
  
    [image: Deadwood or Alive]
  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Deadwood or Alive: Otherworld Outlaws 2

      

      

      Copyright © 2022 by Tammy Salyer

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover by Miblart.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      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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      I flinched at the sound of lead ricocheting off a boulder near my head. Tiny chips of rock sprayed over the side of my face and hat. Lesson learned: when pursued by federal marshals, it’s best to assume they are better shots than I am and don’t stick my head up to test that gods-given fact.

      “Damn, Doc, the goblin may be able to bring you back from the dead, but that doesn’t mean you should wish for it.” Hattie lay on her stomach a few feet away, the barrel of her buffalo rifle wedged between two more rocks. She had the long, cylindrical sight attached and stared down its length without lifting her head as she spoke. Her gaze was fixed on our pursuers, some seventy yards away within another boulder garden. I don’t know how she knew I’d nearly had my skull perforated, but I wasn’t surprised she did. Keener than a scalpel, both in aim and in attitude, not much happened around her without her taking notice.

      “Darkheart, can you load up my Colt?” she said next.

      Ensconced in our stone bastion, the gnome sat with his back against a rock, safely out of the line of fire. I glanced back when he didn’t answer and took in his posture: relaxed, calm, resting comfortably. He looked like he didn’t have a care in the world, certainly nothing to indicate five US marshals were on our tail. They had come after me for murdering supposed Pinkerton Agent Henry Ryan, which made Toxicore an accomplice to murder.

      “Darkheart, did you go deaf? I swear, if you’re staring at my ass…” She shifted her gaze toward him to check. “Ugly, but smart. Now can you make yourself useful?” She tried to hand back her Peacemaker.

      “Can’t do it, girly-o,” Toxicore claimed, looking in no way apologetic about his relative idleness. Even I was at least holding my trusty Schofield, though the thought of firing on men of the law had my stomach in knots. “You know me and iron. Makes me skin break out terrible.”

      It was true. He still had an unsightly red ring from where Hattie had held him captive with an iron fire tong.

      Hattie’s lip pulled to one side in a snarl of disgust. “Why do we even have you along again?”

      “Funny, I was just askin’ meself the same t’ing o’ you.”

      “If we could stay focused, we might survive long enough to see nightfall and perhaps make our escape under cover of darkness,” said my uncle in a clipped tone.

      Still a cat, his black fur bushed out as fluffy as a foxtail scarf every time a bullet whizzed off a rock. The sight of it was simultaneously adorable and a burdensome reminder of his current physical limitations. Hattie had been right when she’d said Toxicore could bring me back from the dead. Paddy was proof. But I hoped to never find out what it was like to inhabit a previously deceased form, cat or human. As grateful I was to have him back, my poor uncle had shown a distressing weakness to his host body’s feline instincts. I’d been gifted three mice in the last two days, all disemboweled and fresh. Paddy had apologized for each, embarrassed but unable to stop himself. I’m sure it would be different to be resurrected as a human, but I had no wish to find out.

      “Cullen, you and your friends can’t hide in those rocks forever!” shouted one of the lawmen. “We’re prepared to wait, and you know we can get resupplied anytime. But you’re gonna need food and water eventually. Come out now and answer for your crimes.”

      Rattled and angry, I cried, “But I haven’t committed any crimes!”

      Hattie shot me a glance. I knew what she was thinking. It’s no use arguing with the law. Besides, Ryan did have a bullet in his head that I’d put there. To most, that would look like a crime.

      The lawman shouted something back, but I’d quit listening. I leaned back against the safety of my rock and heaved a sigh.

      Two days ago, I was still a respected Bostonian surgeon. So skilled, a phenom some said, that my gender hadn’t been enough to persuade the medical community to snub me. Today, I was nothing but an outlaw on the run for cold-blooded murder. Worse, I had dirt under every one of my fingernails, and the breeches I was wearing weren’t even mine. They belonged to Jimmy, Hattie’s brother. I thought back to the misspelled and derelict grave markers in Abilene’s boot hill and suddenly had a vision of my own.

      Lula Maeve Cullen. 1853 – 1880. Worked in a man’s profession, died in a man’s trousers. Gauche, but she sure showed them.

