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      Hello and thank you for being here! Should you enjoy the words on these pages (and I hope you do!), I encourage you to join my Book Club and visit me at:

      
        
        www.tammysalyer.com
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      I occasionally send newsletters to my Book Club with new releases, special offers, and other bits of news. As a special thanks to new members, please enjoy a handful of novellas and short stories from my many and sundry universes FOR FREE.
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      The man across from me at the poker table laid down his cards. I stared at them blankly. All right, I’ll be honest. I stared at them blearily. The three… no, four shots of whiskey I’d consumed had turned my vision into a wavering haze and my tongue into a loose, floppy hunk of meat in my mouth. My opponent’s four faceup cards teased me, my focus too uncertain to glean their merit. Based on the self-congratulatory grin crossing his lips, the hand was a good one.

      “Beat that, buddy,” he said to me. I still wore my Thomas glamour, so buddy was likely to be the nicest term he’d call me this evening. As he spoke, a small brown bubble formed at one corner of his mouth, tobacco sludge threatening to leak out.

      “Hattie.” She sat beside me, coaxing my inebriated self through our poker game. “You mind?” I gestured at her shot of oh be joyful, a sobriquet for the rotgut this Deadwood saloon called liquor. I was desperate to dull my senses further and take my mind off my opposition’s tobacco show.

      It was just the three of us at the table now: Hattie, the tobacco chewer, and me. I’d had a streak of luck that scared everyone else off by that point, and Hattie had already folded this hand. She grinned at me, a smile far wider than the situation called for. I supposed it proved there was some truth to the beverage’s nickname, even if her grin could only loosely be considered joyful. Hattie had been matching me shot for shot, with a bonus shot between each. How she was still sitting on her stool was of great interest to me, but at the moment, I was more concerned with quelling both the sting of my impending loss and my gag reflex. This was our third night in Deadwood since the incident with Abhartach, and Hattie had persuaded me to celebrate our minor victory over the bloodsucking Celtic fiend with a night on the town. And celebrate I would, tomorrow be damned.

      “Suit yourself, but lay down first,” she said. “Then I’ll get us another round.”

      This was not the gentlemen’s poker I’d spied through parlor doors as the men and women in my Bostonian circles separated to their own spheres after sedate dinners and parties. This game was as ruthless as a gunfight, even if the players themselves were just as greedy as a Beantown banker. Thinking the word Beantown made me giggle dumbly as I spread my cards on the table, already having forgotten what the hand I held was or why it was good. I’d learned the game’s nuances quickly enough, but much of the rules and tips Hattie had given me had drowned in the shots I’d drunk.

      Hattie’s guffaw of laughter and our opponent’s grunt of disgust seemed either a good sign or, if his hand dropping to the butt of the revolver at his belt was a clue, a bad one.

      I tittered again, in an all-too-feminine fashion, at the nonsensical thought. Yes, good or bad, obviously. For what else was there in Deadwood, a town that, for all its dirt and muck, had a core-deep ethos that was as black and white as things could be—unlike my recently complicated life, which was gray through and through these days.

      “Aces and eights. It ain’t possible!” my opponent declared.

      I looked down. He’d read them right: two black aces and two black eights. It was entirely possible, and I told him so. “Buddy, every deck has four of each of these cards. Therefore, based on the math, two of each works out.”

      His face grew very still, despite my wavering eyesight, and I sensed the room around us stilling with him. This fact seemed important, but I’d drunk too much to give it much thought. I swept up Hattie’s shot and swallowed it in one great slug. I’d learned after the first two that the faster I drank it, the less it burned going down. That, or I was losing feeling in my trachea.

      “Ain’t possible when I have the ace of spades in my own hand, my friend.” He flipped over his facedown card. The ace of spades.

      Hattie’s posture stiffened, and she pushed slightly back from the table. Her hands disappeared beneath the tabletop. How had she managed to grow stone-cold sober in the space of a second? That was real magic if I ever saw it. “You brought the cards, mister,” she said. “If the deck wasn’t square, that’s on you.”

      My opponent’s hand had not left his gun, and Hattie’s eyes were riveted to it. My last shot of whiskey had left my eyes watering furiously, and I sat blinking and grinning like an idiot, vacantly, and in retrospect vacuously assuming this little faux display of a frontier showdown was all being enacted for my entertainment. Have I mentioned that I’d had a bit to drink?

      The man’s mouth opened, but before he spoke, Hattie said, “Now, don’t go gettin’ your back up and sayin’ somethin’ stupid like my friend’s a cheater. Since he brought up math, I’ll point out that you ain’t got but the one gun, whereas both him and me got two. I’m pretty sure you can do the sums on that.”

      That light, heady feeling that accompanied each shot I’d drunk was rushing through me, a euphoric sensation that made my posture and lips loose. I leaned forward and said, “That means we have twenty-four bullets between her and me, and you only six. Sum of a gun, if you will.” I snickered, then broke out in a giggle fit at my clever wordplay.

