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Chapter One

 

 

IT IS RATHER disconcerting to find oneself flat on one’s back, staring up at an interminably blue sky, inundated by the fading stench of rotting corpses intertwined with the malodorous reek of man-eating muck, surrounded by what must be hundreds, if not thousands, of creepy crawly bugs.

I couldn’t see them all—the bugs, that is—though I could hear them buzzing, whirring, chirping, whining, and skittering all about me.

I searched my befuddled brain, striving to recall just how I’d gotten into this fix and where, precisely, I was. Out of the corner of my eye I spied canvas tents haphazardly sprouting from the ground like a mass of insidious white pimples . . .

Ah, yes. Camp Dragonheart.

Mother’s mining camp.

A camp filled with zombie miners and ravenous bugs.

I clamped my jaws tight and repressed a growing sense of panic. Considering how my previous encounter with a massive number of insects had gone, I thought I was handling my panic quite competently.

Drawing in a deep breath—a method I often employed to thwart impending panic—turned into an epic fail when I discovered my chest wrapped in iron. Ultimate panic ensued as the struggle to breathe overshadowed everything else, including creeping, crawling insects.

My vision darkened—

:Never fear, help is here!: a cheerful voice boomed in my head. :Though not in rat form; not yet, anyway.:

What did he mean ‘not in rat form?’

Although the voice was not the voice of reason, it managed to disrupt the panic cycle threatening to drag me to oblivion. The voice belonged to a friendly neighborhood rat . . . who also happened to be a kobold who went by the innocuous name of Ahoy. Not only did the little rat communicate mentally, he prattled on like any human—which could be extremely disconcerting and more than a little annoying.

I intended to fix the chirpy rodent with a proper glare . . . when he was physically present and I could once again breathe.

Closing my eyes, I focused on drawing in as much air as I could, a task that would be much simpler if I could move. Turns out my body was as stubborn as my lungs—arms, legs, even my fingers, refused to cooperate.

“I think she’s dead,” said a voice reminiscent of dry leaves skirling across the ground.

“Not dead, silly!” came a girl’s voice.

“The woman is blacked out, comatose, benumbed, dead to the world . . .” This voice was deeper, a combination of rusting hinges and bellowing whales. “. . . entranced, passed out, torpid, zonked.”

A gentle tugging on my hair followed the voices. It wasn’t painful, not in the least. Just . . . disconcerting.

“Leave her be, William,” said the girl.

William?

The tugging ceased.

Through sheer force of will, I forced one eye open. Three shadows hovered over me—two small, the third tall and emaciated. The morning sun backlit all three shadows, turning them into amorphous silhouettes.

Like a dark cloud passing over the sun, a fourth shadow touched my forehead, progressed down my cheeks and nose, and hovered above my chin. This wasn’t a silhouette at all. The orange-bearded—and headed—face peering into my own could only be one creature.

William the orangutan.

The epiphany was followed by another battle for the ever-elusive breath. Along with a shred of air barely enough to keep a minnow alive came an equally tiny glimmer of enlightenment: the source of the iron band attempting to curtail my ability to breathe was a torture of my own choosing.

“The corset,” I wheezed. “Loosen. My. Corset.”

I had no sooner completed my weak-and-airless sentence when something tickled the side of my chin. The tickling progressed, moving upward to the corner of my mouth.

A climber of the six-legged variety was attempting to summit my face.

Anyone who has ever had nightmares in which they have attempted to scream and found themselves unable to accomplish even that simple deed, knows how I felt. Every instinct I possessed begged me to move as the tickling advanced over my lips. Every fiber of my being demanded I somehow dislodge the vile insect.

And yet, I could do nothing.

Overcome by memories of being thrown into a cavernous pit and surrounded by a heaving, undulating carpet of carapace-armored insects, any mental calm remaining drained like water down a sink. I had to get up. Get away from—

:Whistling might dislodge it,: Ahoy suggested. :Almost there.:

The little rat’s suggestion had merit, though attempting the match-blowing stratagem that often resulted in creating a sound without air in one’s lungs was an exercise in futility. I forced my face to move, however, and managed to twitch my lips.

Over and over I strove to dislodge the vile creature. Nothing proved to discourage the determined insect intent on planting a flag on the end of my not-so-aristocratic beak.

All because of a blasted corset.

The attempted whistling/puffing ended in a coughing fit that threatened to send me hurtling into the pit of unconsciousness.

“She’s convulsing!” cried the girl.

“Rising from the dead,” moaned Dry Leaves.

“Shuddering, shaking, jerking, thrashing,” added Rusty Hinges.

