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      Orville Royal Loving held strong views about the evils of sobriety.

      “It leads a man astray,” he liked to say. “Once you succumb to those temperance folks, it’s ass over teakettle down the slippery slope to church-going and marriage.”

      ”Amen to that.” His half-brother Kirby Knox spat in the dirt to express his opinion of these institutions.

      “Take you, Kirby. Ain’t been sober a day in your adult life and here you are—a paragon of success in your chosen profession. I reckon that says it all.”

      Kirby wasn’t sure what a paragon meant, but Royal had always been the brains of the family. He even read books sometimes.

      “Damn straight,” Kirby said.

      It was their custom to stop at the local watering hole before robbing a bank, which is where they met Frank Whipple on a bitter afternoon in late October. Frank slouched on a stool at Brown’s, working his way through a bottle of Forty-Rod. It was wicked stuff, made with raw alcohol, burnt sugar, a little chewing tobacco and a generous dollop of turpentine, but it did the trick. At least he wasn’t cold anymore.

      Frank had been born and raised in Big Pine, on the eastern spur of the railroad, but he still hated winter in the Northern Territory. It lasted half the year and never let up. If he had decent boots, the weather would be tolerable, but he’d just spent the last of his money on the bottle of Forty-Rod.

      Frank looked up blearily as the two men entered the saloon in a swirl of snow. Royal had greasy dishwater-brown hair and a weak chin that he tried to hide behind an enormous drooping mustache. Kirby was tall and heavyset, with a curly red beard and wild curly hair.

      Frank offered them a drink. The men accepted. Idle curiosity was frowned upon, and might get you dead in the street, so he kept silent and studied them from the corner of his eye.

      “Have another,” he said, sliding the bottle over.

      “That’s hospitable,” Royal remarked, helping himself.

      Frank recognized the pair. Their pictures were posted over at the telegraph office. He heard opportunity knock.

      “Bank closes in thirty minutes,” he said casually. “Friday hours.”

      Royal turned and gave him a hard look. “Did I ask you a question, boy?”

      “No, sir,” Frank said quickly. “Just thought the information might be useful.”

      Kirby glanced between them. “I reckon it is,” he said slowly. “Seeing as we’re in town to make a withdrawal from the Coffey Valley Savings Association.”

      Royal closed his eyes. He sighed and knocked back the bourbon. “What’s your name, kid?”

      “Frank Whipple.”

      “Well, Frank, it’d be impolite to shoot you after you bought us a drink, but if you don’t keep your mouth shut, I might just cut your ears off.”

      The barkeep lowered his gaze and headed for the back room, muttering about clean glasses.

      “Didn’t mean nothing by it,” Frank replied, slightly offended. “I ain’t the law around here.”

      Royal studied him, unblinking, for a long minute. Frank’s bladder suddenly felt heavy. He was about to stammer an excuse and flee for the outhouse when Royal grabbed the bottle and poured another inch of bourbon. “Where is the sheriff? Jail looked empty when we passed.”

      “Gone to Ruby Creek.” Frank shrugged. “Some trouble up there. They say Winslow Cheever slipped the noose.”

      The brothers exchanged a look. “How’d he manage that?” Kirby wondered.

      “They say it was snakes.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. A nest of rattlers was sleeping under the gallows. Got riled up when they tried to hang Cheever.”

      Royal burst out laughing. “God damn. You better not be having us on, boy.”

      “I ain’t.” Frank shot him a baleful look. “Bit the marshals all to hell.”

      “Lucky son of a bitch,” Royal chuckled. “Well, that makes our job easier then. What about his deputy?”

      Frank jerked his chin at a fellow who was face-down on a corner table.

      “How fortuitous,” Royal remarked. “Thanks for the drink, kid. Let’s go, Kirby.”

      They slid from their stools and headed for the door.

      “Wait!” Frank exclaimed.

      The brothers turned back.

      “I could be a lookout.”

      “What do we need a lookout for?” Kirby’s gaze settled on the unconscious deputy.

      “Sheriff might come back.”

      “In this weather?” Royal said dubiously.

      “I jest want a leg up,” Frank pleaded. “You two are ace-high in my estimation. I’ll do what you say if you give me a chance.”

      “Ain’t running no charity,” Kirby muttered.

      “I’m a wanted man, too!” Frank said, playing his last card. “Sheriff vowed to lock me up when he finished in Ruby Creek.”

      “What for?” Royal asked.

      “Promiscuous display of firearms,” he said proudly.

      The only other patron at the bar leaned over, nearly falling off his stool in the process.

      “Tried to shoot a rooster and the bullet near took his own foot off,” he slurred. “Passed right between the second and third toes.”

      Frank reddened, glancing down at the hole in his boot. Royal started laughing.

      “Come on, fellas,” he muttered. “Just let me watch, at least. Learn a few tricks of the trade.”

      Royal felt a bit sorry for Frank Whipple. The kid reminded him of his younger brother, eager but none too smart. What harm could it do? “You ain’t getting a nickel of the money,” he warned.

      “Didn’t expect to,” Frank replied cheerfully. “I only want a little excitement.”