      His face reddened alarmingly, and he shouted, “I ain’t stacked no deck in my life! What kinda cheater loses his own game, anyway?”

      “I never said you’re a cheater,” Hattie said in a low and level voice, ominous as distant thunder. “Tell you what. The winnin’ hand here is all of us just takin’ back what we already laid on the table and walkin’ away.”

      At the edge of my sight, I noticed Toxicore had come into the bar at some point. When had that happened? I hadn’t seen him all day. He’d gone his own way early this afternoon to “sample some o’ the local flavor.” Now, he sat at the bar in his human guise, watching the spectacle at my poker table unfold, his mischievous, gleeful grin full and present. That grin told me two things: some kind of ruse or shenanigans were afoot, and I was very unlikely to enjoy them.

      My opponent’s angry ranting pulled my attention back to him. “Walk away?” he seethed as if Hattie had suggested we settle this disagreement by lighting the table on fire, money atop it and all.

      “Hattie, we need the cash,” I cut in. “Tox—I mean Tex keeps spending what we have at the… um, you know…” The ladylike sensibilities I’d been raised with washed over me out of nowhere and made it impossible for me to say the word cathouse aloud.

      “See! That proves it!” the man ranted on. “You need money, so you’re trying to steal mine. I got every right to shoot you for⁠—”

      More heads turned to see what the commotion was. Hattie’s dark eyes flashed as she cut him off.

      “You’re dancin’ around the word I warned you not to say with one foot already in the grave, boy. Only a man would choose killin’ to comprisin’ over what ain’t more’n thirty dollars.”

      “What’s the trouble here?”

      The three of us looked up at the dark-suited figure looming over the table. His sheriff’s badge caught a flash of light from the mirror over the bar. Bullock.

      “Sheriff! What a nice surprise,” I crowed.

      He gave me an odd glance, then took in the table, money, and cards, and finally glared into my opponent’s face. “Vince Hoover, right? You seem fit to be tied. Want to tell me why?”

      “These fellers”—his eyes flitted to Hattie—“er… folks found themselves an extra ace and is tryin’ to say they won.”

      Bullock’s eyes flitted to my laid-down cards again then to Hoover’s. “What I see are two aces of spades, but I’m not seein’ which one is the imposter.”

      “Exactly!” I said jubilantly.

      Under her breath, Hattie said, “Simmer down now.”

      Bullock’s glare found my face, and he stared at me curiously. “Do I know you, stranger?”

      The last time he’d seen me, I hadn’t been wearing my glamour. For a moment I panicked, thinking my disguise had slipped. I looked down at my hands, which were large, veiny, and well-manicured. The well-manicured part could have been me or Thomas—whose visage I wore—but my real hands were small, perfect for the delicate work of surgery. I was relieved to see I was not myself. It was possible something else in my demeanor was familiar to the sheriff, though. I was still me, after all, beneath my disguise.

      “No, sir, Sheriff,” I said hastily. “Don’t think so.”

      “Sheriff, if you don’t mind, I got a piece to speak,” Hattie said. “We can all see plain that somethin’ isn’t right with that deck. We’re not sayin’ it’s Hoover’s fault, and he best not be sayin’ it’s ours. Leastways since I already proposed to him that we take what we bet back and call it a draw. No one’s feelin’s get hurt, and no one’s shirt gets ruined.” She gave Hoover, not the most well-kempt man I’d met, an appraising look. “Ruined-er, anyway.” Then back to Bullock, “You catch my meanin’?”

      Bullock took some time before responding. While he pondered Hattie’s idea, I snuck a glance back at Toxicore. He was no longer in the same spot at the bar. Searching the room, I found him at the far end, leaning over the shoulder of a burly miner who seemed to be relying on the bartop to keep him upright. Before I could blink, Tox did one of his disappearing-reappearing acts and now stood behind another man seated alone near the wall. From what I could tell, my gnome chaperone wasn’t being observed by anyone but me, shifty little hobgoblin that he was. Hattie and I, it seemed, were providing a perfect distraction for whatever he was up to.

      Finally, the sheriff said, “You know, Hoover, folks at the Gold Nugget have been complainin’ about a no-good hustler over there. You spend a lot of time at the Nugget, don’t you?” Before Hoover, who’d gone a bit pale, could respond, he continued. “What the lady is proposin’ seems fair to me. And, I will admit, we only got the one room for gals at the jail, and Jane Canary’s already settled in for the night. But we got plenty of room for more gents.”

      Hoover took the hint. Even in my roostered state, as Hattie called it, it was a smarter decision on his part than I’d have bet he’d make. Poor fellow might have won this game after all if he’d been cooler of manner. He finally took his hand off his gun butt, stood, and straightened his coat. “Suppose that’s fine,” he grumbled and began to reach for the pot of money.

