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      Claire

      I won it.

      A low-level hum of piano music, laughter, feet tapping, and glasses clinking soothed my nerves.

      The Dusty Bunny was my saloon now. And I’d fight to the death to protect it. Not just because it was a saloon that made me a fair bit of coin, but because it was useful. It’d help me form the connections I needed to stop the high fae from tricking humans and turning them into their breeding stock love slaves.

      Although there wasn’t much love involved.

      I’d been lured to The Rift under false pretense, but that didn’t mean I’d allow it to happen to other humans. My uncle had taught me better than that. I’d stand up for what was right, even if it wasn’t directly affecting me at the time.

      If more people stood up, the world might not be in such a mess—my world or The Rift, take your pick. Selfishness and greed caused more problems than could be fended off with a sharp stick, and I’d fight for what was right any way I could. If that meant making coin and using it to save others, well then, I could think of no better calling.

      I leaned forward in my chair and drummed my fingers on the table. I wasn’t impatient, I was making sure I could still feel my fingertips. If they were getting numb, I knew I needed to slow the drinks. Uncle Silas had taught me that trick. I could feel the rough wood just fine, but it was a good confirmation that I had things under control.

      A belt of laughter roared up from the corner in the back and I glanced over to make sure everything was all right. One of the younger Riders was telling a tale and either his story was funny, or the ale was warming up the crowd too much. Either way, nothing was amiss. Let ‘em talk. He didn’t know enough to cause any trouble.

      I tugged at my silky overskirt, trying for the fiftieth time tonight to get it to sit right around my waist. The corset underneath fit well, but the whole package was well more than I was used to wearing. I’d changed my manner of dress to match the saloon girls that worked here, but the truth was I didn’t truly fit in. There was no disguising that I was more comfortable upright than on my back, that dancing with strangers didn’t interest me, and I could get my own drinks without selling myself to a stranger for a glass of ale. And although I wore dresses fine, the slippery shiny ones expected here in the saloon gave me fits twisting and slipping with every movement.

      Still, I needed to blend in a bit while I planned my next move and figured out how to shut down The Rift entirely. And though the role of women was a bit different in The Rift, the place still relied on some submissive roles for women. Maybe it was a bit better than my Boston, but it was a trade-off.

      Not that I judged any of the ladies who worked in the saloon, whether they chose to work in the world’s oldest profession or as one of my spies or both. Each of the women worked by choice, and many of them had chosen to follow me here after they’d been freed from the Fae King. I’d given them that choice. A few others had stayed after Donley signed over the saloon.

      All now enjoyed lives where they made their own decisions, unlike before I had arrived in The Rift, and that made me happy. I did have to make money, however, and more money than slinging drinks would allow. Many women had ended up in The Rift alone, stolen from their human homes, and they needed jobs and a place to stay. The Dusty Bunny rented rooms in exchange for protection and a clean and safe working environment. Everyone around knew that the punishment for crossing the line with one of my girls was death, so the saloon rarely had a vacant room for rent.

      I pretended to sip my drink and used the moment to scan the bar. The nights when I waited on Riders to return with information were always tense. Not only because the information was sensitive, but because if they were followed, the entire town could be discovered. Any breach of the magical wards would mean death for many, if not all of us.

      Around the bar were card games, flirting couples and threesomes, drinking groups, banter, and silliness… I didn’t see any problems. Everything looked normal, though my definition of normal had certainly changed since I’d hopped the train from Chicago, thinking I was riding to meet my husband in the American West.

      I set my glass down and took a deep breath. I’d nearly mastered appearing completely calm despite being nervous.

      So far, so good. I gave a nod and a smile to a pair of half-drunk young patrons as they headed toward the door. Neither could have been more than eighteen or nineteen, and the blush of youth combined with the ruddy cheeks from too much whisky made them look like consumptives. I knew they weren’t sick. In fact, I hadn’t heard of a single case of consumption in The Rift so far.

      “Evening, Miss Lowell.” One of the pair tried to tip his hat and wobbled on unsteady feet, nearly toppling into me.

      His friend caught him by the arm and set him straight, shooting me a big smile and a wave of his other hand.

