of dust and smoke across the hardpan.

      “I’ve been across the border five times,” Ned said. “Never ran into any trouble before.”

      In Lucky Boy, we had maybe one murder every ten years. The worst I generally dealt with was drunks and disputes over cattle grazing.

      “Where you from?” I asked.

      We’d played a lot of Old Maid, but I’d never asked him. Maybe because the question made me think of my own home and how much I missed it.

      “The city,” he said. “My dad was a railroad cook, too. Now he runs his own restaurant. Maisie’s on Market Street. Mr. Hardin eats there a lot. I could’ve had a job as a sous-chef, but I wanted to see the world.” He shook his head. “How about you?”

      “The prairie.” I sighed. “Honestly, Mr. Carver, I’m still not sure what I’m doing here.”

      One of the Gorras gave a groan. I fumbled for my gun. “We got a live one,” I yelled, checking to make sure his hands were empty.

      Hardin’s face appeared in the open window. A second later he threw out a set of cuffs. I caught them and knelt down next to the Gorra. I got him secured as Hardin walked over, his face set in hard lines.

      “Head on up front,” Hardin told Ned.

      The cook nodded and took off. He looked relieved to be gone.

      Hardin crouched down. “Para quien trabajas?” he demanded. Who you working for?

      The man’s eyes fluttered. Hardin seized his coat and gave him a shake. “Talk, damnit!”

      The man moaned. Hardin shook him harder. Rage rolled off the marshal in waves. I understood, but this felt wrong. The man had burns.

      “Let’s get him aboard the train,” I said quickly. “Give him a chance to come to properly. You won’t get anything in this state.”

      Hardin looked up at me with reddened eyes but seemed to see the sense of it. He searched the man for weapons, finding none. I took his feet and Hardin took his legs. He was big and we both staggered getting him up the stairs. We left him in one of the compartments, still half-conscious. Hardin locked the door behind us.

      “Let’s get Hodges,” he said. “And check the rest of ‘em. Make sure.”

      “You okay, sir?” I asked.

      “Yeah.” He stared at me for a minute. “That was good thinking, getting to the Widowmaker.” Hardin laughed. “Didn’t expect to use it.”

      “You ain’t mad?”

      “I’m just sorry Richard didn’t get to see it in action. He’s the one who invented it.”

      Richard Carnarvon was the eldest of Calindra’s three grandchildren. He was also the smartest, but I got the feeling Calindra favored Richard’s half-siblings Ava and Freddie, maybe because they looked the part more than Richard. Which was sad.

      “So what do we do now? Head back to Carnarvon City?” I asked hopefully.

      Hardin looked at me like I’d gone crazy. “Hell, no. I need to tell Pedro Braga what happened.”

      “I’m not following, marshal. His men just tried to kill us.”

      “Not Braga’s men.” Hardin glanced at the flaming guardhouse. “There’s three Gorras inside, naked and trussed up. I’m guessing they were on duty when these fellers showed up.”

      I took a step toward the building, wondering why he wasn’t rushing to help them, and Hardin laid a hand on my arm. “They’re dead, Cortez,” he said quietly. “Hard deaths. You don’t want to go in there.”

      I felt sick. “So it was an ambush. By who?”

      His blue eyes darkened to grey. “Ain’t that obvious?”

      “If I may, sir?”

      Hardin made an impatient gesture. “Go on, speak your mind.” A ghost of a smile touched his mouth. “You always do anyway.”

      “Well, this don’t feel like Lee Merriweather.”

      “Why not? He’s the one to gain from seeing us dead.”

      “Merriweather would send phantoms.” I hesitated, then figured I’d better tell him all of it. “And the only one I seen besides Doc saved my life.”

      Hardin frowned. “You saw a phantom?”

      “On the train. And first in the guardhouse, right after you went inside. It was looking at me through the window.”

      Hardin seemed puzzled, but he didn’t doubt my word. “What happened exactly?”

      “I was running from two of the men and it helped me hide. Then it just disappeared.” I told him the rest of it, how Ned and I got to the caboose and found Richard’s weapon.

      “Huh.” He looked at me. “What about the men? You said they were chasing you.”

      The old me would have spilled the beans without thinking twice. Sebastian Hardin was the chief of Special Services. I was sworn to his authority for the duration of the manhunt. But I wasn’t the same woman I’d been when I left Lucky Boy. And I couldn’t give up Doc. A phantom who killed people — even bad people — couldn’t be trusted. What if Hardin made me leave the gun behind?

      So I lied straight to his face.

      “I shot ‘em, sir,” I said.