“Cor. Set.” I ground the word between my teeth between racking coughs.

“Did she say corset?” asked the girl.

“Not corset, silly. Corpses,” said Dry Leaves.

“Hornets, horses, perhaps porches . . . hmmm . . . chorus, orphans, carrot? Ah, I do believe it was ‘carrot,’ though I do not see any carrots about,” said Rusty Hinges. A soft hoot followed his comment, though I couldn’t imagine an owl being out and about as the sun had made its appearance several hours ago.

The hoot came from William, I reminded myself. Not a diurnal owl.

:Where are you?: I asked, seeking someone to interceded on my behalf. The effort set my head throbbing (a side effect of sending mental communications, though receiving was relatively painless). 

The little rat didn’t answer.

“Laces . . .” Any remaining words glued tight in my throat, unable to exit without air to propel them.

“There,” said the girl, her voice triumphant. “Corpses do not have laces; corsets do. We’re to do something with her corset laces.”

“I could rip them off,” said Dry Leaves.

“Roll her over like a pig on a spit,” said Rusty Hinges. “Then cut off her gown.”

And just like that, my position abruptly changed.

If I could have yelled, shouted, reprimanded, or otherwise berated the ruffians who promptly grabbed hold of my personage, heaved me onto my side, and dumped me onto my face, rest assured I would have given them a sound verbal thrashing.

Being dumped on my face had its benefits, however. The insect on my nose was dumped as unceremoniously as I was.

To my surprise, my vision cleared, allowing a study of my surroundings from a new perspective. My right eye was privy to the state of dirt, roots, and insects, while my left eye had a slight height advantage, revealing trees—some with gnarly bark, some with smooth—poking out of the hardened mud here and there.

A set of hairy feet predominantly orange in color, stepped into view. 

William.

Yes, it was unusual to find an orangutan roving about the wild west but the plonker responsible for William’s presence had up and disappeared, leaving poor William to fend for himself.

Once again, I tried to move, to speak. Except for freeing my nose and illuminating the secret life of bugs, however, changing position had not vastly improved my situation. To the contrary, any space left in my lungs by the tightened corset had been altogether eliminated by lying on my belly.

Someone leaned, knelt, or sat on my back. With virtually no air remaining, there was no possibility I could give them a piece of my mind.

“You can’t undress her here,” cried the girl.

“Why ever not?” asked Dry Leaves.

“Give me the dagger,” said Rusty Hinges.

Dagger?

The sound of ripping fabric—without accompanying pain—reached my ears at the same time a light breeze tickled the back of my shoulders.

“That was her best dress. Abby’s going to be furious,” said the girl.

The state of my gown was the least of my concerns, air being of the highest priority. 

I had to be getting some air, I reasoned. Elsewise, I’d be dead. No one could hold their breath as long as I’d had my breathing compromised.

“Dress schmess. There are plenty of trousers hanging around. I can fetch a pair,” said Dry Leaves.

Not trousers. Anything but trousers—

“I am uncertain the miss would appreciate being clothed in trousers so recently vacated by their previous owner,” said Rusty Hinges. “Besides, quite a bit of clothing still remains beneath the gown . . . and the corset.”

It was difficult to tell whether the heat in my face was from acute embarrassment or the sun blazing overhead. The blasted sun was partially to blame for my rather breathless condition, however. The sun and my propensity for haste.

Another hoot sounded so close to my ear I would have startled like a spooked horse if I’d been able to move at all.

“Cut the top laces,” said the girl.

“No, cut the bottom laces,” said Dry Leaves.

“The difference between cutting the top and cutting the bottom has a resultant value of nil,” said Rusty Hinges, “which, in turn, has a value of absolutely nothing, which in turn—”

Caught in a netherworld where I could hear what was happening, yet could not partake in the conversation, I found myself appreciating my rather unique position—that of being utterly unable to speak. For the first time in my life, I need not worry about saying something inappropriate—a habit of mine, to be sure.

Instead, I forced out a weak groan.

“Did you hear that?” the girl said.

“I definitely heard that,” said Dry Leaves.

“As did I,” said Rusty Hinges. “I do believe we should prepare ourselves for another visit from the Once Dead.”

“Don’t be silly,” the girl said. “That was just Abby. She’s trying to—”

My groan turned into a moan.

“Not Abby, then,” she corrected. “I’ll get the axe.”

“Very well, I’ll get the spoon . . . um . . . saw,” said Dry Leaves.

 “And I shall grab the pike, the blade, and the hammer from Frederick’s tent,” said Rusty Hinges.