      It was not the way I’d planned to be remembered. But then, I hadn’t planned for any of this. Of course, the murdered Pinkerton happened to be a three-hundred-pound rage monster with claws the size of daggers and teeth that could grind bone, but the law didn’t know that. And I doubted even I had the powers of persuasion necessary to make them believe it. Consequently, we were on the run. Me, Hattie, Toxicore Darkheart, and my poor cat-bodied uncle. Being an outlaw is certainly an adventure.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The real adventure had started a week ago when I’d arrived by stagecoach in Abilene, Kansas. Since then, I’d learned some things that were so unbelievable, I fell asleep wondering if I would awaken having dreamed it all. Of note, I’d discovered I was a half-blooded fae with charmed blood that showed the location of Dagda’s cauldron. Two fae queens were after it, the Morrígan and Brigid, with plans of using its immortality-imbuing properties to raise armies that would invade Earth and subjugate every human being who lived here. The icing on the cake was finding out my fiancé, Thomas Sargent, had been switched with a fae changeling who served Brigid, a wolf in sheep’s clothing if there ever was one, and retained a psychopathic Pinkerton werewolf as an accomplice.

      June in Abilene was warm enough. But once Hattie and I had sent the Thomas changeling and his werewolf crony to their graves, like a festering wound that had healed, the heat of the situation cooled somewhat. The Morrígan would be coming. I knew that, of course. And it was a certainty Brigid would send more minions after me soon. But after Hattie had come to my rescue in Tír Na nÓg’s standing-stone circle, I’d believed myself to be safe enough for at least that day, and if lucky, a few. Naive, I know.

      Still, after those dark deeds were done two days ago, we hadn’t wasted time, especially not on the folly of reporting the truth to the authorities: a fae changeling and his werewolf sidekick had come to kidnap me, but I’d shot the werewolf with a silver bullet, and Hattie had shot the changeling with a magic bow and arrow. You’re welcome, Sheriff Dickey. Just doing our part to keep this world safe from the Tuatha Dé Danann.

      No, we’d been practical. Hattie went straight to the sheriff and told him about the dead man in her livery. The story she told was that she’d been away from the stable, haggling over some tack with a cowhand, and returned to the grisly scene. Toxicore had used either stealth or magic to hide Ryan’s horse (who, I believe, was grateful for his turn of fate), and Hattie made up a story about the animal also going missing. The honest sheriff believed the whole affair was no more than a robbery gone awry and had started an investigation. But the crime scene being what it was, we doubted he’d ever find any kind of clue. At least none that could possibly make sense.

      I’d returned to the Parisian and gathered my few belongings, planning to stay with Hattie and Jimmy at their mother’s ranch until we’d made preparations for Deadwood. I know Hattie wanted to keep me in sight until we found Dagda’s cauldron, but for my part, I simply felt safer knowing she and her Sharps buffalo rifle were nearby.

      One last time, I checked with Mr. Schumacher regarding the status of my missing luggage. Upon learning it still hadn’t arrived, I should have just written it off as a complete loss, but habit and hope dictated that I ask that he forward it to Deadwood should it come. I left him another large tip to see it done, but I first extracted a promise that he’d speak to no one else of my whereabouts should anyone inquire.

      His parting comment caught me off guard. “Please extend our regrets to Mr. Sargent that he won’t be staying on with us either.”

      I’d felt myself go a bit peaked. “I’m sorry?”

      “Mr. Sargent, um, I didn’t see him leave. I assume he must be awaiting you at the train?” The young man smiled at me, as though all was as it should be in the world. I almost felt sorry for him and his own naivete. Then I felt a little sorry for myself and the naivete I’d so recently had bled out of my arm by a witch possessed by an ancient Aztec god. Oh the days of simple things, like men insisting I was too delicate to handle the sight of blood, even my own.

      “Ah, Mr. Sargent. Yes—you let him into my, our, suite earlier, is that right?”

      “Of course.” He gave an innocent chuckle. “You two have come and gone so much today that I can’t keep track of it all.”

      I forced a smile to my cold lips. “Yes, well, business keeps one… busy, you know. I thank you again for your kind assistance.” Before making my hasty exit, I’d wanted to press him on the matter concerning Ryan. Had he seen the faux Pinkerton accompany Thomas’s changeling to my suite? But of course I couldn’t ask without alerting Schumacher to the association between us, which, given Ryan’s status as murder victim and mine as murderer, I was keen to avoid.

      Toxicore, Paddy, and I met back up with Hattie at her livery just as we’d initially planned. A little over an hour of riding through wide-open prairie later, we crested a small rise and looked out over an expansive horse ranch with a sprawling two-story Second Empire home rising like a castle in its midst. The pastoral scene was enough to calm my nerves over Ryan. In a day or two, we’d be on our way to Deadwood, and this chapter of strangeness would be behind me.