      “You put in twenty-seven dollars,” Hattie stated. “Exactly.”

      He sneered at her and removed his share. Without a second glance, he stomped out of the bar.

      Hattie’s posture relaxed only a hair. Bullock hadn’t left, and he had an eyebrow cocked as he looked us over some more. “My advice to you two is to maybe pass the time while you’re here in Deadwood in less high-stakes activities. Some people just aren’t cut out for gamblin’.”

      I knew a command when I heard one, even if it was dipped in syrup.

      “Obliged, Sheriff,” Hattie said, neither capitulating nor arguing. Cool as the spring wind over a mountain meadow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Using each other as crutches, Hattie and I escaped the sheriff’s probing gaze and stumbled out of the bar. Her inebriation returned once the danger was past. Somewhere deep down, I must have recognized how close we’d come to a shootout—and by we, I mean Hattie and my opponent, as there was no chance I’d have had the presence of mind to even draw one of my own revolvers, much less aim and fire it before there was no longer any reason to.

      Braced shoulder to shoulder, we pushed up the noisy nighttime street, the sounds of pianofortes, bawdy hoots and hollers, voices raised in elation and anger alike spilling from the city’s entertainment establishments and following us on our way. Men and women of both worlds—fae disguised as humans and actual, unknowing humans—paced the streets here and there. The sun had only set three or four hours ago, so the nightlife was just getting its legs. Paddy rose from where he’d been lying in his bullmastiff form beside the saloon’s doorway, stretched languidly, and followed along. He showed no sign of having heard what went on inside, and I made the choice then and there not to tell him. Why make him fret?

      Earlier today, Hattie had suggested we get out and take in the sights before deciding what came next. Our first night here, all of us, even Toxicore, had retired to bed and slept straight through the din of morning almost until lunch. Our exhaustion after the hard chase to Deadwood and the subsequent events of killing vampires and horrific pixies—with my side adventure of meeting my mother, who had been turned into a dragon, and finding the cauldron—had left us drained. The next day, recuperated but not completely reenergized, we’d gathered for an early dinner and eaten until our bellies felt close to exploding. Afterward, I’d begged off further socializing, claiming a need for more sleep.

      This morning, though, I felt wholly myself again, and Hattie had her usual candor and pep back, too. After Toxicore absconded to his unwholesome pursuits, we’d taken the day to wander Deadwood and pass time in pleasant if mundane matters and small talk. I was not yet ready to discuss what had happened upon finding the cauldron, nor my encounter with Quetzalcoatl. Hattie seemed to sense this and hadn’t pressed me. Though I sensed a yet in the reprieve.

      I’d catch her gaze wandering over the Black Hills on occasion as we meandered, and a pang of apprehension would shoot through me. Part of me was hesitating to make plans for the future because I wasn’t sure she’d want to be part of them. I had Paddy and I had Toxicore (lucky me), but, let’s face it, the two of them weren’t even human. As much as I hated to admit it, there was a certain kind of involuntary and unexplainable distance growing between my uncle and me, due at least in part to his magically prolonged life and extraordinary physical transition. We were an odd couple, and I appreciated him, but we were nothing alike. I could rely on Paddy, certainly, and Toxicore, when it suited him, but I needed someone like Hattie watching my back in order to feel confident about moving forward.

      Being the lightweight I was regarding both drinking and late nights, we’d hit the saloon for some drink and gambling just after five in the afternoon. I knew poker in an academic sense, and Hattie helped me refine my skills to a degree. On the whole, though, I think she mostly wanted the opportunity to drink, and sitting at a gambling table was a way to fill the time while doing so. Something seemed to be weighing on her. I was too polite to ask what.

      Until now. Liquor, they say, gives one courage. And takes one’s manners.

      “Hattie, can I ask you something?” I drew to a stop outside a closed shop and shifted my weight from her to a balcony support timber.

      She turned to face me, but her glance strayed over my shoulder and she grimaced. “Toad at two o’clock.”

      The cryptic non sequitur flummoxed me, and it must have shown on my face.

      “Behind you—Darkheart. I was hopin’ we wouldn’t be bothered by him tonight.”

      She meant it, of course, but I was pleased to note that the previously harsh tone she had when speaking of him had softened somewhat. Perhaps he was growing on her. Like a toadstool, she might say.

      “You look like a toadstool,” I said as I spun drunkenly to face him, the word having tickled my fancy enough to want to say it aloud. “A wrinkly one, like a morel. But with white hair instead of… instead of no hair.” I laughed, hiccupped, and laughed some more at my uncustomarily poor public manners. “That’s what I should call you, don’t you think? Morel the Menacing. No! I know. Morel the Immoral. Get it? The im-morel?” I giggled some more.