      Royal looked at Kirby, who shrugged. They all headed out into the snow. Royal took a shotgun from his saddlebag and handed it over.

      “Stand by the door,” he told Frank. “Don’t shoot anyone ‘less I tell you to.”

      The Coffey Valley Savings Association was the grandest building on Main Street. It had a pressed tin ceiling and low wooden partition between the lobby and the manager’s desk. The cashier sat behind a barred window. Six people waited in line to make deposits.

      “This is a robbery,” Royal announced, pointing his own shotgun at the manager. “Get yer hands up!”

      Someone swore softly. Frank knew everybody in the bank, except for two. If he did good, maybe they’d let him ride along. He’d be a famous outlaw! Get his face on wanted posters, just like the Kid. No one in town had ever taken Frank Whipple seriously, but by God, they would now.

      The brothers ordered the cashier, Amos Mitchell, to gather the money and silver and stuff it into a flour sack. They then proceeded to force Mitchell and all the customers against the wall.

      Kirby started down the line, ordering people to turn out their pockets. He collected anything of value from the customers while Royal kept the gun on the manager.

      “Come on over,” Royal called to Frank. “Help him out.”

      Frank pulled his hat low and entered the bank, heart racing. Besides the cash deposits, they took spare change, watches and jewelry, tossing it all in a second sack.

      “That you, Frank?” Mrs. Hoadley demanded, squinting. “When your mama finds out⁠—”

      “Pipe down,” he snapped, conscious of Kirby’s snigger. “Gimme that wedding ring.”

      She huffed but pulled it from her finger and handed it over. The last two in line were strangers. Frank swaggered up to the minister, who stood next to a tall, yellow-haired fellow.

      “You don’t want to do this, son,” the minister said mildly, blue eyes twinkling.

      “Shut up, preacher,” Frank said. “Turn out your pockets.”

      “All I got is a Bible,” the reverend said.

      Frank looked him over. The man’s coat was even more threadbare than Frank’s and he exuded a fog of stale sweat that was potent even for the N.T. But the large leather valise at his feet caught Frank’s interest.

      “Then whatcha doing at the bank?”

      “God’s work,” the minister replied serenely.

      Frank shook his head, annoyed. “What’s in the case?”

      The reverend smiled. “See for yourself.”

      Frank lifted it up. It felt fairly heavy. Then the bag moved. He dropped it with a startled yelp.

      “What the hell you looking at?” Frank demanded of the yellow-haired man next to the reverend, who stared at him without expression. Both Royal and Kirby were watching, and Frank flushed in humiliation when the man didn’t answer. He leaned in.

      “I asked you a question, boy.”

      The man’s hand lashed out. Frank felt pain, then a spear of icy cold. He looked down in astonishment at the hunting knife buried in his gut. Frank stepped back. The knife withdrew, blood pouring from the wound. His knees buckled and he sank to the ground.

      Chaos erupted. It wasn’t the first robbery of the Coffey Valley Savings Association, and the manager had stashed several double-barreled shotguns around the bank for just such an occasion. He dove behind his desk and grabbed one. Gunfire roared. Chunks of wood sprayed the customers, who cowered against the wall. Kirby drew a pistol and shot the manager, who made it out the door before collapsing in the street.

      The reverend strode into the middle of the fray. Bullets whizzed past his head.

      “Watch out, preacher!” someone shouted.

      He held out a hand. Royal’s shotgun flew across the room and slapped into his palm.

      He pointed it straight at Kirby’s forehead. Kirby froze.

      “Mr. Loving,” he said. “Mr. Knox. Settle down, now. We got business to conduct.”

      “Who the hell are you?” Royal demanded.

      “I’m the Messiah. And you just witnessed a miracle!”

      Frank Whipple stretched out a hand. “Water,” he croaked.

      The preacher stared down at him. “You ain’t on the list,” he muttered.

      “What list?”

      “God’s chosen.” He turned his back on Frank. “Don’t you worry, folks. I won’t hurt you.”

      The customers huddled together, unsure of this new turn of events.

      “I thank you kindly, sir,” Mrs. Hoadley finally said. “’Twas lucky we had a linguist among us.”

      The Reverend Josephiah Jolly stared at her for a long minute. “What did you say?” he asked, very softly.

      She swallowed. “I mean, with the shotgun. Wasn’t that a phantom?”

      “I don’t traffic with devils,” Jolly said in a cold tone. “Where’s your faith?”

      “I go to church every Sunday,” she replied indignantly. “But I’m no fool. We all saw what you did.”

      “Lost little lamb,” the reverend muttered. ”Mr. Cage?”

      Cage picked up the valise and carried it over. Jolly unlatched it, reached inside and pulled out a five-foot rattlesnake. Everyone shrank back.

      “If you have the Holy Spirit in you,” he said, tossing the shotgun to Mr. Cage, “the snake won’t bite.”

      Cage caught the gun and pointed it at Mrs. Hoadley.

      “Go on,” the reverend urged, holding out the snake. “Take it.”

      Mrs. Hoadley shook her head, gaze locked on the writhing form.

      “Don’t you trust God to protect you?”