      Like I said, naive. But I would need that peace of mind, as next I was to meet Hattie’s mother. Mrs. Ghitaine Dumas was a force of nature nearly the equal of the Morrígan, who’d left quite a strong impression on me during our brief encounter in Mrs. Hawkins’s hand mirror.

      The first thing that struck me as I rode up to the home’s front landing was Mrs. Dumas’s ageless beauty. Though her dark African skin, missing the subtle coppery tint of Hattie’s, was seamed around her eyes and mouth, her smooth, creamy complexion could have belonged to someone in the prime of youth. She wore her hair piled in thick gray braids atop her head like a royal crown, wrapped in a colorfully-patterned tignon that only partly concealed them. She was Hattie’s height, slightly thinner, with a posture that was just as straight. She stood waiting for us on the porch.

      I felt the weight of Mrs. Dumas’s stare before she spoke. “Lula Cullen,” she said tonelessly and without a smile.

      I approached and held out my hand to shake. The reins of my horse trailed out behind me, held in my other hand. “Mrs. Dumas, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “We’ll see, won’t we,” she said. Her voice was low-pitched, husky. After a single, slow blink, she dismissed me and my waiting hand, then turned her attention on Toxicore, who’d donned his human guise. “Toxicore, mon ami, it’s good to see you again.”

      Toxicore fairly lunged up the two stone steps to her porch, leaned down, and plucked her hand up like an English dandy, then brought it to his lips.

      I gave an involuntary wince. Surely Ghitaine knew this was just a facade. Sensing I had been judged and found wanting already, I tried my best not to let my distaste for the gnome’s false chivalry show. Hattie had already made it clear her family was gifted in ancient supernatural ways, and Ghitaine’s friendliness toward the gnome made me question my own judgment of him. But, honestly, only momentarily.

      “Miss Gitty, you know I’m more fond o’ you than the air we’re breathin’ or the sun that’s shinin’,” Toxicore fairly crooned. Was he… flirting? Somehow, this was not the most amazing of the many wondrous things I’d seen in the last week. Ghitaine’s charmed-matron response to it was. But then, I shouldn’t have been surprised, should I? With the exception of Hattie, the women I’d spoken of him to in Abilene universally shared this unexpected, and unsettling, affection. It just hadn’t occurred to me someone related to Hattie could.

      “As you should be, mon ami.” Ghitaine grinned at him slyly and allowed him to hold the hand she’d forborne letting me shake. Then her gaze sharpened. “But Jérôme tells me dat you haven’t quite been on the up and up ’bout some things, have you?”

      Toxicore’s expression widened in contrition, but even I could tell it was feigned. “Had to make some hard choices about me future and that wee lass’s there, didn’t I? But as you can see, I came round to the right way o’ t’ings. And here I am, e’er the helpful one.”

      The snort that came from me couldn’t have been held in if I’d been under the threat of a firing squad. Ghitaine’s eyes snapped to me, but one side of her mouth twitched enough to hint I had amused her in some way.

      “You give me some of dat dust you always have—more dan just a pinch, now—and I’ll consider turning de other cheek dis time,” Ghitaine said.

      Toxicore’s grin flattened. “Now don’t be unreasonable, madam. You know that ’tisn’t somet’ing what grows on trees.”

      “I know. Dat’s why I’m askin’ you.” She added, “An’, my little sugar snack, you are much handsomer dan a tree.” Toxicore began to protest, and in a flash, Ghitaine’s wry smile disappeared. A tempest brewed at her brow, and her eyes hardened exactly like Hattie’s. “Ah-ah! You do dis for me an’ I’ll forget de trouble you caused my daughter an’ son. You don’t, and my gall at your rudeness will be de fire dat lights a thousand nights of de trots for you.”

      Toxicore stared her down with his single green eye for a good thirty seconds. “I hardly t’ink⁠—”

      “Mal au ventre so bad you’ll think your belly has turned into de devil’s own outhouse.”

      It was a promise that I had no trouble believing she could keep. As with Hattie, there was more to her mother than met the eye. My French was bad, but her accent was more than just French. I was guessing Southern, perhaps Louisiana. Hattie and Jimmy spoke differently, though, so I didn’t think they’d grown up there. After all the trouble Toxicore had caused me lately, I found Mrs. Dumas’s toying with him rather entertaining.

      Toxicore sighed and dug into his coat pocket. He withdrew the bag of pixie dust I’d purloined from the changeling and handed it over. “’Tisn’t right a family havin’ more than one witch in it,” he complained.

      Ghitaine beamed shrewdly and called back over her shoulder into the house, “Jérôme, slaughter us trois poulets, chil’. We’ll be havin’ guests for dinner.”