The weight eased from my back.

I tried to raise a hand, to stop them from leaving me in this insipid state, all to no avail. My body refused to follow my commands. I could do naught but hold out until my assistants—or assailants, I hadn’t decided which—returned from wherever they had gone.

Through the haze of impending suffocation, I felt the touch of tiny paws on my left shoulder.

“Doesn’t anyone here have a brain with which to think?” Ahoy asked from somewhere close by.

:Took you long enough,: I managed in what approximated a mental growl.

“Brains?” asked Dry Leaves. “Did someone mention brains?”

It appeared my not-so-helpful entourage had returned in good haste. Had they managed to acquire their tools?

“Hungry again?” said the girl. “You just ate!”

“I am familiar enough with the young lady’s condition to know her hunger is a frame of mind triggered by the sight, smell, or even the simple mention of the word brain,” Rusty Hinges added, though I wasn’t certain if he was being helpful or instigating something nefarious.

“I saw an axe around here somewhere,” said Dry Leaves.

“I will not permit you to eat our sister, dear Flo,” the girl said. “Not until we’re sure she’s dead.”

What?

“It is best to find something to distract the little one,” said Rusty Hinges. Light footsteps moved away. “I believe I tucked something away for emergencies such as this. Be back in a heartbeat or two.”

“For Wodan’s sake,” Ahoy growled. “Come, William. Lend a hand.”

There was a light tugging in the center of my back as if someone sought my attention yet was afraid I might turn on them. Another tug and the iron band around my chest eased.

The tugging went from light to violent as someone else—William?—grabbed hold.

“See? I told you we should start with the top laces.” The girl’s comment was met by silence and more tugging.

:Hurry,: I urged.

The tugging grew more frantic. A harsh ripping filled the air—

“Here,” called Dry Leaves. “I found the axe.”


 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

PAIN SEARED MY chest and I gasped, inhaling a long breath. I exalted in the cool air rushing into my lungs and the release of the suffocating tightness around my chest.

After a second delicious breath—during which I confirmed I had not been hacked to pieces, merely freed from the iron band around my middle—I cracked an eyelid open and found myself once again staring up at the sun instead of lying with my nose to the ground.

Another deep breath reminded me the air was warm and damp and filled with the stench of death, ash, and boggy soil instead of being cool—

I bolted upright, swiping at my face and hair, remembering the feel of near suffocation and insect legs probing the corner of my mouth. A glance at the ground confirmed my suspicions: I was surrounded by a multitude of crawling, writhing, squirming bugs.

I squealed—the sound as high and shrill as a frightened piglet—and scrambled to my feet. William squealed, too, baring his teeth as I danced to one side, ignored the pain lancing through my right foot, frantically beating at my gown—which promptly slid off my shoulders and began a rapid descent to the ground, puddling around my feet. I struggled to disengage myself—and ended up on the ground once again. 

In a sitting position, gown and petticoats bunched around my waist.

I glared at my throbbing foot, dismayed at the dark red stain slowly spreading across the sole of my slipper. It appeared the cut I had suffered as a direct result of trotting over broken glass in nothing but flimsy day slippers during my recent fiasco in San Francisco had reopened.

William bounced up and down on his knuckles, lips stretched wide in the kind of grin only an orangutan could manage. He took hold of his black-and-white suspenders, pulled them away from his chest, and let go. The suspenders snapped, and William hooted.

I swallowed my panic as best I could, gathered my dignity, and dragged the shoulders of my gown back into place—

Only to shove them off again when the fabric wriggled.

The sound that erupted from my lips this time was more bray than squeal. I shot to my feet, favoring my injured foot whilst batting at insects—both real and imagined—and snarled my feet deeper into the mess. The gown’s fabric snagged beneath the loosened corset, unwilling to let go despite the laces having been cut through. I shoved at the trapped fabric over and over until my best day gown lay puddled on the ground along with the traitorous petticoats, kicked free of the mountainous mess, and stumbled back a step.

William leapt upon my gown and proceeded to beat it senseless.

:The furry orange hero avenges his bedraggled princess,: Ahoy said.

Clad only in my chemise, a dangling corset, and cotton pantalettes, I felt completely stripped of my dignity. William continued beating my gown into submission as I glared at my audience—the twin sisters, Flo and Phoebe; Puck, who defied all efforts to classify (Human? Once Dead? Haunted spirit?) and was at least partially responsible for the eau de morte perfuming the air; and Ahoy, the little black-and-white kobold rat in all his furry glory.