      “Please, I⁠—”

      He thrust the snake into her hands. She gave a little squeak and dropped it. The snake coiled, rearing to strike. Jolly snatched it up, stared into its shiny black eyes for a long minute, then put it back in the case.

      Mrs. Hoadley’s eyes rolled back. She fainted and was caught by the ashen teller, Amos Mitchell.

      The robbery had taken such a peculiar turn, Kirby and Royal just stood there, unsure of what to do.

      Jolly remarked, “When Jesus went to Galilee, He said, ‘Unless you see signs and wonders, you will not believe.’” The reverend studied the terrified customers. “Do you believe now?”

      There was a chorus of hearty amens.

      “I’m glad to hear it. Because, children, it is the Last Hour. The Antichrist is coming. Revelation tells us the Beast was given a mouth to utter haughty and blasphemous words, and who gave him that mouth?”

      He waited. The customers looked at each other uncertainly.

      “The almighty Carnarvon family!” Jolly roared. “But it’s not too late to repent. Let’s have some verses.”

      He cracked a Bible and started to read. “And these signs shall follow them that believe. In my name shall they cast out devils; they shall speak with new tongues. They shall take up serpents; and if they drink any deadly thing, it shall not hurt them; they shall lay hands on the sick, and they shall recover . . . .”

      It was cold in the bank. By the time he wound down, people were shivering and shuffling their feet to keep warm. Frank Whipple lay forgotten on the floor, eyes glazed in death.

      “Found the telegraph operator!”

      Orville Royal Loving and Kirby Knox had fallen into a waking doze. They blinked and looked over at the door, to the rat-faced man with tobacco-stained teeth and a large, bulbous nose. A skinny old fellow stood at his side, looking petrified.

      “That you, Winnie?” Royal asked with surprise.

      Cheever nodded at the pair. “Hey, Royal. Kirby.“

      “I see you already know each other,” the reverend said happily, closing the Bible.

      “Just do as he says,” Cheever told them in a low voice.

      Royal nodded so hard, his neck cracked.

      They herded the customers outside. By this point Mrs. Hoadley had come to, though she kept her eyes locked on the ground. Jolly made them kneel in the snow for a baptism. A few faces peered out the windows along Main Street, but with the sheriff gone, no one seemed eager to investigate.

      “You’re reborn now,” he declared. “The scales have been lifted from your eyes.”

      All told, his mission was on track. They’d found a doctor who sewed Mr. Cage up proper and put some mercurochrome in the wound. The doctor didn’t survive the treatment, since it stung like Hades, but his son was stronger now. Ready to play his part in the great scheme of things.

      Jesus taught forgiveness, if you came to him on your knees. There was nothing wrong with a little mercy.

      Still, examples had to be made.

      “String him up,” he told Winnie, glaring at the telegraph operator.

      “What have I done?” the man protested in bewilderment.

      “You’re a linguist, ain’t you?”

      “Well, yes, but⁠—”

      “Then you cain’t be redeemed.”

      Mrs. Hoadley began to quietly weep as Cheever hauled the man away.

      “Go on home,” the reverend said sternly. “Tell your families and neighbors to ready themselves for the final conflict. The Kingdom of Heaven awaits for true believers, but only a tenth of a tenth shall be saved. Remember that.”

      The bank customers scurried off into the night.

      They retired to Brown’s saloon. The reverend was not a drinking man, nor was Mr. Cage, but he had no objection to spirits when consumed in moderation.

      “Why, Solomon, the wisest man on earth, said, ‘Go then, eat your bread in happiness and drink your wine with a cheerful heart, for God has already approved your works.’” Jolly beamed at the brothers. “We’ve done good today, boys.”

      “What is it you want, Reverend?” Royal asked cautiously.

      “I understand you make a brisk livelihood robbing stagecoaches in the summer months and banks in the winter. According to my sources, you hit the Elk County First National Bank, North Fork Savings and Loan, and the T.C. Logan Bank in Easterly.”

      “Sounds about right.”

      “Well, I offer a higher calling, and fat rewards to be reaped. Your job is to put a little fear into people. Then I come along with Mr. Cage and show ‘em the light.” Jolly put the flour sack on the table. Royal blinked. He’d thought it was back in the bank. “Here’s an advance.“

      The brothers eyed it. ”All due respect, that money’s ours,” Royal said.

      “No, it’s God’s.” He glanced down at the valise. “‘Less you want to test His judgment?”

      They looked at each other. “That’s all right,” Royal said quickly.

      He started counting the haul, eyes lit in anticipation of more to come. He wondered if Cheever would demand a third. He didn’t have any right to it. He wasn’t even inside the bank. But Royal knew Winnie’s temper, like a bear with a sore tooth. Maybe he’d settle for twenty percent, plus the loose change⁠—

      “Now, there’s a little lady over in Wonder who’d be perfect for our outfit,” Jolly continued. “We’ll head there directly. But first we got to finish our work here.”

      Royal looked up. Lanterns were gathering outside the saloon. Angry voices drifted inside.

      Jolly sighed.