      “You drunk, Looloo?” Tox said.

      “No! Yes, actually.”

      “She had a few. Where you been?” Hattie said.

      “Takin’ in the town. Just about had me a free show back in the bar with you two gettin’ yerselves in the dires. And in Deadwood, anyt’ing free is a rarity.” He lumbered up close to us and winked. “Trust me, I know.”

      “Your concern for our well-being is touching,” I said.

      He looked stricken. “I am! How do you t’ink an extra ace ended up in that deck? You didn’t really t’ink you had the lucky hand, did you?”

      “That was your doing?” I gasped. “How in the world is nearly getting us shot considered looking out for us?”

      With a roll of his eye, he said, “You said it yerself, Looloo. We need cash. Don’t go pretendin’ you didn’t open this can o’ worms. And now you got to lie in it.”

      “… That’s not quite how that saying⁠—”

      “To get cash, I needed the folks in there lookin’ at somethin’ besides me.” He reached into his coat and drew out a stack of bills like he’d done a few days ago. “Now we’re flush again. And ye’re welcome.”

      I knew my mouth was hanging open, but I had nothing to say I hadn’t said before. I’d seen him jumping in his slippery way from man to man in the saloon. Pickpocketing, that’s what he’d been up to.

      Hattie swiped the bills from his hand before he could stop her. “I’m not condonin’ your behavior, Darkheart. But at least now we got a few more days to work with.”

      “We can’t keep stealing—” Hattie waved an impatient hand at me, and I started over in a quieter voice. “We can’t keep stealing from the locals just to get by.”

      “Who’s this ‘we’?” Tox asked. “I’m the only one doin’ the collectin’. You haven’t done nuttin but dry up an old dwarf bloodsucker and irritate one too many o’ the Tuatha Dé Danann, and meself as well. I’m the one what’s bringing home the bacon and carryin’ around a bunch of dead pixies ye’re plannin’ on sellin’ out from under me.”

      “Speaking of which, we do need to find a buyer for those, and soon,” said Hattie. “Any ideas, Darkheart?”

      “Gobs. Like how to shake a half-blood sawbones and a hoodoo princess so I can get back to finer pursuits.”

      “Focus, toad. Any ideas about who’ll buy ’em?”

      Toxicore scratched his cheek beneath his eyepatch. “Know what? I’ll just go and take a look around, won’t I? See if I can find someone to take the load off our hands.” And with that, he was gone so silently and so instantly it was as though he’d never stood before us at all.

      Hattie took her hat off and angrily mussed it around. “I’d bet a golden eagle he’s already done whatever it is he does with half of them. That stake isn’t one we should rely on too much.”

      I shook my head. “For someone who’s sworn to protect me, I could almost swear he’s doing the opposite. What do you think, Uncle? Is there any magical comeuppance designed to… I don’t know, smite him for his behavior?”

      Paddy lifted his shovel-size head. His mild amber irises flashed briefly in their dragony reddish-orange, like the fire I’d watched the dragonlets expel in the cavern. “He does have a peculiar habit of creating paradoxes that seem simultaneously to help and to harm. You’d need someone more schooled in magic than this humble druid to know the full ramifications.”

      “Forget him,” said Hattie. “It’s gettin’ late, and my head’s already pounding out a tattoo that is only gonna make me want to pound out his noggin tomorrow if I don’t get some sleep. What do you say, Doc? Call it a night?”

      With a nod, I paced next to her on the way back to our hotel, and Paddy walked along amiably. I was about to repeat my earlier question, but she spoke first.

      “You’re right, you know. We keep stealin’ to make our way, we’re gonna end up in a heap more trouble than just havin’ to talk down a sore loser at the gamblin’ table. We need to push on. Have you considered where to?”

      The “we” in her statement cheered me. “Yes, well, um, I have actually.” I glanced around at the passersby, suspicious of everyone who shone with fae light, or who was elderly. Quetzalcoatl’s favored type of medium seemed to be the old-timers. Thinking about the cannibalistic god sent a shiver of squeamish disgust mixed with fear down my back. Suddenly, I was as sober as a nun. “Denver,” I said flatly.

      Hattie’s head turned toward me quickly. “Denver?”

      “Yes. I haven’t told you the full story yet, and I can see the time has come. Let’s get back to the rooms first. This is probably something best not spoken of openly.”