I opened my mouth, intending to deliver a good tongue lashing. My impending diatribe was rudely interrupted by the sight of a beetle that had the temerity to position itself on my shoulder. The beetle flourished a pair of snapping pincers ferocious enough to pierce my nose.

Normally, beetles do not represent eminent danger. Normally, said beetles are observed from a distance that provides a modicum of safety. One does not see beetles crawling about one’s person, particularly when said person is traipsing about in her unmentionables.

What did you expect? a voice in my head whispered, a voice that was not Ahoy’s. Nothing about your mother’s mining camp—not even the blasted beetles—holds even a passing acquaintance with the ‘normal’ world.

I should have simply brushed the six-legged demon off.

Life is filled with ‘should haves,’ beginning with ‘I should never have left London all those months ago.’

Instead of flicking the beast into oblivion, I leaned my head back—out of pinching range—and held my hands to either side. Temporary insanity caused by oxygen deprivation combined with the pain in my foot and an overwhelming aversion to anything resembling an insect had me jibbering.

“Get it off me,” I pleaded. 

My entourage watched my antics, bemused expressions on their faces. No one moved to help.

Except Ahoy, who clambered up my pantalettes and snatched the biting beetle from my shoulder. The little rat then proceeded to crunch the insect between his sharp teeth and swallowed it whole.

I clenched my own teeth, stifling the urge to gag. “I don’t know whether I should thank you or be ill.”

Ahoy smacked his lips.

William waddled over to stand beside me. I shook my head when he tugged at my pantalettes.

“The pantalettes stay on. Bug free,” I explained, though I was by no means certain of that fact.

Fortunately, I had seen no spiders—a faint ray of sunshine in a day that had, so far, been filled with gloom. Mental gloom, that is. No gloom in the sky above. An overcast day wouldn’t have landed me in such a predicament. Heat along with a corset tightened by young and overly eager hands had started the day on a rather dismal note.

:I had a pet spider once,: Ahoy said, his voice wistful.

“Nonsense,” I retorted. “No one in their right mind keeps a spider as a pet.”

:His name was Lucas. Cute little thing. He had these big eyes and—:

“Poppycock . . .” My voice trailed off as I became acutely aware of the others looking at me, concern stamped on their faces.

“Are you all right?” the girl said. Phoebe, the oldest of the twins, with red-gold hair and emerald eyes. The girls had grown used to conversing with the little rat vocally. To my knowledge, neither one was privy to our mental communication.

I rolled my eyes and nodded. “I am quite well—if one discards the fact I was almost throttled by my own corset.” Now wasn’t the time to explain my odd way of communicating with Ahoy—or Puck, for that matter. I cast a gimlet eye at my discarded gown and crumpled petticoats. “Or being served up as some sort of gourmet cuisine for the local vermin.”

With a shudder, I freed my corset and tossed it atop the other clothing.

“They’re only beetles,” Flo said. Recent ‘occurrences’ had left her voice sounding more like dried leaves than an eight-year-old girl.

I glared at her. “Next time the Beetle Bug Banquet comes to town, I shall recommend Flo sausage as the main course.”

“Sounds yummy.” Flo grinned. Pale as bleached cotton fringed with limp coppery hair and green eyes that once sparkled emerald but were now coated with a bluish haze. Her young teeth seemed sharper in the morning sun, just as the rest of her looked more . . . dead.

Guilt soured my stomach, and I glanced away, unable to meet Flo’s eyes.

I was tired. Exhausted to the bone. Flo was still Flo, even though she was no longer technically alive. I risked another glance at Flo—only to discover the girl was snacking on someone’s hand!

She smiled at Puck standing next to her. He gave her a nod, raised a second dismembered hand, and joined her in the impromptu meal.

“I put aside a few delicacies while we were building the pyre last night,” Puck explained. “We don’t want the little one going hungry now, do we?”

The funeral pyre, where all dead zombie miners go. I had sent their spirits to the other side, then we’d made certain Mother’s miners never returned. 

“You’re going to spoil your breakfast,” Phoebe said without a trace of disgust.

Flo giggled as Puck picked up a finger she had dropped and handed it to her.

I lifted my chin. Time to get on with the day.

Ahoy shifted position on my shoulder as I waved at the pile of discarded clothing.

“Since you’re so good with pyres, will you please burn those?” I asked Puck.

“Your wish is my command, my lady.” Puck performed an eloquent bow, during which I held my breath. The last time he attempted such a feat, he lost not only his hat, but his hair as well.


 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

PUCK RETAINED BOTH hat and hair—this time.