      “I’m afraid this town ain’t seeing the light after all,” he said regretfully.
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      Tiny flakes of snow sifted down from a leaden sky as I walked along the path to the schoolhouse.

      It sat on a bluff above the creek next to a huge spreading oak. On summer days, when the heat made us sleepy, Miss Chen would teach lessons outside in the shade of the tree. I’d listen with half an ear, dreaming about going for a swim when she finally set us free.

      But there was an edge of winter in the air now. Dry stalks of waist-high grass scraped in the wind that raced across the prairie. I dropped a hand to the gun at my hip.

      The schoolhouse was one room and I knew every inch of it as well as my own house. The warped floorboard just under the row of pegs where we hung our coats. The big Carnarvon Lines map of the Northern Territory, with little rainclouds floating above Lucky Boy and a ghost town symbol for Three Bars. The desk in the third row where Charlie Bowdre had carved my initials with a penknife as revenge for telling on him when he stole a mince pie from Mr. Grady’s windowsill.

      Charlie aimed to get me in trouble, but he ended up taking the whipping from his dad because everyone knew I’d lost my own knife down by the creek the summer before. Charlie had a hot temper, but he never managed to hold a grudge. Within a month, we were fishing together again at our secret spot where the fattest, wiliest trout lurked under the shadowed ledges.

      The schoolhouse had a wood-burning stove in the center of the room, with proper desks on the left for the bigger kids and benches on the right for the little ones. There was only six of us left by the time I got to eighth grade. Me and Charlie were the oldest so it was our job to carry the wood in to keep the stove running through those cold, dark days.

      There was no smoke drifting out of the chimney now.

      No young voices reciting the multiplication tables or the classes of phantoms.

      A gust of wind stuck icy fingers down the neck of my leather jacket.

      “Doc?” I whispered.

      He didn’t answer.

      The schoolhouse had been red once, but wind and rain faded it over the years to a pinkish-gray. Checked curtains covered the windows. Miss Chen hung them up when she took over for Mrs. Fields, who retired at the age of seventy-four and moved away to live with her grown son in Carnarvon City. Miss Chen said the place needed brightening up and if we couldn’t get a fresh coat of paint, at least we could have curtains. She was young and pretty and less strict than Mrs. Fields. At Christmas, she always handed out sugar candies shaped like a maple leaf. I knew Charlie had a crush on her because despite his tendency to laziness, he always hopped to it when she asked him to do something and made a show of carrying the biggest pieces of firewood for the stove.

      The snow thickened, settling on my hair and eyelashes. Dread curdled my stomach. I stamped my feet and exhaled a plume of white.

      “Darn you, Doc,” I whispered.

      My eyes blurred. The door in front of me wavered. For a moment, I saw a long, low building. Instead of blue and white check, the curtains were paisley. Last time, I’d kicked the door in. But that felt wrong. This was the schoolhouse in Lucky Boy. The safest place in the world. They were probably in there doing worksheets and I didn’t want to scare the children.

      I opened the door and reflexively threw an arm up even though there was no smell. They were all frozen stiff, eyes open and rimmed with frost. Miss Chen curled on her side in front of the map. Mr. Grady lay face down, but I knew him from the bald spot shaped like a heart. Charlie slumped at his old desk in the back. His yellow hair curled around his ears in the shape of the cowboy hat he wore all the time.

      I stepped into the schoolroom, blood pounding in my ears. It was even colder inside than out. Then I saw some feet poking out from behind the teacher’s desk. I drifted over, weightless as a haint. A familiar careworn face stared up at me. He was wearing his favorite work shirt, green flannel with two sharpened pencils in the breast pocket. Words covered the blackboard, written in a childish hand.

      Do you want to play, Ruth?

      My mouth opened but no sound came out.

      I turned to run and my dead father reached up and grabbed my leg. His hair was still black, but the frost made him look like an old man. His hollow cheeks stretched in a grin.

      “Too late,” he said. “You came too late.”

      I tried to yank free but he held fast. Behind me, I heard the creak of that warped floorboard. The others were stirring. They’d been waiting patiently. Waiting through the long, dark days for me to come home⁠—

      My eyes flew open. Someone was shaking me. I scooted back in the seat, a scream trapped in my throat.

      “You were moaning in your sleep,” Lee Merriweather said, his brow furrowed. “Thought I’d better wake you.”

      The hum of the zeppelin’s propeller sounded like a swarm of maddened blowflies. I wrapped my arms around myself and sat up with a shiver.

      “Nightmare,” I muttered. “Bad one.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      Merriweather was tall and lanky with sandy brown hair he usually wore with a sharp part, slicked back. Having no pomade, it was now sticking out every which way. Both eyes were blackened and the rest of his face looked like the postcard of a tropical sunrise Charlie kept tacked above his bed. Hardin had worked him over good. Would have killed him, if I hadn’t intervened.

      I shook my head. “Not yet. Just give me a minute, I’ll be all right.”

      But I wasn’t. There were monsters in the world, real ones. What if the Reverend Jolly hadn’t gone to the N.T. at all? What if he’d gone straight to Lucky Boy?