      Two nights ago, the Feathered Serpent had confronted me on Deadwood’s streets and told me he knew where to find Lugh’s spear. It was the key that would unlock the cage the Morrígan kept my father in. Hence, finding it was now my goal, even as I continued to hide from, and dodge when necessary, Brigid and the Morrígan’s forces. The spear was in the possession of a Spanish monk named Brother Havóq living in the Colorado town. I surmised this was whom Downs had lost it to in a bout of colossally poor judgment and gambling. Out West, Denver was considered sizeable, with the voluminous gold and silver mining in Colorado and the city’s recent linking to the Transcontinental Railroad bringing in a constant stream of new residents. But to me, having grown up in Boston among its three hundred thousand souls, it was still barely more than a village. How hard could it be to find a Spanish monk there? Tonight’s dangerous turn at the poker table was a clear sign. Our time in Deadwood had come to an end.
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      Paddy was stretched out on the wooden floor of my hotel room, and Hattie and I sat on the room’s single chair and my bed, respectively. The night had grown long as I’d spun my tale.

      “So, your mother’s alive, servant to Dagda, and”—she stared at my uncle, who’d dropped his glamour and now looked like a winged, scaly gargoyle in his new body—“a dragon. I’m not sure what to say. Congratulations on findin’ her I guess is a good place to start.”

      I nodded. “It is an unexpected gift, despite the… complications.”

      “And you’re saying she is trapped in this unique realm of her own?” Paddy asked.

      “I don’t know if she’s trapped or simply refuses to leave.”

      “I must say, I would sorely like to meet her in her present form. Rosamund never seemed entirely fond of me, but I know her reticence wasn’t about me. She and I only met when I was her and Bran’s last resort for keeping you safe. I represented a world that was dangerous and hostile to you and to her husband. Yet now, she is as much a part of it as we all are.” His long, spike-like tail thumped on the wooden floor in a manner that was more ornery cattish than doggish. As his original human self, he would often tug on one of the long, unruly hairs growing from his eyebrows while contemplating information. I wondered if the tail-thumping tic was that behavior’s replacement.

      “When she and I talked, she spoke quite fondly of you, Uncle,” I said, feeling a need to reassure him.

      His lips wrinkled disconcertingly. Perhaps a smile?

      Hattie commented on his last statement: “I’d not say I’m part of the fae world.”

      My uncle tsked through his gleaming, sharp teeth. “Aye, you are now, Miss Dumas. Make no mistake.”

      Ominous, I thought, and she must have too, for she quieted. I nervously flattened a wrinkle in my bedclothes, looking at her askance. She seemed to be brooding, but then, she often did.

      I picked up the conversation. “And that is why Denver is my next destination. I would⁠—”

      A clamor in the hall from somewhere near the stairwell caused me to go quiet: heavy footsteps, then a thud, perhaps someone hitting the wall or the floor. The squeal of door hinges followed, accompanied by an angry shout.

      “Get out of here, you drunken lout. This isn’t your room!”

      The door slammed. Hattie rose from her chair and paced to my room’s door, cracked it open to look, and then waved at me. “C’mere, I may need some help with this.”

      Curious, I followed as she stepped into the hall. Lying in the middle on the threadbare carpet runner lay Toxicore. He was faceup, staring at the ceiling and giggling like a child who’s gotten away with far too much.

      “We best get him into his room before there’s trouble,” Hattie said.

      The hotel had ten rooms in a U-shape on the second floor: two at the top of the stairs and four along the outside walls on either side. The three of us each had our own, all in a line, mine coming last. Toxicore’s was second from the stairwell, but he seemed to have tried opening the first.

      As we approached, he held his hands over his chest and ignited the blue effervescence that he used to light dark places. The glowing sphere cast shifting shadows on the wall, creating an aquarium-like effect, as if we were all underwater watching the sun bounce on the ocean floor. He tossed the light back and forth, amusing himself.

      “That’s the kind of trouble we don’t want.” Hattie took two more long strides and bent over Toxicore. “C’mon, Darkheart, you need to get to your own room.”

      Frankly, I was surprised he was here at all. Dawn was still a few hours off, and the gnome positively thrived on mingling with the nightlife, in a most literal way. He single-mindedly collected spirit ’druff from hapless humans to keep himself in tip-top spirits, and the easiest targets were working ladies. Hattie started going through his pockets to find his key, and his giggling turned to snorts of laughter as he squirmed like a hooked worm.

      “Now you quit doin’ that, girly. I’m ticklish and ye’re not me type.” His blue light disappeared as he slapped at her arms.

      “Don’t make me sick up, goblin. Where’s your key?”

      “Where do you t’ink? If you can find it, I’ll give you a peek at what else I’ve got in there.” I hoped he was talking about his pocket dimension.

      Roughly, Hattie yanked aside his coat and pulled a bottle out of the inside pocket. “Ah, so this is what’s making you even more abominable than usual. Pure poison.”

      “Give that back! I collected that fair and square!” He reached up for the bottle, but she tossed it to me.

      Absinthe, I read. The bottle was as green as Toxicore’s eye, and the contents as murky as his morals.

      “Get in your room and you can have it back,” she told him.