      “Evening.” I kept my tone flat, knowing that I had to be careful not to send any mixed signals to tipsy men. Not that I couldn’t handle them, because I certainly could. I just didn’t want to be bothered with the hassle they often caused. I had much better and more important things to do with my time than deal with a soused goose who thought I took a shine to him.

      Especially the very young ones and the very old ones.

      The men scrambled out the door and I looked away. As long as they weren’t bothering anyone, I didn’t need to worry about them causing any more trouble than outdrinking the coin they were carrying, and they wouldn’t be the only men with a small tab at the saloon.

      An old upright piano sat in the corner with Mable plinking out notes that twanged a little more out of tune with every tickle of the ivory. I kept hoping she’d learn a new song or three, but since she didn’t charge for her performances, I let her play whatever she wanted. Her tip jar filled up each night and she had plenty of drinks sent her way, so who was I to say she needed a new song anyway?

      I wasn’t running a concert hall.

      I finished off my drink in one gulp and pushed the glass to the center of the table. When would they get back? Night like this, the time passed as slow as molasses on a cold spring day. I took a deep breath to tamp down the anxiety that kept flaring in my gut.

      Sarabeth slung half-pint glasses down the bar’s scarred wood top, alcohol spilling and sloshing out of the schooners, and Lola worked the floor, her corset top cut low and bosom heaving. She was a pro at keeping the men interested, and more pairs of eyes followed her than most of the other girls.

      Toward the back of the saloon, three individual poker games moved along. In one corner, at the largest table, the Hadley boys played with vampires named Roebuck and Dave. They were all regulars, former muscle for the Fae King, but now they were my contacts, men I’d put my trust in to keep me informed. The other games and other players didn’t matter. They kept buying drinks, so I didn’t care how long they kept the seats warm. As long as there was no trouble, I was happy to provide a gathering place for misfits, hard workers, and loners alike.

      Better to have them where I could watch them than to wonder what they were up to. Besides, all my girls listened for any information that might help me defeat the Fae King.

      Shaleena, one of the witches who traveled around The Rift and re-warded towns like Nobody and others so the Fae King couldn’t locate them, sat at the table across from mine, hands wrapped around a cup of hot tea. She stared at the wall, but her mind was elsewhere.

      I had just been joined by a group of male customers who’d come in to drink with the new owner.

      Me. I straightened in my chair.

      Glasses clinked, men spoke, and women giggled all around us. The air was scented with cigar smoke and stale ale, and the saloon was like a hive of bees on a warm summer’s halfmoon.

      Such was a Tuesday night at The Dusty Bunny.

      Shaleena’s features drooped and she yawned. She must have come from a recent warding. I didn’t really understand how her magic worked to protect the towns, but it did, and I was grateful for her services. The witches saved a lot of lives, and they risked themselves to do it. Though I offered for her to drink free, she rarely drank anything stronger than herbal tea.

      As if sensing me staring, she lifted her chin and smiled. Her eyes, a deep blue, almost purple color, glowed briefly. She was beautiful, with long black hair pulled up in fancy braids and plaits that looped and knotted in a magical coif, and a sinewy body that twisted in a becoming way no matter the volume of cloth that tried to hide it. Men tripped over themselves to win her favor, but her gaze always fell on the fairer sex.

      I returned her smile.

      Her presence was a welcome one in The Dusty Bunny. I was always on the lookout for shady bad apples who might give away the location of the town of Nobody to the Fae King. The markers that indicated where the town lay had to be constantly moved and sometimes re-warded, and I liked knowing she was keeping an eye on the security of our wards.

      I didn’t trust very many on this side of The Rift, but Shaleena had proved herself more than once, and who didn’t want an Ace-high witch on their side of the rainbow?

      We’re not in Massachusetts anymore, Claire. I patted my derringer tucked in my stocking top. One day, I’d be less prone to stressing about who might walk through the saloon door, but today was not that day.

      The barmaid delivered another round of drinks and before he could down his, Tommy Godwin toppled off the side of his chair onto the wooden floor with a thump and a holler. The old wooden plank floor was coated with a layer of sawdust and another of grime and when Tommy managed to stand—not straight by any stretch of the word—one of Donley’s former girls, Alma, took pity and brushed the dirt off him.