      A sheen of sweat slicked me under my clothes even though it was chilly in the airship. For the first time in my life, I wished I had a shot of Miss White’s Thistledew whiskey to steady my nerves. Just thinking of her cheered me some. Miss White carried a big Colt Peacemaker everywhere she went and I couldn’t imagine her suffering any intruders.

      “Want some breakfast?” Ned Carver came over with a can in his hands. “Bacon and eggs are best for nightmares, but cold beans are a close second.”

      I forced a smile. For the last two days, we’d been living on canned beans taken from the train. Ned did his best to make them appealing, but you can only do so much with beans. We couldn’t make a fire in the zeppelin, so the fresher food was sitting in storage.

      “Sure,” I said, though I had no appetite. It was Ned’s way of offering comfort and I didn’t want to refuse. “I’ll use my imagination.”

      “We’re passing the Tower of Babel,” Lee said dryly. “Thought you might want a look.”

      I peered out the window. Far off in the distance, the rising sun struck a glass building that rose above the city. Carnarvon Tower. I wondered if Ava and Freddy were back from Aguadulce by now. Sebastian Hardin, too. I wondered what he was doing at that exact moment. It seemed a lifetime ago we’d stood on the roof as Lee Merriweather slipped through our fingers, flying off with his teacher Mr. Beach in this very same zeppelin.

      Now I was wanted along with Lee, Calindra Carnarvon was dead by her granddaughter’s hand, and Hardin thought I was a madwoman. The last part hurt the worst. We’d all been outfoxed by a Class X phantom, so I was trying not to blame him too much. He’d figure it out eventually when Roger dropped the pretense, but for now, my only purpose was to stop his deranged puppet, the Reverend Josephiah Jolly, and Jolly’s adopted son Mr. Cage. Truth be told, I wasn’t sure which of them was worse.

      “We still setting down outside Charter Oak?” Ned asked.

      “That’s the plan,” I said.

      “I don’t like it,” Doc muttered.

      I stood up and carried the beans over to Ned’s shaving mirror, where the face of a young man gazed back at me. He had a dusting of freckles across a sharp nose, a springy mop of curls, and wide, sly mouth.

      “Me neither,” I admitted. “But we’re chasing two very dangerous men, probably more at this point. It’s winter up there and I’m not about to charge in unprepared. Roger told me he sent them up to the N.T. to do God’s work. He talked about pulling together the dregs of the Northern Territory. Which means we’re outnumbered and outgunned.”

      I regarded Lee Merriweather. “His ankles are sticking out of those pants. None of us have a decent winter coat. A couple of shotguns ain’t gonna do the trick. Seems bad policy to expect we can get everything we need up in Lovelock. Ned says it’s got one general store.”

      “I’m not disputing the obvious,” Doc said tartly. “But Charter Oak is practically a suburb of Carnarvon City. They’ll be looking for you.”

      I tilted my head. “You got a better plan? It’s the last place of any account before a thousand miles of prairie.”

      “There’s always Lucky Boy⁠—”

      “No! I won’t bring more trouble down on them. Besides which, it’s the first place Hardin’ll look. It’s probably crawling with marshals.” The thought cheered me further. Of course it was. He knew my dad lived there. First place to start tracking a fugitive is always with family. They’ll take you in, no matter what you’ve done.

      “I suppose you’re right,” Doc sighed.

      He turned away and covered a discreet cough. I squinted at his reflection. “Did you just agree with me?”

      “That’s generally what the phrase ‘you’re right’ connotes, Ruth.”

      I looked over at Lee, who shrugged, a half smile on his lips.

      “Well, that’s a first,” I said to Doc. “You feverish or something?”

      He gave me a long look. “Perfectly well, thank you.”

      “Because you look a little peaked,” I said.

      And he did. His skin was sallow and the hollows of his eyes had a purplish cast.

      “You do recall that this,“ Doc twirled a slender finger to indicate his appearance, “is merely an illusion?”

      “I recall.”

      “You cannot begin to perceive my true form, Ruth. For the sake of convenience, and to prevent you from running in abject terror, I’ve adopted the guise of a young male human. A mind projection, if you will. Could such a thing appear peaked?”

      “I’m just telling you what you look like.” I crossed my arms. “If we were back home, Miss Johanssen would pour a tonic down your throat and send you off to bed.”

      He scoffed. “I’d like to see that woman try.”

      I glanced back at the tower. “I don’t see any other airships in the sky. You think they’re having the same problem as Aguadulce?”

      We’d left a city in chaos. All of Pedro Braga’s phantoms had either fled or gone crazy and attacked the guests at his casino complex. I wondered how far Roger’s meddling had spread.

      “Could be,” Lee said slowly. “But it’s good for us.” He saw my face and threw his hands up defensively. “I’m just saying, we’re too far off to be spotted from the ground. Be glad we don’t have to worry about patrols.”

      I stirred the beans and took a half-hearted bite to keep my strength up. Boy, was I sick of beans.

      “And I’ve been thinking, Ruth. About Charter Oak, I still have my pay, but why waste the money? I’ll get some phantoms to take what we need,” Lee said.