      In a blink of an eye, his door was opened and he was on the other side, sprawled atop the bed’s coverlet. In that invisible moment, he’d shifted into his three-foot stature, his puffy pale hair like steam rising from his head. He wore a neutral-toned woven tunic over dark breeches and chunky black leather boots that were more like slippers than the riding boots Hattie and I had. His sudden transition brought a look of surprise to Hattie’s face, then she shrugged and reached out for the bottle. I handed it over, and she tossed it into his room. “Stay in here and sleep it off, or so help me, that bottle’s gonna end up somewhere even your queer tastes probably won’t find appealin’.”

      Closing his door decisively, she ran a hand over her forehead and sighed. “One way or another, Doc, we need to shove off soon. Loose cannons like him tend to buy the kind of trouble we definitely can’t afford. We’ll talk tomorrow. I’m so tired I might as well be crowbait. ’Night.”
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        * * *

      

      To my great relief, I awoke early and miraculously felt on top of the world. Apparently my quick healing faculties were enough to head off the effects of overimbibing in liquor. I dressed and stepped next door to awaken Hattie.

      She answered, a bit disheveled, her expression as sour as her stomach probably was.

      “Good morning,” I started, keeping my voice subdued to avoid triggering her assured headache. It seemed I was too late.

      “I need coffee before anyone talks to me or they’re gonna need dentures,” were her first words.

      “Oh, I see.” It seemed prudent not to comment on my own refreshed state. “Shall I come back with some and give you time to get ready for breakfast?”

      She blinked muzzily, cupping her forehead in one hand. “I’d be obliged.”

      “Say no more. I’ll be right back.”

      It took only a few minutes, and five dollars, to persuade the proprietor of the next-door restaurant to lend me a full carafe and three mugs on a tray. When I got back to Hattie’s room, though, she wasn’t there. Surprised and a smidgen concerned, I stepped over to Tox’s door. After knocking lightly, I was greeted by Hattie. She took the tray and stepped back, allowing me to enter.

      Strewn all over the floor were scads of dead pixies, all that had been stashed in Toxicore’s private realm it appeared. I quickly shut the door so no other of the hotel’s guests would catch a glimpse. The gnome was sulking in a corner, looking far worse for wear.

      “What in the world?” I said.

      “I thought it would be a good time to do a little inventory, and I wanted a reason to smack someone. Darkheart was willin’ to oblige, at least with the inventory part,” Hattie stated flatly.

      “She’s a true wizard with the power o’ persuasion,” Tox grumbled.

      “We need the money these things’ll bring us,” Hattie said as she poured herself a mug from the carafe I’d brought. Barely testing the coffee’s temperature, she slung her head back and swallowed half the mug’s contents. Her eyes closed in a look of pure satisfaction. “Tastes like bitter mud. But at least it’s strong. Thank you, Doc.”

      The dead pixies, for being several days old, looked well-preserved. I wondered if Tox’s pocket realm was something like an ice box but decided not to ask. I had revised my late-night assessment of Hattie having warmed up to the hobgoblin. That must just have been the drink making her friendlier, and Tox now stared at her balefully. I could only imagine what form her persuasiveness had taken.

      Hattie caught his gaze and shoved another filled cup in his direction. “Shoot or give up the gun, Darkheart—if you think takin’ a swing at me is a good idea, that is. Or, you can just drink some of this and help us figure out what to do with these abominations so we can get a move on.” She said to me, “I brought him up to speed on things with your mother and the spear while you were gone.”

      Tox took the mug begrudgingly, but he seemed to perk up quickly after taking a couple of gulps. Before finishing it, he held the cup out to me.

      “No thanks,” I said. “I’ll get my own.”

      “Wasn’t askin’ if you’d like it. I need you to warm it up.”

      “Warm it—oh. You mean…”

      He nodded impatiently.

      Why not? I stuck my finger knuckle-deep in the dark liquid and willed some heat into it. Tox took another long drink and sighed contentedly.

      Hattie was already on her second cup, and I poured myself one as well. The taste was… unique, but strong like she’d said. I forced down as much as I could as we talked things over.

      “We can’t go dragging these”—I swept my hand over the pile of grotesque creatures—“around town, so we’ll have to find someone to come and buy them from us here.”

      “They’re worth more if they’re dried to dust,” Tox said.

      “How long would they take to dry?” I asked.

      “Four or five days, in the right place.”

      “Do you mean like a drying room? We have nothing of the sort.” I chewed my lip. “Nor do we have the money to wait that long. It seems reckless to keep stealing what we need.” I’d considered wiring Aunt Ada to send me the remainder of my savings but discarded the idea immediately. She and I had a contentious relationship, but I didn’t want to put her in harm’s way by involving her in any of this. If Brigid had planted a changeling in Thomas’s place, she’d surely have more minions keeping an eye on my aunt and close friends and colleagues, waiting for me to resurface when I grew desperate enough. The Morrígan too, by now. And if Ada sent money, they’d have a simple trail to follow. I was determined not to make it easy for the Tuatha Dé Danann queens, despite it making things harder for me. “Tox, you’ve said that burning them to ash reduces their potency, correct?”