      When she turned her attention back to Hattie and me, Hattie was scowling. “Mama,” she said. “Did you know what he is all this time?” She sounded irked.

      “Now, chil’, you know your mama doesn’t tell you everything. Monsieur Darkheart and I have an agreement dat goes back awhile.”

      “That right?” Hattie’s tone had accumulated even more vexation and was now peppered with wounded pride. A storm threatened to erupt between the two women, and I wasn’t sure the world could handle it. “You don’t think it might have been important to let me and Jimmy know what he was capable of?”

      Silence fell, leaving me waiting on tenterhooks for the first clap of thunder. Even Toxicore remained still. Brooding, but still.

      In a moment, Ghitaine broke it. “Henrietta, you know your père wanted to name you Screaming Hawk. I might have let him, wid de way you’re carryin’ on.” Without another word, she turned and went inside.

      I looked to Hattie. Her cheeks were red with anger, but a roll in her shoulders showed she knew she’d lost this round. I imagine she’d lost every round ever fought with the woman. I’d have called Hattie the most formidable woman I’d ever known—until meeting her mother.

      “What should we do?” I asked quietly.

      “Well, go in, of course. I’ll get the horses tended to. You should probably tell Mama all that’s happened, and don’t leave out any details.”

      “Go in? She didn’t seem like she wanted us”—despite their disagreement, Toxicore had already paced inside—“well, me at any rate, here.”

      Hattie scoffed, still aggrieved. “If she didn’t, you’d be hurrying along with a bullet chasing your feet right now.” She swiped the reins from my hand and turned on her worn bootheels, pacing angrily toward one of the outbuildings.

      I looked down at Paddy, who’d jumped from my horse’s back when we arrived. “Well, Uncle, shall we?”

      “Oh,” Hattie cut in, turning back to us. “Best leave him outside. She’s got some ideas about cats, ’specially black ones, that might not be too healthy for him.”

      My eyes widened. “You all right with waiting outside?” I asked him. I couldn’t mask the concern in my voice, the thought of him being pursued by coyotes and foxes at the top of my mind.

      His tail swished back and forth in irritation. “’Tis fine.” Somehow, despite his feline trappings and speaking to me through mental telepathy, I heard him sigh. “I’ll see if I can find a window to keep an eye on things through.”

      “Well, be careful.”

      Paddy loped off.

      I hesitated, uncomfortable with having him out of my sight again. After his death and unique reviviscence, I felt as protective of him as I would have if he were an actual pet cat.

      Unbalanced by Ghitaine, I hesitated in the dirt outside the house a moment longer. Now closer to it, I could see that the Second Empire style was significantly simplified. The mansard roof had no dormers, and the brackets bracing the eaves were plain affairs. The construction was either limestone or sandstone, both common in Abilene. Despite Ghitaine’s chilly reception, I sensed it was a safe place, a bastion against the darkness, and had no idea if that was due to its solidness or to the magical forces commanded by its residents.

      Only one way to find out. Mumbling reassurances to myself and patting the shillelagh’s clubbed end, I stepped inside.
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      Dinner was a delicious affair. With Jimmy’s assistance, Ghitaine cooked a feast that would have assuaged the hunger of giants. As she performed her alchemy in the kitchen, Ghitaine’s husky voice carried through the house, making demands of Toxicore for different spices: peppers, herbs, leaves of various plants, things I hadn’t even heard of. Through most of it, Hattie kept me busy with helping her set up two guestrooms and preparing the table, but I did catch sight of Toxicore passing the sought-after items to Ghitaine once or twice. How and where he kept such an eclectic collection of items inside his plain jacket became a wonder to me. I’d planned to ask him about it after dinner, but Hattie’s mother had plans of her own.

      Jimmy and Hattie were clearing the table—Toxicore having disappeared like a puff of smoke upon dinner’s completion—when I rose to take the saved bits of chicken I’d put aside in a napkin out to Paddy.

      Ghitaine’s cool hand on mine stopped me. She’d listened attentively during dinner as we’d explained all that had befallen us in the last few days, but had otherwise paid me little mind. Now, her shrewd, depthless eyes stared into mine.

      “Sit, chil’. I’d like to throw de bones and see what dey can tell me ’bout your future. Mind?”

      “Throw the bones?”

      She nodded. “To see your future,” she repeated.

      “I… of course.”

      Moving the remaining dishes and cutlery out of the way, she gestured at my head. “You think of a question, something you have a deep desire to know. Think about it hard, wid all your focus. I asked de spirits before you and my Hattie got here to show us der favor and speak wid me.”