      Hardin stared at me without speaking. I didn’t look away, though it wasn’t easy. When the marshal turned the full force of his will on you . . . Well, I half expected my pants to burst into flame.

      “Show me,” he said.

      We walked to the caboose and climbed up the stairs. Hardin went in first. He didn’t react when he saw the bodies, just studied them for a moment. The dead men had both been shot between the eyes. The entrance holes were small and charred around the edges. I knew from my time helping Lucky Boy’s doctor that bullets did the worst damage coming out the back. Most of the blood had pooled under their heads. It was a grisly sight.

      “Those wounds are close range,” Hardin said after a long pause. “Less than a foot, I’d reckon. Didn’t take you for a stone cold killer, Cortez.” He gave me an inscrutable look. “No disrespect to your copper star, but I’d expect you to be a little more shook up about it.”

      I drew a deep breath. “I had no choice, sir. And I’m . . . I am shook up. But it was them or me.”

      I prayed Hardin wouldn’t check my gun and discover I hadn’t fired a single round.

      “Maybe they were just bandits,” I said, hoping to steer his thoughts to a new track. “You said there was a gang robbing trains down here.”

      “Maybe,” Hardin said, though he didn’t sound like he believed it.

      “It wasn’t Merriweather,” I said firmly. “He’s got his flaws, but he’s no killer. And Mr. Beach would never stand for it, either. He’s a good man, just overly fond of Lee.”

      “What about the Reverend Jolly?”

      “That I could see,” I said without hesitation. “But would he have time to plan it?”

      “We don’t know where he went,” Hardin pointed out. “Maybe he got ahead of us.”

      “True. I reckon he could have more followers.”

      “I’ll find out, one way or another,” Hardin said. “Once we get moving again.”

      I helped him roll Mr. Hodges in a sheet and lie him down in an empty sleeper. Then I cleaned up my face. It felt tender, but I could breathe through my nose again so maybe it wasn’t broken. I made my way back to the observation car, where Hardin was talking with the engineer. Some windows had been shot out, but I figured we were fine to go until Elzy Mack said all his grims had taken off during the fight.

      “Can’t you call ‘em back?” Hardin asked.

      “I tried.” Elzy Mack shook his head. “They’re gone.”

      Hardin looked at me. “What about Doc? Can he stoke the boiler?”

      “I suppose he could,” I said slowly. “The question is whether he will.”

      “Ask him.” Hardin paused. “We can’t afford to be stuck out here until another train comes along. Could be days. So do your best, Cortez.”

      I hadn’t seen Doc since he’d freed Hardin from the handcuffs. I walked back through the train, whispering his name. When I got to the dining car, he finally showed up.

      “Don’t worry, those bandits are gone,” he said. “I followed them to a camp a few miles out in a gully. They’ll be licking their wounds for a while.”

      “Well, that’s good. Thanks for what you did.”

      His shadow preened a little. “You’re welcome, Ruth. I do seem to have a knack for saving your bacon. But that’s what friends are for.”

      “Did you happen to see any other phantoms?” I asked. “Like a little girl?”

      “No.” Doc flitted over. “Why?”

      “Never mind. Listen, we have another problem.” I paused. “The haints that drive the engine took off.”

      There was a long silence. His shadow pooled into one of the chairs.

      “So I was hoping you might be willing to help out,” I said. “Else we’re stuck here.”

      “You want me to stoke the boiler?” Doc asked with a note of disbelief.

      “I don’t see any other grims around,” I snapped.

      Right away, I wished I hadn’t said it. Doc was proud. Maybe if I’d kept my temper and asked nicely he would have agreed.

      “So now I’m your slave,” he said flatly. “Want me to scrub the floors while I’m at it? Shine your boots?”

      “I wouldn’t ask if there were any other choice.”

      “Hardin put you up to this, didn’t he?”

      “Nobody put me up to anything,” I said. “And it’s only until we find some more grims.”

      “That is not my job,” Doc said haughtily.

      “You promised to do what I said,” I reminded him.

      Doc gave a nasty laugh. “I lied.”

      That made me bristle. “You’re the only one of us who can make the train go,” I said. “So either man up or find some other haints to do it.”

      Shadowy tentacles flailed around. “There isn’t anybody, Ruth. As you well know, my kind likes machinery. If we were near a city, I could round some up. But we’re in the middle of nowhere!”

      I felt exhausted. My face hurt. Plus Tanaka needed a doctor. The thought of sitting here for days waiting for a grim to pass by made me want to scream.

      “Please, Doc,” I begged. “Can’t you just swallow your pride?”

      “Oh, I swallow my pride every single day,” he shrieked. “No one understands me. No one cares what I want. You only think of
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