      “Aye.”

      “Which means their value will be lower. Perhaps it’s the compromise we’ll have to make.”

      “I have a way to dry them,” Hattie said. “My people have been dryin’ and smokin’ plants, herbs, and meat since the beginnin’ of time. I can take the whole load out to them. Shouldn’t take more than four days to turn these pixies into dust.”

      “Won’t your kin be horrified?” I asked. The pixies were ghastly, all spiky limbs and teeth, black as sin, with two sets of batlike wings, and crimson eyes. They looked like monsters, in point of fact.

      She gave me a don’t-be-a-fool look. “You think people with the stones to face down and turn the US Cavalry into mush are gonna go pale over some overgrown roaches?”

      “… No?”

      She took another drink of coffee and dismissed the subject. “How soon you plannin’ on headin’ to Denver?”

      I thought it over. “I suppose the sooner the better.”

      “Agreed. There’s no sense waitin’. Star Racer and Sings the Wind can get you and Darkheart to the train in Cheyenne by tomorrow. From there, it’ll be maybe two or three days till you reach Denver, dependin’ on how frequently the train runs and what shape the tracks are in.”

      My heart was sinking as she spoke. There was a lot of the word you in her planning, and no we.

      “I’ll be dead as Paddy’s first corpse afore I leave this load o’ pixies!” Toxicore declared.

      “Suit yourself,” Hattie said and pulled a hunting knife from her gun belt. She didn’t wave it at him menacingly, the threat more of a jest, but he scowled nonetheless. “Now don’t fret. I’ll get the pixies all taken care of and meet y’all in Denver a week from now.”

      Like a yo-yo, my heart bounced upward. “So you’ll come? What about your livery? Don’t you need to get back to Abilene?” I could see no reasons she’d want to stay by my side and face down powerful, often unknown foes, but that didn’t matter. I didn’t need a reason, as long as she stuck around.

      “Hell yes, I’ll come. I may have started this trip because I didn’t trust a gnome and a city girl with matters like fairy armies trying to take over the world. But now I’m in it for the adventure.” Her smile leaned to one side in a waggish grin. “And maybe, you know, because I like my adventuring partner.”

      Toxicore emitted a belch that was loud enough to rattle the windowpanes.

      Her expression shifted to a complicated mix of sneer and smirk. “One of ’em, anyway.”
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      Hattie and I returned to our rooms to gather our few belongings. All I had were the clothes on my back and the supplies we’d picked up since coming to Deadwood: the revolvers and shotgun I’d taken from the ill-fated werewolves and troll who’d been taking me to Brigid, plus ammunition, Dagda’s pickax, new boots that actually fit, an extra scarf, and a thicker coat for the cooler temperatures of flying hundreds of yards aboveground on the pegasi. And of course, my trusty carpetbag, with its vials of simples and herbs, my uncle’s journal and shillelagh, and now, the canteen filled with water from Dagda’s cauldron. I hadn’t told Hattie what was in it yet.

      It was rather a lot to carry on my own, and as I sorted it, I began eyeing Paddy with half a mind to try and outfit him with a pack of his own. He was practically the size of a pygmy mule. Then again, in his natural form, anything loaded on his back would get in the way of him extending his wings. I sighed. It was a blessing he had them, actually. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be an easy matter for him to ride atop the pegasi.

      “Something on your mind, Lula-lee?” he asked, catching my stare.

      I’d loaded everything up and now held the carpetbag in one hand, positively stuffed with gear. “I’m just coming to terms with how a pack mule must feel.”

      “Would you prefer to call downstairs for a porter?”

      Despite the volume of items, I found there was nothing I felt comfortable handing over to another person. Everything I had was either deeply personal or essential for my safety and survival. Perhaps having lost my trunk on my trip westward had made me clingy, too.

      “I’ll manage. Let’s wait for Hattie in the lobby.”

      Opening the door, I was already thinking ahead with fluttery excitement about another flight with Star Racer and Sings the Wind. So much so that I nearly collided with the person blocking my exit, a mountain of a man in a sheepskin jacket, looming malevolently. I reeled back into my room, overcome with an irrational fear that it was Ryan, the werewolf I’d killed in Hattie’s barn, back from the dead. After all, his return from the grave wouldn’t have been my first experience with the resurrected.

      “I want my dog back,” the figure said, his voice low and rumbling even more menacingly than his countenance.

      “Lord Dagda,” I stammered, trying to gather my wits.

      He swept by me as if I’d invited him, and his three remaining dragonlets in their bullmastiff disguises plodded in behind him. One of them glanced at me and let one lip curl back in a snarl.

      But how were there three?