“Breakfast?” Phoebe asked, her eyes hopeful.

Ah yes, we had been on our way to the cook tent when my corset had attacked—without provocation, mind you.

First things first, however. Wild west or not, I refused to roam about without the proper attire.

“You girls go on ahead if you like. I must attend to . . .” I gestured at my lonely chemise.

William pursed his lips in apparent sympathy and hooted a question.

“No, I do not require assistance.”

The orangutan looked crestfallen.

“I wouldn’t mind an escort to the tent, however. Never know when more insects might want a snack.”

William perked up. He glared at the ground as if daring any nearby creepy crawlies to show themselves.

I limped toward my tent, Ahoy serving lookout on my shoulder while William ranged ahead, scouting for bugs. The twins crowded close to my side, each taking one of my hands.

“Don’t worry about me,” Puck called after us. “I’ve got this.”

I glanced over my shoulder in time to see him give my gown, petticoats, and corset a vicious stomp before bending to gather the abused garments in his arms.

 

MY TENT WAS near the outer edge of camp as was Mother’s tent and the tent belonging to the girls. Given the situation—living miners side by side with reanimated corpses—Mother had, more than likely, wanted an easy escape route if the situation ever got out of hand and so had her tent erected on the outskirts of camp instead of near the fire. 

Easier to make a hasty departure should the need arise, or so I surmised.

Unfortunately, that put our tents adjacent to a burbling bog.

The stench of rotting vegetation permeated everything. Being that our tents were located little more than a stone’s throw from the vast quagmire of mud, dead grass, and rotting trees, growing accustomed to the stink had proven a matter of survival.

Having been forced to navigate that quagmire my first night in camp had proven once and for all that California itself was one gigantic mud pit.

With mosquitoes being the state mascot.

I arrived at my tent bugless, only to be accosted by one of California’s flying mascots. A quick slap sent the mosquito to mascot land. Then I dispatched William with orders to find Helmsley—Mother’s old manservant—and suggested the twins finish their packing while I changed.

Once inside my tent, I scanned the canvas interior, half expecting to discover six-legged vermin had infiltrated the place.

No bugs waved their creepy antennae at me, however. Everything was as I’d left it. The tautly stretched canvas—supported by two posts in the center and four smaller posts at each corner—complete with morning shadows that danced on the breeze. Beneath my feet, a faded Oriental rug depicted a snarling red dragon. A cot had been positioned along one wall, a tub along the other, and a table the size of a chair sat just inside the flap.

I slid a three-legged stool beneath the table as I headed to the trunk and valises at the foot of my cot. I carefully removed a clean chemise and pantalettes from the large valise, then perched on the cot’s edge.

Exchanging dirtied chemise and pantalettes for clean ones was quite painless. Tending my injured foot, however, was not.

The cut had most definitely reopened. The once-clean incision the length of my knuckle burned an angry red. I cleaned the wound as best I could with water and an almost-clean rag, then bound a dry rag—bleached almost to extinction—about foot and wound before donning stockings and boots.

:Should have worn the boots earlier,: Ahoy said. The little rat sounded so smug I could have buried him in dough and let the dough rise until nothing showed but his tiny black nose. I decided instead to ignore the comment, finished lacing my boots, and stood.

Next came the corset. I quickly searched both valises and my trunk, frustration growing when my efforts proved futile. I had somehow misplaced my backup corset.

Where on earth could it have gotten to?

One expects a proper Lady of Society to conform to certain standards. Wearing appropriate undergarments, albeit seldom discussed, is one of those standards. I had been remiss since arriving in Mother’s camp, though Mother was mostly to blame. She insisted I fit in with the miners, which meant dressing in miner’s garb.

Mother’s abrupt departure meant her wishes and desires were no longer pertinent. I was determined to take the girls and rejoin the civilized world. The civilized world held certain expectations regarding women’s clothing—which meant trousers were out and corsets were in.

:I think you’ll find society’s expectations a tad different from what you are used to,: Ahoy said. :It is the wild, wild west, after all.:

“I’m well aware of that.”

Six months on a sailing ship and several days in San Francisco, a place I had dubbed ‘The Land of Fog, Mud, and Misery,’ had served to disabuse me of many fanciful notions. Nevertheless, a woman must keep her priorities in good order.

I yanked one garment after another from my trunk (which had, heretofore, been neatly packed in anticipation of our departure) in search of my backup corset. Ahoy took position in the center of my cot. The white spot on the end of his nose twitched as he supervised my fruitless search.