      I wanted to ask which spirits she meant but erred on the wiser course of not interrupting.

      “Dey agreed, which is unusual. Dat tells me dere is something special about you. You may be a young white girl from back East, but you have an old spirit. I believe dey want to know more about you. As do I.”

      As she spoke, she rose and stepped over to a teak curio cabinet next to the dining room’s back wall, returning with an ivory box. It was yellowed with age, and a delicate animated scene that appeared Indian had been carved around it on all sides. I spotted tigers, elephants, and tiny people wearing saris and dhotis in the decoration. It was charming and appeared of heirloom quality. She laid a worn, tanned animal hide on the cleared space atop the table, setting the box beside it.

      Once she’d retaken her seat, she said, “While you’re thinkin’ ’bout your question, I’ll speak once more to de spirits. Begin.”

      With her eyes closed, Ghitaine seemed to withdraw into herself. In the quiet, I tried to follow her instructions. First I had to overcome the curious distraction of what she meant by “throwing the bones.” I settled on assuring myself that whoever’s bones were being thrown was too dead to feel it and sank into my own thoughts.

      Two desires warred within me: to know if fortune would allow me to find Dagda’s cauldron, and if the artifact would then be of some use in bringing me face to face with my long-lost parents. But after a moment’s thought, I knew they were both the same desire. I only wanted the cauldron to use as leverage, somehow, to find Bran and Rosamund, and ultimately, to right the wrong that had divided my family.

      “Have you got your question, chil’?”

      With a nod, I confirmed, “Yes, ma’am. Will I see my parents again?”

      Ghitaine lifted a curious eyebrow, then picked up the ivory box, removed the lid, and upended it over the animal hide.

      A dozen objects fell out. Upon settling, each appeared to be carved figures of different animals, all made from pieces of bone the size of chess figurines. They were elaborate, beautiful statuettes, as much as the box they were stored in. I made out an owl, wings spread; a wolf with its head tilted back in a howl; a bear standing on its hind legs; a wildcat, its body arched as if it were carved in midleap; a smaller doglike creature that was more jackal than wolf, bowing downward as if about to leap or frolic; a rabbit with three kits; a tortoise; a soaring hawk; a fish of some sort; a bison; a snake, coiled like a spring; a rat sitting upright and gnawing on something it held between its delicate paws; and finally, speaking of jackals, the set included my old friend the jackalope as well. It struck me that though their container was Indian, these were all creatures of the North American continent. Which spirits, exactly, did Ghitaine commune with? Perhaps all of them.

      After studying them briefly, I lifted my eyes to find her poring over them with her brows knitted tightly together as if puzzling over a complex theorem. I remained still, waiting for her to complete whatever divination she’d begun. It didn’t even occur to me to think it might be a silly parlor trick or ruse. I’d seen enough by now to know better. Much better.

      “…hmmm…” she crooned. “Your path is like a snake dat’s swallowed its tail.”

      “Oh,” I said politely, unable to tell from her tone or expression if that meant good or ill.

      “You see, we start here at de eastern border of de wheel, where de sun rises.” She laid her hand, the back of it banded with thick veins, on the right side of the hide as it faced me. “Dere is nothing here.”

      It was true. Now that I understood that the placement where each bone had fallen must indicate something to her, I noted that they’d fallen in a nearly vertical line from top to bottom, or north to south in her analogy. Nothing lay on the eastern side, but the coiled snake lay dead center. It gave me a chill.

      “But my… path must have started somewhere. I wasn’t born fully grown.”

      She looked at me and one eye twitched slightly in irritation. I wasn’t being cheeky with her, but I could see she was suspicious. “No, it means you were born in a world de spirits don’t wish to speak of. And dis”—she indicated the empty western border, then the central snake with a sweep of her hand—“means you will return dere someday, and never leave again.”

      “The Otherworld…” Yes, I supposed it could be possible I’d been born in Tír Na nÓg, but knowing it didn’t make it any less surprising. But to go there and never return? That wasn’t at all in the plans I’d made for my future. But none of this was.

      She continued her scrutiny. “Next, we move to the south, to your present.” She touched the howling wolf, which lay a bit to the right of the y-axis. “You faced danger, both predatory and dark, but it is behind you. Though only just.” She touched the hawk, which lay on the left of the axis beneath the snake. “Much more lies ahead. And for a long time.” She touched the owl, lying over the snake. “And it will grow wilier and more dangerous de longer you elude it.”

      “And how long? How long will I elude it?”