      In the fight against the pixies inside the cavern near Lead, Hattie and I had been aided by two of the four dragonlets that called Dagda their master, but both had succumbed to the pixie venom. Paddy had taken over one of their bodies, but we’d buried the other in the woods with the cat Thorn, who had been Paddy’s first new body. There was only one explanation for how it came to be here now. It may not have been Ryan, but this was surely a creature back from the dead.

      “Lord Dagda,” I repeated, my voice firmer. “To what do I owe the pleasure? Please, do come in.”

      He’d reached the far wall in my suddenly too-small room and turned to glare at me. I’d definitely done something to earn his disapproval, but I had no idea what.

      His focus shifted to Uncle Paddy, who was, I’m embarrassed to say, taking part in a circle with the other three of the kind of anatomical sniffing only dogs seemed to prefer. “Come here, Gefnaril.”

      Paddy ignored him, positively absorbed in the four-way sniff-off. I wasn’t sure how I’d look him in the eye after this.

      “Gefnaril!”

      Everyone jumped at the sharpness of Dagda’s tone, and Paddy finally glanced at him. “Apologies, my lord Dagda. But Gefnaril has left this plane for good,” he said.

      The shock that crossed Dagda’s face was all-encompassing. It might have been comical on any other person. However, the consequences of shocking a cranky greater fae, who could likely whisper the right words and turn each of us into smoke, persuaded me to suppress my snort of humor.

      “Necromancy,” Dagda said, his tone implying we’d defiled his pet in more atrocious ways than what Paddy and his one-time pack were doing.

      The gall of him. I wasn’t about to be accused of something he himself must have practiced in order to bring his other dragonlet back from the dead. As far as that went, whatever had put him in this current tiff was likewise no fault of mine. I’d been run through the wringer by too many of the Tuatha Dé Danann lately and had quite had my fill. Squaring up to him, I said flatly, “I don’t appreciate your tone, sir, nor the pot calling the kettle black. You have your own necromantic misdeeds to answer for, hmm?” I looked pointedly at the dragonlet who’d snarled at me. It must have carried a grudge for being sacrificed so Hattie and I could escape.

      “You think I brought Ranreth back from the dead?” Dagda’s snort was even more humorless than mine would have been. “Don’t be ridiculous, Cullen. She has drunk from the cauldron; they all have. Not to mention, they are dragons. The most long-lived of all creatures, even the greater fae. When you left her in the woods, she was merely recuperating from the pixie venom. But now—now Gefnaril is forced to share his skin with a, a…” He eyed Paddy a moment. “That’s right, you were a cat the last time I saw you. What did you start out as, then?”

      Paddy sat and faced the fae. “I was and still am a druid. Originally, centuries ago, I was called Pàdraic Stóc, member of the Order of the Gibbous Glow, Mage of Tomes, and Shepard of Forest and Fungus. At your service, my liege.” His head dipped downward in a show of respect, an odd thing to see in a dog.

      Dagda sucked in his bushy mustache and began harrying as if he were trying to chew it off in anger. “You must know you can’t just take someone else’s body, druid.” His scowl could have frightened off a tempest.

      “Of course, of course. If I’d known the current occupant of this body was still present when my, ehm, relocation began, I would have protested. Yet it seems Gefnaril has chosen to disperse and leave this form to me alone.” Paddy was behaving notably calmer than I felt. At least one of us was. “I sense no one but me in here.”

      I watched Dagda brood over this, then decided to speak up. “I’ll just point out that this situation could have been avoided if you’d simply told me all the facts in the first place, Lord Dagda. You know, like how my own mother was guarding the cauldron. And that she was a dragon. And that you’d sent your pets to spy on my friend Hattie and me in the cavern.” I was building up a head of steam, knowing that it was dangerous but unable to refrain. “You’d still have your dragonlet, and I’d have been better prepared to meet my mom, one of the most important moments of my life. What is it with you greater fae and your silly, wicked games, anyway?”

      The room was silent as the bottom of the ocean. Dagda’s cold ice-chip eyes had widened, and he hadn’t laid off his mutilated mustache at all. Even his three dragonlets stared at me with disbelief. Eventually, Dagda took a deep breath, his scowl deepening as he took a step toward me. I had no idea what his intent was, but I stood my ground. I wasn’t in the wrong here, and just maybe it was high time someone stood up to these greater fae and their churlish, childish behavior.

      “There a problem in here?”

      Hattie’s voice was as cool as ever. I spun around, relieved to find her standing in the doorway. She had no weapon drawn, but that didn’t mean she’d take more than a blink of an eye to retrieve one if needed.

      Before I could say anything, Dagda rumbled, “… A woman of the First Nations.”

      “Yeah. What of it?” she said. Neither he nor I could have missed the edge in her tone.

      Dagda said something I couldn’t understand, but Hattie could. It was in her native tongue, and when
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