      He could’ve used a dip in the river with some soap or a bath in one of the rooms upstairs instead. Even as soused as he already was, somehow Tommy held onto the back of the chair, spun it, and ended up straddling it, still listing, but mostly straight.

      “You alright?” Alma spoke loudly, cupping her hands and leaning toward him. “Haven’t seen you full as a tick in a long time. Least since last week.”

      The men and ladies around laughed and even Shaleena grinned. Alma clapped Tommy on the back, and he leaned forward, head in his hands and elbows on the table.

      “I’m fine,” he drawled.

      His mount of the chair was rather impressive yet was the kind of thing no one gave a second gander. Men in the saloon fell from chairs. It was what they did. Tommy Godwin, more than most, but he drank twice as much as every man in the room, so it stood to reason he’d fall the most, being human and all.

      Alma’s poking fun was just that, poking fun.

      I’d matched Tommy drink for drink, and I was still upright. Not because I had a greater tolerance for alcohol, because biology was biology, but I could handle my liquor. I’d been drinking with my uncle since I was ten. Mainly though, I was doing better than ol’ Tommy because I asked the barmaid to mix my drinks halfsies with water and with more and more water as the night wore on.

      Secret of the trade, and I learned quick. Besides, I had to keep my wits about me.

      A couple of the girls sashayed past me, and Millie dragged a finger across Wyatt’s collar, just under his chin where the skin of his neck was tanned and bare. He smiled, and she played coy for a second, then crooked her finger. My girls had grown much bolder in the time I’d known them.

      Maybe because I was bold? I loved the thought that they gained confidence from me, or at least felt more comfortable showing it. It was probable since I let them choose their jobs and their customers, declining whoever they didn’t want to attend to. Also, unlike Donley, they didn’t have to attend to anyone if they didn’t want to and I didn’t have a hand in their pocket or a nose in their business.

      If any man came in with the wrong idea, or hurt one of my girls, he’d have me to answer to. Same for my male employees. I wouldn’t tolerate abuse.

      Charlotte and Scarlett, blonde-haired, blue-eyed twins who were customer favorites, had been doing shots at the bar before walking over to sit with us. Charlotte was interested in one of the guys and Scarlett had a soft spot for Tommy.

      I would’ve stayed and chatted and had a few more drinks with the group, but one of the girls bent over to whisper in my ear. “Miss Claire, the Riders are back.”

      Perfect. My heart raced, but I kept my composure solid and steady.

      When I finished my drink, knowing they’d wait for me, I bade my nearly comatose drinking companions farewell. “Watch Tommy. Last week he busted his face on the floor.” The words were meant for Scarlett, but Charlotte nodded.
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      I made my way to my office, through the stench of ale and smoke and men. The piano was quiet for the moment but the melody of glasses hitting the bar and tables kept the rhythm of the saloon going. Somewhere back in the back, one of the poker games was kicking up a row.

      The hallway to my office was dim and cooler than the saloon, and I paused for a breath. I’d wished for a change in my life when I’d boarded the train west, and I guess I couldn’t complain because I’d certainly gotten more than I’d wished for. The whole kit and caboodle was more than I ever could have imagined, and yet I knew I could handle it.

      In an odd way, everything felt like it was meant to be—though I’d never have been able to foresee just how much going west was going to change my life. I leaned against the wood paneled wall, fingertips grazing the smooth, cool surface.

      Had the Riders found out anything important?

      Several of the girls waited in my office for news of how the latest mission had gone. I’d sent the Riders to continue setting up a secret information-gathering service in some of the other hidden settlements. I didn’t know a lot about the other communities, but they were there, and these Riders knew where to find them since they already carried messages and supplies between the towns and villages hidden in The Rift. They’d been instructed to talk up the idea of banding together, protecting one another, working for a common cause.

      Many of the girls helped gather information. Some of those traveling through spoke of other settlements and while everyone did what they could to not raise suspicions, sometimes it was unavoidable. The Riders handled that, too, if they were around. Otherwise, I took care of it myself.