      The side of her mouth twitched in a half-grin, not unkindly. “A very long time, chil’. You, too, are a crafty one. I can see dat plain, but stubborn. De rat, avaricious, always hungry, here”—she tapped the rat, lying over the hawk—“that is how you chase your goals. But you are slow to accept what you know you must. Like de bear dat doesn’t retire to its den until midwinter, when it should have retreated much sooner.” She laid her thumb on the back of the bear figurine, which had fallen facedown to the right of the snake. Its feet were touching the snake’s coils. “You look away when you should look ahead. But you are too strong to be outdone by your own foolishness.”

      If that was a compliment, I’d had gentler. But I wasn’t about to argue with her. Couldn’t really, because she was most probably right. Uncle Patrick had often commented on the state of me while I’d been struggling through medical school. I’d forget to eat, often staying in the same clothes for days if I didn’t have to leave the house, reading, analyzing, practicing, refusing to let the preconceptions against my sex stop me from achieving what I’d set my mind to. Stubborn, in a word. Incapable of seeing anything but my goals and what I had to do to achieve them.

      I paid attention without comment as Ghitaine continued, taking my medicine bullishly.

      “Now here, dis one is very telling.” She indicated the jackal and the tortoise, which lay together in the north of the configuration. “De trickster looks over your whole journey, but it is always behind you, flipped, like a tortoise on its back. Dis means you are lucky. But don’t let dat luck go to your head. Luck, like everything, runs out. And sometimes, it runs backward.” Her finger touched the jackal’s snout, which was pointing down toward the bottom of the hide.

      This left four figures: the bison, the jackalope, the rabbit, and the fish. All were arrayed a hand’s width above the main configuration, separated from the others. They formed a shallow arch, first the bunny, then the jackalope slightly higher with the fish lying jumbled with it, touching it, and finally the bison across from the bunny.

      “You will see your mama, soon.”

      My heart gave a heavy thump and my voice failed me for a moment. With a quaver, I said, “I will?”

      If Ghitaine heard the eagerness in my voice, she didn’t show it. Her brow had furrowed again, her stare hardening. As I watched, a tremble worked through her. She blinked rapidly, as if she’d had a start. “’Scuse me,” she said. “Caught de frissons.”

      “Are you all right, Mrs. Dumas? Can I get you something?” I was excited to understand the rest of the bones but wasn’t going to forget my manners. The rabbit must represent my mother—I wondered if the way it lay upside down, head toward me, meant anything—leaving me to believe that either the jackalope or the fish was my father. Or was the bison my father? I held my tongue, but only just.

      Finally, she went on. “Dere are lies and deceit, false faces—powerful ones—everywhere you go.” She looked into my face abruptly and tapped the jackalope. “You can trust no one until dey show you der truth.”

      “… And how will I know what their truth is?”

      “You got to figure dat out on your own.’

      I wondered, briefly, if this bone-reading was supposed to be helpful.

      She continued, tilting her chin to indicate the fish. “And all your enemies will be more slippery dan anything you have ever faced.”

      False faces and slippery enemies, that was undeniably true. Since this began, nothing had appeared to be what I thought it was. First Thomas, then Toxicore, then Ryan. All of them had tricked me, and all had worn false faces. By now, I felt like an old hat at spotting duplicity in both word and form. Clearing my throat, I asked, “And my father?”

      The bison was the only figure left. My eyes riveted to it as I unwillingly balanced all my hopes of being reunited with both my parents on it.

      Ghitaine said nothing for so long that I looked back up at her. “Mrs. Dumas?”

      “Your père’s fate has been determined. I can say no more.”

      Been determined? What could that possibly mean? It wasn’t an ideal description, but it would have to do, as I was not the only stubborn woman in this room. Allowing myself one final glance at the tableau, I cleared my throat and began to rise. “I do thank you for this insight, Mrs. Dumas, and this delightful meal. Perhaps I’ll go help Hattie and Jimmy with the dishes.”

      Her gaze stayed on the bones, and she gave me no acknowledgment. I headed for the doorway, and as I passed through, she spoke again.

      “Chil’, you didn’t ask me if you would see dem alive. Remember, de spirits have answered your question, but dey made you no promises.”
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      I shouldn’t have been shaken by what Ghitaine said. And maybe it wasn’t the thought of my parents being dead that did it. I’d lived my entire life believing they already were. More, it was the abrupt shift from hope that I’d see them again to the jarring, brutal, ominous likelihood that I wouldn’t, not alive.