      Merriweather was a savant, fluent in all the phantom languages. I still didn’t fully understand his talent, but Lee could use his voice to persuade and command—not just haints, but people, too. I didn’t like the idea of stealing, though I knew that wouldn’t sway him. Lee was more decent than I’d given him credit for, but he had loose morals when it came to other people’s property.

      “We can’t trust any old haint you call out of the ether,” I pointed out. “We already talked about this. They could be working for Roger.”

      Lee scowled. His pride still stung from being hoodwinked by Henry Chance, who turned out to be one of Roger’s many disguises.

      “I know not every phantom in Aguadulce turned bad, but telling the difference won’t be easy and if Roger finds us, I doubt I’ll manage to get the drop on him again.” I turned to the shaving mirror. “Back me up, Doc.”

      Another dry rattling cough. “As much as it pains me, I must concede you’re right. There, that’s twice in one day, Ruth. You must be feeling pleased with yourself.”

      “See?” I crowed. “Even this stuck-up grim sees the sense in it.”

      “Grim? There’s no need to use offensive epithets⁠—”

      “I’ll get the supplies,” Ned interrupted in a quiet voice. “Been to Charter Oak plenty of times. Folks know me there.”

      Ned was the most travelled of all of us. I’d hardly been out of Lucky Boy and Lee had spent his life confined to the Distinguished Academy of Phantom Linguistics and Related Disciplines in Carnarvon City before he ran away to the Northern Territory. Compared to me and Lee, Ned was a man of the world. I’d gotten to know him better these last two days and counted him a true friend now. He wore a brown felt derby hat tipped back on his head, and had a handsome, open face with a dimple in his chin. Combined with his easy sense of humor, Ned was the sort you couldn’t help but like, and I bet he was well-regarded in Charter Oak. I was about to accept the offer, when Lee cut me off at the pass.

      “That’s awful kind of you,” Lee said quickly. “But we don’t want to get you in any deeper than you already are. Ruth and I can handle it.”

      I shut my mouth. He was right. Poor Ned just happened to be sleeping on the train when I jacked it back in Aguadulce. He’d been a cook for Carnarvon Lines. Now that Ava was in charge, he was scared to go home. Ned knew too much—including the fact that Ava had bonked Calindra over the head to save herself from being disinherited.

      “Just sit tight,” Lee said with a grin. “We’ll be in and out in a jiffy.”

      It was exactly what Hardin told me when we stopped in New Jerusalem, and that had turned into a nightmare. But I held my tongue.

      “If you’re sure,” Ned said doubtfully.

      “I’m sure,” Lee said.

      “Then I made a little list,” Ned said.

      I read it over Lee’s shoulder. Hardtack, jerky, cornmeal and sundry other items.

      “It’s not the menu I’d plan if I had a proper kitchen,” Ned said apologetically. “But it’ll do until we get to Lovelock.”

      I folded the list and put it in my pocket. “What about winter things?”

      “I wouldn’t mind a coat,” Ned said. “Some gloves if you come across any.” He looked at me seriously. “It’s bad luck to wear a dead man’s boots, Ruth. Get yourself a new pair.”

      I looked down at my feet. The boots had belonged to Marshal Hodges, God rest his soul.

      “I don’t think he’d mind,” I said. “But I’ll take it under advisement.”

      The zeppelin was a CL7, a fast little model designed by Richard Carnarvon, the eldest grandson. Within a few minutes, Carnarvon City was lost behind us and I spotted the outskirts of Charter Oak. We’d been following the train tracks, which was the only landmark from above. I stuffed my hair up under Ned’s hat and put my sunglasses on. Lee had a wispy beard coming in, but he was so beat to heck, I’m not sure I would have recognized him regardless.

      I eyed the flintlock. “You coming with us, Doc?”

      The phantom lived in there—was trapped, actually. I didn’t expect I’d need the gun, but it was polite to ask. Doc could be touchy about such things.

      “Of course I am,” he snapped. “You might need me.”

      I buckled on Hardin’s holster, which had his initials burned into the leather. I’d found it on the train and figured he owed me that much. Maybe I’d return it to him someday, if we were ever on better terms.

      “True enough,” I said. “You can see through the buildings and tell us if there’s trouble.” Doc’s reflection scowled. “Besides which, I’d miss your pleasant company,” I added quickly.

      He chuckled and started to hum Little White Lies.

      Doc set the ship down far enough up the line that we wouldn’t be noticed. It was a relief to get out and stretch our legs in the fresh air. Ned brought out a frying pan and he set about gathering wood for a fire.

      “I’ll have some dinner ready when you get back,” he said, running a hand through his kinky hair. “Darn, I feel naked without a hat.”

      “I’ll get my own in town,” I promised.

      Lee and I set off, following the tracks like I’d done the last time when I was chasing him. I couldn’t shake the feeling of walking in my own footsteps, except that instead of being the law, I was the criminal.

      “No shenanigans,” I told him. “We get what we need and we get out.”

      “Naturally,” he said smoothly. “I’m not a fool.”

      I refrained from pointing out the many occasions on which Merriweather had been just that. At least he was trying.

      “I wonder if they fixed the telegraph,” I said.