“Miss Beauregard always said a woman cannot be a Proper Lady of Society unless she feels like a Proper Lady,” I said, overcome with frustration. “In order to feel like a Proper Lady, one must dress the part.”

I dumped my armload next to the clothing stacked neatly on one end of the cot. My earlier decision to burn both the ruined gown and the equally ruined corset had been made knowing I had another of each waiting in my trunk.

Several gowns, as a matter of fact.

But only one additional corset.

And that particular undergarment had somehow disappeared.

Who on earth would steal a woman’s corset? 

The twins were all of eight. It would be several years before they donned such garb. With Mother gone, the camp was sorely lacking in women at all, much less those of an age to require such accoutrements.

:What about William? Women’s clothing might interest him.: Ahoy sat back on his haunches.

I found it disconcerting beyond measure to have a kobold rat poking around in my head, not only speaking to me in a mind-to-mind fashion, but apparently reading my thoughts—

:Company,: Puck called.

His mental shout came through crisp and much too loud, giving me quite a start.

I had grown used to hearing Ahoy in my head, disconcerting though it might be. I sincerely doubted that I would ever get used to hearing Puck’s rusty-hinges voice—mentally or otherwise. Yes, Puck had taken on the appearance of a living human. A being who had started life as a full-grown skeleton, however, shouldn’t communicate at all in my estimation.

Yet, he did.

:Wonder of wonders,: Puck continued. :You should see this wagon!:

No time to ferret out disappearing corsets or don layers of petticoats. A simple gown would have to do. Dressing as befit a Proper Lady would have to wait until later.

I brushed away yet another mosquito, snatched a blue day gown from the pile on my cot, and slipped the day gown over my head. A bit underdressed, perhaps, but why bother with layers of petticoats when I didn’t even have a proper corset?

Time enough later to worry about the impropriety of my attire. Propriety also dictated that I be attired, with or without petticoats, when encountering unanticipated arrivals.

I drew the gown—a gown I’d had the London tailor leave slightly loose in the event I needed to wear heavy woolens beneath—up over my shoulders and adjusted the pockets sewn into the skirt. The new fashion had proven itself worth the extra shilling the tailor had charged.

Even with the gown being slightly loose, however, I fumbled with the buttons.

:Should have taken the girls up on their offer to help.: Ahoy had the temerity to look smug.

“Easy for you to say,” I grumbled. I really was going to have to invest in several of the new front-fastening bodices.

The first button slid into place, and I fumbled for the next, turning my thoughts to the stranger newly come to our midst.

Did the wagon bear supplies for the miners? Or would the unknown entity simply prove to be a traveler who had stumbled across Mother’s road?

“This must be a scheduled delivery of some sort.” I growled through my teeth as a button slipped from my fingers. “I cannot imagine Mother would welcome visitors dropping by unannounced.”

: It is likely any protections put in place by your mother would have dissipated by now—other than that vulture repellant: Ahoy said. :Which is deteriorating, by the way. Most spells of that sort—that I’m familiar with—need refreshing on a regular basis. Or something to anchor them.:

I growled in frustration but managed to get another button fastened. The task would proceed more quickly if I could see what I was doing, but there wasn’t a mirror to be found in these primordial tents.

:I sense something about the man—and his wagon—that feels . . . off,: Ahoy said, black nose quivering.

“As off as the buttons on this gown?” I dropped my hands to my sides.

Ahoy leapt off the cot and scampered out the tent flap. :I’ll get the girls.:

My stomach fluttered in panic, suddenly filled with a kaleidoscope of frantic butterflies. I tried to convince myself the sense of panic stemmed from my earlier misadventure—caused by inexpert hands overtightening my corset—yet the truth went much deeper. 

A vision of Flo lying lifeless upon a stone slab flitted through my mind, wrenching at my soul.

She had been—and still was—young, innocent, full of life.

Coming to terms with the youngest twin’s present condition was proving difficult, as was the part I had played in bringing that condition about. One minute, I had been staring at her inert form, infuriated by the girl’s untimely demise; the next minute, she bolted upright, grinning.

Ahoy claimed I was responsible for the transformation. Which was utterly impossible.

Or so I kept telling myself.

I forced myself to relax, reached back, and found another recalcitrant button. Then I bent my entire focus on completing my button-fastening task before the girls arrived to strangle me with my own buttons.

The twins spilled through the tent flap, giggling as they stopped and stood at attention. Did they play at being soldiers, then?

“Flo and Phoebe reporting for duty,” Flo quipped in her dry-as-leaves voice.

“We understand you need assistance with your dressing,” Phoebe added.