      Same as I took care of Donley—the former owner of the Dusty Bunny. But I didn’t talk about that anymore, either.

      Certain things didn’t need to be said. Not here, or anywhere else, because while I had my own spies, so did the Fae King and Donley had been one of his men. There would be some retribution demanded and I wasn’t looking forward to that debt coming due.

      I had an objective, and I wasn’t letting anyone, or anything, come between me and my goal.

      I opened the door and went into my office, which was a fine sight nicer than when it was Donley’s. I stood straight, making sure I conveyed to the girls that I had everything under control. That there was nothing to worry about. I sent out the girls who’d been waiting for me and had just taken the seat behind my desk when Blake Rider walked in.

      He didn’t generally wait to be invited, but walked right on in. Today was no different. Not that I minded.

      “I sent your letter off.” He spoke without inflection.

      “Thank you.” I gave him a quick nod and definitely not a full glance. I wondered where the other Riders were but waited on him to speak.

      He set an envelope on the stained leather blotter in front of me. My uncle’s smooth, neat handwriting smeared across the front. “Sorry. It was raining in St. Louis. Some of the mail got wet.”

      Blake was the reason I was beyond The Rift in the first place. He’d been hired by Donley to deliver me as a new love slave of the Fae King. I’d thought I was traveling to meet a fine gentleman from the Utah territory who’d been looking for a wife and had offered big money to lure one, money I’d needed to help Uncle Silas, but it had all been a ruse and Blake had known the whole time.

      And yet he brought me to The Rift anyway. While I wasn’t quite ready to admit to him that I’d forgiven him, despite the fact I didn’t blame him anymore, I accepted his help.

      I needed it.

      As one of the Riders, he was often traveling around The Rift carrying supplies and information and trying to stay ahead of the fae. Recently, he took up going back and forth through The Rift, delivering letters to and from my uncle. As a vampire, he was able to travel more freely than most, but he didn’t have to do it. He was risking quite a lot for my sake, and I appreciated it, even if I dealt with him harshly for bringing me to be a slave in the first place.

      “Thank you. Anything else?” I waved the letter, tone curt, eyes hooded so he wouldn’t see that I had, in fact, forgiven him. I kept my feelings for Blake, things I didn’t want to think about, hidden, buried so deep even I wasn’t sure they were there until moments like these when he was bigger than life in my office.

      “The Riders will be here in a few. They’re tending to the horses first.”

      “Great. I’m looking forward to hearing any news they might have.”

      Blake nodded, hands on hips, and scanning the room.

      I wondered if he could hear the blood in my veins quicken with my pulse.

      I pretended to look over the leather-bound ledger book I’d started keeping when I took over The Dusty Bunny. The room seemed so small, and Blake’s presence was too big here. I couldn’t escape him, but the worst part was I wasn’t sure I wanted to, and I didn’t know what to do with those feelings. Every moment we’d spent on the trail together seemed like yesterday, and yet forever ago.

      When I ventured a glance in his direction, he hadn’t moved. I could’ve sworn there was more he wanted to say, not that he’d said much, but when he didn’t speak, I nodded to the door. “Get one of the girls to get you some…food?” My arm ached at the memory, and maybe my heart was a little jealous.

      He nodded and smiled, and the world was a little brighter for it. He had that kind of effect. I didn’t think it was only because he was a vampire either, though he’d told me vampires were more charismatic than humans. Mainly so they could lure people in to be feasted on.

      I shivered.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He wasn’t being glib. Not wholly anyway.

      “Blake?” My voice cracked and I held tight to the edge of the desk.

      He turned at the door to look back at me, his eyes holding the glance a moment beyond what was comfortable.

      “Be gentle and don’t forget to tip.” Even without Donley paying him for anyone he brought through The Rift, Blake had plenty of money. He could be good to my girls.

      He tipped the hat he had only just put back onto his head. “Ma’am.” His voice was smooth and deep, the kind that reminded me of honey or fresh maple syrup. No matter how many times I imagined it in my head, my memory never did that sweet tone the justice it deserved.

      When he walked out the door, I didn’t waste but a second staring at the spot he’d just left before I ripped open Uncle Silas’s letter.
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