      He shot me a look. “That was necessary. I didn’t hurt anyone.”

      “I know, it wasn’t an accusation.” I shot him a placating look. “I hope they haven’t. Then they won’t know our descriptions yet.”

      “Right.” He tried unsuccessfully to slick down his cowlick. “Wish I could stop at the barber.”

      “You look fine,” I lied. “You know, Charter Oak is where Pedro Braga and Calindra Carnarvon signed their pact to divvy up the north and south.” I gave a mirthless chuckle. “Here they thought they were so smart, figuring out how to make the haints do what they wanted, and it turns out we were just playthings all along.”

      “Actually,” Doc piped up, “humans are the least interesting part of this world.”

      I glanced down at the shadow trailing along the dirt. “Thanks.”

      “I’m merely stating a fact. It’s the machinery that drew us here in the first place.”

      “The noise it makes?” Lee asked.

      “That’s right. We’re very sensitive to rhythmic sounds. Clocks are lovely. Pistons and cylinders. The ticks and tocks. The thumps and whumps!”

      “What about music?” I asked.

      “That, too, but only if it has consonance.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Harmony, Ruth. Not like your caterwauling in the tub.”

      We were all quiet for a minute, listening to the wind in the grass. It was big, wide open country. Rolling hills turning the soft brown and gold of autumn, with stands of ash and poplar. A red-tailed hawk drifted in lazy circles high overhead. Except for our footsteps crunching on the gravel between the rail ties, the silence was absolute. It was a balm to my soul, though I imagined a city boy like Lee might find it unnerving.

      “Why does Roger hate us so much?” he asked Doc.

      The phantom didn’t speak for a long minute. “Maybe it’s time I told you about him. We go to school together.”

      I shared a quick look with Lee. Neither of said anything for fear Doc would fall back into his usual deflections, but there was a grave note in the phantom’s voice I hadn’t heard before.

      “It’s not a regular school,” Doc continued. “It’s where they send kids with . . . problems.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Well, it’s not your fault. I was a thief.” A heavy sigh. “Just little things, trinkets and doo-dads, gimcracks and gewgaws, but I got caught. Roger was worse. He bullied the younger children. His therapist says he has emotional issues.”

      “I gathered that, Doc. What kind, exactly? It might help to figure him out.”

      “Roger likes the picture shows. Your picture shows. At first, he thought it was funny that you tell stories in two dimensions. He found it ironic. But then he got . . . a mite obsessive.”

      “Which picture shows?” Lee wondered.

      “Cowboys and outlaws. The ones about our kind, too, of course. Sometimes I suspect he can’t tell the difference between what’s real and what’s made up.”

      “You think he’s reenacting the picture shows?” I said with a frown.

      “He always wanted to direct,” Doc said.

      I remembered the way Roger spread his hands like he was framing a marquee. “Lord help us.”

      “What did he tell you?” The phantom coughed, a wet rattle. “About Three Bars, I mean?”

      I stopped walking. “What’s wrong with you, Doc?”

      “Nothing!” His shadow lengthened to a menacing black ribbon. “Did he say we had a bet?”

      My chest tightened. I hadn’t confronted Doc about what Roger told me yet, though it had been eating away at me for the last two days. I told myself there was no point digging up his checkered past, but part of me was afraid to know the truth.

      “Yeah, he did,” I said softly.

      Lee looked between us, confused. “What bet?”

      “There used to be a town next door to Lucky Boy. It was called Three Bars.” I stared off across the prairie. “It’s gone now. Razed to the last splinter.” I turned back to Doc’s shadow. “Roger told me he and Doc had a wager that Roger couldn’t level a town with a tornado and leave the one next door untouched. Doc lost and that’s how come he’s bound to the gun.”

      Lee stared at me in shock.

      “He’s a dirty liar,” Doc growled. “There was no bet. I found out what Roger did and I tattled on him to the headmaster. That’s why he locked me in the hypercube and stuffed it in the flintlock! He said it was a fitting punishment to get buried until someone found me.”

      Sometimes it’s the glad news that gets to you. I hadn’t cried about anything except a little bit on the roof of the train after I walked out on Hardin, but now my eyes got watery. “That really true, Doc?”

      “Of course it’s true!” There was genuine outrage in his voice. “I’m a thief, not a murderer!” The shadow flitted in agitation. “Roger got a good whipping, I can tell you. He was hot as a whorehouse on nickel night about it.”

      “Language,” I said sternly, though I was smiling.

      “Then he started spreading that rumor around school. By God, he’s a scoundrel, telling you such falsehoods. When I get out of here, he’s as dead as a can of corned beef⁠—”

      I let the phantom rant as I dabbed at my eyes, embarrassed to be weepy in front of Merriweather. But I loved Doc despite his rough edges, and maybe because of them. Knowing he was a good egg after all meant there was a little less darkness in the world.

      “I never really believed it,” I said. “I’m glad he got a whipping.”

      “He’ll get worse one day,” Doc said darkly. “Well, now you know my sorry tale. I’m a martyr, Ruth. A true martyr. But I’d do it again. I’m just sorry I wasn’t able to stop him in the first place.”