“I appreciate your offer.” I glared at Ahoy as the little rat reclaimed his position on the cot. “But I’ve managed quite well . . .”

Undeterred, the girls edged around me. Judging by the fit of hysterical giggling, my button-managing skills were sorely misjudged.

“I’m happy you find my situation so entertaining, but company is waiting. Time to get on with the task at hand.”

A hard tug just above my hips almost dragged me to the floor. Panic seized my throat in a suffocating grip.

“Sorry,” Phoebe said.

Flo giggled.

They are only buttons, I reminded myself. They cannot be fastened too tightly.

“I think we need to be a little higher,” Phoebe said.

I sighed and backed up to the cot. “Will that suffice?”

“That will be just fine,” Phoebe said. The cot creaked in protest as the twins climbed on the mattress.

“That was my tail,” Ahoy grumbled.

“Oops, sorry,” Flo croaked.

The tugging on my back began in earnest.

:While this promises to be highly entertaining,: Ahoy said. :I believe I’ll do some reconnaissance out of doors.:

The rat darted past my feet in a black-and-white blur, disappearing through the tent flap before I could make further comment. :I’ll meet you at the campfire.:

:Take William and Helmsley with you,: I advised. It might be best to put on a show of might. Mother had stressed time and again that mining camps were often prey for those who had no desire to work for their living.

“I think I stepped on him,” Flo said, her raspy voice contrite.

“He’s survived worse.” I stroked the pendant nestled in the hollow of my throat as the girls yanked and tugged on the back of the gown. I drew in a breath, fighting a sudden sense of claustrophobia.

“A gown is not a corset, girls. No need to strangle me.”

“The buttons don’t match,” Flo complained.

“I think we have to unbutton them first,” Phoebe said. “This one should be down here, not up there.”

“It is rather difficult to see one’s own back,” I said, rolling my eyes at the sudden heat flushing my cheeks. I fingered the pendent around my neck. 

The pendant had been mine for as long as I could remember. It had been a gift from Mother—one of a scant few—given with the admonition to always keep it safe.

And so I had.

Except for bathing and sleeping, I kept the pendant with me always, more of a talisman than a necklace. Caressing the smooth surface soothed my rattled nerves. It had helped me remain calm through finishing school, where I had been transformed into a Proper Lady of Society.

Even now, knowing the pendant’s true nature, knowing the crystal vial held not only an iridescent green liquid, but a piece of an ancient necromancer’s body as well as a piece of Flo, the familiar feel of bronze latticework beneath my fingers felt warm beneath my fingers, lending comfort to an embarrassing situation.

Mother had called the necromancer’s flesh the ‘Golden Pea,’ though it wasn’t a pea at all. 

Should have dropped it into the Pit, I told myself for the umpteenth time since discovering the pendant’s true nature. That Golden Pea was the reason Mother had, in essence, killed Flo. She needed a tiny piece of Flo—a piece vital to Flo’s survival—to add to the Pea’s power.

Phoebe held a piece of that power as well.

I had managed to foil Mother’s plans—with the help of all my friends.

The miracles I had accidentally wrought—bringing Flo back from the dead and vanquishing my mother at the same time—were akin to stumbling through a maze and finding my way out by dumb luck. In theory, the disgusting relic lent power to whoever possessed it. But there had been no hint of how the relic might be used. Intuition informed most of my actions. Ahoy informed the rest.

I was quite certain Mother had departed of her own accord—which left raising Flo from the dead as my sole surviving accomplishment.

That not-so-simple feat had left me utterly spent and suffering from a blinding headache. The price of using power—or so Puck had informed me.

All of this had become clear as milk soup only a few days ago. 

I adjusted the pendant so it lay in the center of the bodice’s lace cutout and shifted my focus to the gown itself. The gown hinted at a bit of décolletage as the bodice ascended my shoulders, ending in a tight collar about the center of my neck. All the rage back in London, the gown had felt lavish the first time I donned it. 

Of course, back then I had still been concerned with maintaining a sense of propriety, which the gown managed to convey at the same time feeling more . . . adult . . . than my other gowns.

After this morning’s experience with the overtight corset, however, the gown’s collar felt as though it might strangle the life from me.

Could it be that the Proprieties of Properness needed revising?

“Done!” Flo and Phoebe said, their voices blending harmoniously despite one being young and vital and the other being dead as a winter leaf.

“Very well. What say we discover what this newcomer wants?”

I snatched a shawl from the trunk and tied it loosely about my shoulders, hiding the pendant from view. Dressed in a manner befitting a Proper Lady of Society—or as nearly as one can be when one goes about sans petticoats and corset—I ducked through the tent flap into the light of day. I walked as briskly as my sore foot allowed while the twins hurried along beside me.