      Or, more sinisterly, the possibility that even if they were dead, I would still see them anyway. I could think of nothing more grisly, more wrenching than that. To this point, my dealings with spirits were hardly better than my dealings with the fae. At least the fae made threats to my face, whereas the spirits, from the Feathered Serpent to whoever Ghitaine communed with, seemed to prefer foreboding riddles and subterfuge. It would drive me mad if I pondered it too long, so I busied myself after dinner by helping tidy up and taking Paddy his food.

      The night had passed quietly after that. We’d all retired early, planning to spend the next day getting together the few provisions we’d need for our trip to Deadwood. Where, if all went as planned, this bizarre journey and search for Dagda’s magical cauldron would end. And if all went as hoped, there would be no bloodshed.

      Plans and hopes. There had been a time when I’d thought of those as more or less the same thing. What I hoped for, I planned for and invariably achieved. The inclusion of forces from beyond this world broke that link, like an ax through a twig.

      These thoughts sent me off to a restless sleep, but not before I snuck my uncle into my bedroom, more for my peace of mind than his. The bedroom was dark and cozy, though it seemed to have been used for storage before my arrival. Trunks and boxes were stacked neatly around the periphery. My bed had crisp, clean sheets that smelled of flax and lavender, and it faced the eastern window. I looked forward to dawn the way one looks forward to performing a complicated surgery. It was a necessary step, going to Deadwood, but it would be tricky and full of peril, just like an operation. And as with an operation, I hoped everyone would survive in the end.

      The rising sun nudged me awake gently. As my eyes opened to the nascent light, I thought I heard the sound of hooves clopping against the earth outside but wrote it off as normal. Ghitaine’s property was a horse ranch, after all.

      That delusion was abruptly shattered at the crash of my bedroom door against the wall. At the foot of the bed, Paddy hissed and puffed into a black cannonball, back arched and fangs bared. Toxicore in his man guise stormed in.

      “US marshals, five o’ them. ’Tis time to go.”

      Sitting up, I clutched the bedclothes against my bosom. “I’m sure it’s fine. They probably just have some questions for Hattie about the dead man in her stable.” But inside, my belly was a rock, clenched tight.

      “They don’t send five marshals to ask questions, Looloo.”

      I suspected he was right and began to swing my legs off the bed. Realizing my state of undress, I said, “Wait outside, if you please,” and reached for my corset lying upon a trunk beside the bed.

      Toxicore suddenly whirred into a mirage, and the drawers of a chifforobe were flung open, one after another, pulled clear out of their cubbies. Material inside was thrown up in a storm, and a moment later, a heavy pair of denim pants and a cotton shirt smacked me in the face.

      “No time fer that lacy contraption. Put those on and follow me.”

      Voices were coming from downstairs, but the words were indistinct. One was Ghitaine’s, low and unbothered. The other belonged to a man, insistent, even angry. The knot in my stomach grew harder.

      The sound of boots in the hallway rushed to my ears, and Hattie filled the doorway a moment later. She was already dressed, wearing a long coat that had gotten stuck behind her gunbelt, which bore two revolvers this time. She carried her Sharps in one hand and had the quiver of her enchanted arrows slung over one shoulder, the bow across her other. Its string and the quiver strap crisscrossed over her chest. She looked ready for war, whereas I was barely ready for breakfast. “Good, you’re up. We gotta go. Now. Darkheart, get to the main barn and help Jimmy with the horses.”

      “Ye’re not me master, lass.”

      “I’m not your friend either, but you dawdle too long and I’ll sure as hell be the last thing you see. Now go.”

      And he was gone. I should have been getting used to the speed with which he moved. Magic. It seemed to be as easy for him as breathing was for everyone else.

      “Get dressed and hurry about it,” she pressed.

      As I did, she rifled through the storage boxes, coming up with a wide-brimmed riding hat and boots that looked close to fitting me. “These are Jimmy’s old clothes from before he filled out.” She eyed me pulling on a shirt whose cuffs fell well past my wrists. With a snort, she said, “They’ll have to do.”

      “Why are we so sure the men downstairs don’t just want to talk?” I asked, hoping she’d give me an answer that proved Toxicore’s theory wrong.

      “You’re green as grass, Doc,” she merely said as she whipped the top sheet off my bed and stepped to the window.

      “What are you doing?” It seemed a fair question. As far as I knew, hanging sheets out of a window was not common, even in the West.

      “Can’t get out the back without passing the front door. Mama would kill me if there was a shootout inside her house.”

      “Shootout?” I swallowed.

      “That’s what happens when you don’t listen to the law. They shoot, so you gotta shoot back. You dressed yet?”