      “What’s the name of your school?” Lee asked.

      “Hmmmm.” Doc drew the syllable out like warm molasses. “The closest translation would be the Academy for the Moral Rehabilitation of Incorrigible Boys and Wayward Girls. I use those terms loosely because we have six genders, as I believe I mentioned before. The three little brats who assisted Roger in his act are also students at our beloved institution.”

      “Did they teach you English there?”

      “Oh yes,” Doc replied with relish. “And Spanish and Tagalog and Creole and lots of other languages, too. Dozens and dozens, plus the various sub-dialects. I mastered them all with ease, naturally.” Only Doc could make a shadow preen. “So you see, young Merriweather, we’re not so different. In fact, one might say we’re mirror images of each other.” He gave a dry laugh that turned into a hacking cough.

      “So you’re both savants,” I said. “That’s what a Class X means.”

      “Precisely! The studies were part of our rehabilitation. Intended to promote empathy with lesser species, although I fear that laudable goal was lost on Roger. It just made him more dangerous.”

      I let the “lesser species” remark pass. If I called Doc out on every offensive comment, we’d never get through a conversation.

      “They told us more or less the same thing at the Academy,” Lee said thoughtfully. “That it was a privilege to communicate with the savage phantoms.”

      “How delightfully droll,” Doc said. “Oh looky, I think we’re here.”

      And with that, he zipped back into the Collier flintlock at my hip.
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      The last time I was in Charter Oak, the neat brick buildings along Main Street had seemed so grand. They were the first ones I ever saw that were more than three stories tall. But after Carnarvon Tower and the ritzy high-rise casinos of Aguadulce, the town seemed small, even though it had to be twenty times bigger than Lucky Boy.

      Lee looked longingly at the saloons, but I tugged his sleeve and he kept walking. It was late afternoon and the streets bustled with people and horses. The women wore long dresses and colorful bonnets, while the men stuck with dark coats and trousers. We more or less fit in with the crowd, though I noticed a few people do a double-take at Lee’s face.

      Charter Oak was a prosperous town, just a few hours from Carnarvon City and well-supplied—not like the frontier. It would get rougher the further north we went, so I figured this was our last chance to get everything we needed. Especially the special item that was key to my plan.

      “We’d better split up,” I said. “It’ll go faster and if they’re looking, they’d expect us to be together.” We were standing in front of the post office. “Meet back here in an hour?”

      “Sound good to me, Ruth.” Lee took out an envelope stuffed with cash and discreetly peeled off some bills. Pedro Braga had paid him well. He admitted that he’d tried to give the money to Mr. Beach for his retirement, but Abel had refused it. I didn’t know him well, but he seemed like an upright sort, even if he did fraternize with the likes of Lee.

      I didn’t see any marshals in the crowd, but I was edgy nonetheless. I watched Merriweather amble down the street, the cowlick like a bull’s eye on the back of his head. Then I went to the mercantile two blocks down. A little bell rang over the door as I stepped inside. It smelled like wool and tobacco. The place sold everything from sewing notions to buggy whips, crammed into floor-to-ceiling shelves that stretched to the back of the store.

      “May I help you, sir?” asked the proprietor, a blade-thin fellow with a dapper suit and curled mustache.

      I lowered my voice to a gruff register. “I’m looking for some cold-weather attire.”

      “Right over there.” He pointed the way to the rear of the shop. “Need some help deciding?”

      “I’ll just browse a bit,” I said quickly.

      “Suit yourself.” Two more customers came inside and he hurried to greet them.

      The moment his back turned, Doc’s shadow stretched out long across the plank floor.

      “What do you know about John Henry Holliday?” he asked me softly.

      I frowned. “Why?”

      “Since I’m his namesake, I’d like to hear more about him.”

      I fingered the lapel of a stout wool coat. “He was a gunfighter and a gambler. Had a talent for remembering which cards were played in a game. Some people claim he was the most dangerous man in the N.T.”

      “How’d he die?”

      “Consumption.”

      Doc thought about that. “Maybe that’s why he was so dangerous.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “He knew he was dying anyway so he was quick to draw his gun and didn’t care if he took a bullet. It’s a cleaner death.”

      There was a wistful note in his voice.

      “Could be.” I tried on the coat. It fit well. “He was a dentist, too. That’s why they called him Doc.”

      “A dentist,” the phantom echoed. “Why, I think I’d enjoy drilling teeth.”

      “I bet you would.”

      “You need a hat, too, Ruth. What about that one?”

      Doc flitted over to a fancy white cowboy hat. I looked at the price-tag. “Too much. I’ll just get one of those felt ones the cowpunchers wear.”

      “You really ought to live a little, Ruth.”

      “That hat’s too flashy.”

      “And what’s wrong with a bit of flash?”

      “Now you sound like Merriweather.”

      Doc heaved a dramatic sigh. “He’s a sharp dresser, which I respect in a man. I think you’d wear a flour sack if you could get away with it.”

      I glanced at the proprietor. He was eyeing me funny, like he’d heard us talking. Or maybe he just thought I was crazy.

      “Come on, help me pick out some gloves,” I whispered, turning
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