      By the time I pulled on my boots, she’d knotted two sheets together and tied them to the bedpost. Looking out the window, I saw the end of it dangling just a few feet from the ground. There were so many questions that needed to be raised, but this was obviously not the time. Hattie watched me cinching the belt she’d found to its tightest hole, shoved the hat on my head, and pulled me to the window. “Just don’t let go till you’re close enough not to break an ankle,” she directed and climbed out.

      I hesitated, but not long. The male voice was yelling now, “Lula Cullen murdered a Pinkerton, you old crone. We got a witness to the murder, and if you don’t let us at Cullen, we’ll break the damn door down.”

      Even Ghitaine’s voice had risen now, and I clearly heard her say, “Marshal, you won’t be comin’ in my house no matter how ugly your mouth gets. I haven’t seen my daughter since last week, and I never heard of dis Cullen woman. Now get off my property.”

      The slam of the front door echoed up the stairway and down the hall to my room. I heard a heavy thud, like a fist striking wood, then a man howled in pain loudly enough to make birds startle from the trees in the yard. What was that door made of? Steel?

      “Cullen, get a move on!” Hattie whisper-yelled, and I didn’t need to be told again.

      I told Paddy to climb into his carpetbag and shoved the shillelagh in beside him. My Schofield still rested in the bottom, along with the remainder of my money, Paddy’s journal, and the dwindling tinctures and sundries I’d inherited with the bag. Lifting it with a grunt, I hung as far out of the window as I could and told Hattie to catch. She did, and it was my turn to make my escape. Awkward as I was climbing down the sheets, nothing hindered my ability to run, and, oh the freedom of running without having to lift skirts and drag dozens of pounds of fabric along. The boots were a touch big, but that could be remedied with a thicker pair of socks. Deadwood had to have socks, right?

      Chasing Hattie from the rear of the house to the biggest barn, I tried to convince myself I was up for a flight across the plains. Maybe it was true, but I was most certainly not up for a shootout. And the question—who was this so-called witness to Ryan’s death?—kept bouncing through my mind.

      The barn was nearly as large as Hattie’s livery, with wide doors at both ends. Still dim inside as it waited for the budding morning light to reach in, I saw only the shadows of horses down the central aisle at first. The light was tricky, making the horses look much larger than one could expect, like an ancient race of titan steeds.

      When I finally reached them, two things stood out. First, it wasn’t the trick of the light. The two horses were magnificent, kings of their kin, equal to or even greater than Ryan’s had been. Second, they were unsaddled. We didn’t have much time, and I worried now we’d never have them ready before the lawmen decided to check the barn.

      “You and Tox get up on Sings the Wind, Doc. Hup!” Hattie said, and the larger of the two horses, a beautiful white stallion that seemed to shimmer like the moon, lowered itself to its knees, allowing her to climb to his back.

      “Uh… there’s nowhere to sit,” I stammered.

      Hattie’s stallion stood, and his eyes shined in the dim light like stars. He watched me curiously, without any fear or skittishness. The intelligence in his gaze put me somewhat at ease, as though he sympathized with my distress. Then I realized he wore no bridle. Nor did the other, Sings the Wind.

      “No time like the present to get used to riding slick-heeled and bareback,” Hattie said, “Hup!” and Sings the Wind lowered for me like the first. A loose set of leather bindings, what I took to be makeshift reins, had been hung around his neck.

      Helplessly, I looked to Hattie. “I have no experience with this kind of thing, Hattie. Perhaps if I just turn myself in to the marshals, we can think of something else⁠—”

      “You don’t get on that horse, I’ll have to shoot those marshals, Doc. You think they’re not working for Brigid, or the other one? You think that if they put you in a cell, you’ll come out again in the same condition? You ain’t safe around anyone but me and who I say you’re safe with, not till this is done. Now get on.”

      I got on. There was no arguing against perfect logic. Toxicore jumped up behind me. Reasoning that he’d have better luck maintaining his seat in the coming race, I handed him my carpetbag and Paddy to hold. He scooted up close behind me and gripped my waist—much to my revulsion—keeping the bag pressed firmly between us—much to my joy.

      “Squeeze his withers with your knees and hold the reins. Sings the Wind won’t let you fall,” Hattie said. “Now⁠—”

      “Wait,” Jimmy cut in. “Mama wanted you to take this.” He passed up a waxed leather pouch with a long strap to carry it over the shoulder. Hattie took a quick look inside, and her eyes lingered on something long enough to show she was surprised. Slipping the bag over her head, she looked to Jimmy. “That’ll be
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