“Where is William,” I asked when the orangutan failed to join us.

Phoebe shrugged. “He left as soon as we reached our tent.”

Flo nodded so enthusiastically I worried her head might pop off.

:Come along. We’re at the campfire,: Ahoy said. :Waiting.:

Waiting? For what?

:You, of course!: Puck exclaimed.

:Be careful,: a third voice said. A voice I hadn’t heard since Mother’s disappearance. The voice of another four-footed—or rather, hooved—friend.

:Molly? Where have you been?:

:Staying away from the local morons.: After a brief pause, during which I could think of nothing constructive to say, Molly continued. :But I’m here if you need me.:

I was immediately aware of two conflicting emotions—relief that Molly was not close by and trepidation regarding the same.

Molly, you see, is a donkey. Prior to Molly, my experience with braying equines had been rather unpleasant—which explained my relief at discovering she wasn’t close to hand.

Donkey or not, Molly had proven herself most helpful during the recent confrontation with Mother. I found myself more confident with her by my side.

:By your side but not close to hand,: Molly said, her tone dry. :Nice to know I’m appreciated.:

:Any time,: I said primly. Even more disconcerting to realize that Molly—a donkey—was privy to my thoughts.

:Not just any donkey,: Molly said, her voice heavy with disapproval.

A faint ache throbbed at the base of my skull. I had been trying to limit initiating mental communications. While I could ‘hear’ without suffering repercussions, mentally replying to another was not only taxing, it left me with pain that slowly built into a blinding headache.

Somehow the animals—and other creatures—could hear and understand me, no matter which way I ‘spoke.’ Our communication even carried some distance, though I had not yet been able to reach our furry friends who had remained in San Francisco—

:Of course, you have,: Ahoy said. :You just haven’t realized it.:

That revelation brought me up short—

In time to avoid walking into a pair of men’s drawers draped over a rope that had been stretched between two tents. The drawers flapped drunkenly alongside a pair of trousers and two shirts, handkerchiefs staggered clumsily between. 

The twins giggled.

The only sound—other than that of my clumsy progress—I could hear. There was no sign of any of the camp’s previous inhabitants—the live ones, that is. There had been at least a dozen men on Mother’s ‘day shift,’ as she had called them, yet they were nowhere in sight. Could they possibly be working? I’d thought they would take advantage of Mother’s disappearance—

:I believe they bolted,: Molly said. :Skedaddled fast as horses frightened by a bear.:

:Their clothes are still here.” I stepped around the dangling clothes and continued along the path.

It made little sense. While I had assisted the Once Dead miners—the ones Mother had animated to work her night shift—helping them to move on, I had granted the living miners full rights to the small claims Mother allowed them to work.

:I don’t think they care about the claims. They’re more afraid of your mother.: Molly said.

:Will they return then, do you think?: I felt more than a little befuddled as I circumnavigated a broad stump, striving to figure the puzzle out. I winced as the throbbing in my head grew. :With their belongings still here—: 

:I believe they’re afraid your mother might return and what she might do to them—to us all—if she does return,: Molly said. I could hear the distinct sound of chewing in the background.

:Are you speaking with your mouth full?: I asked, indignant. :Everyone knows a Proper Lady—:

Molly snorted, a sound that tickled through our mental link. :I’m the farthest thing from a Proper Lady you can get. Besides, I’m not sure this type of communication falls into the category of ‘speaking’.:

She had a point. Two points, in fact.

:I looked around this morning. There is no one at the river,: Molly said. :All the tools are scattered about, yet there’s no sign of activity around the claims.:

:Ah,: was all Ahoy said.

I understood the explanation as well as the exclamation. Miners leaving their clothes behind was one thing, but any tradesman worthy of the name did not leave his tools behind. If, indeed, miners could be considered tradesmen—

“There you are!” An unfamiliar voice cried.

We had reached the cleared area surrounding the campfire. Puck and Ahoy—currently perched on Puck’s shoulder—stood before a rather tallish man.

:Couldn’t find William or Helmsley,: the little rat said.

“Blast.” So much for the show of might.

The cook tent dominated the opposite side of the main clearing across from where we stood. The abandoned campfire, still smoldering with the remains of my insect-ridden clothing, sat in the center of the clearing, with tents of various sizes spreading out in all directions. A light breeze teased the smoke curling lazily skyward. Though the flames had long since burned out, the smoke helped keep mosquitoes away while also dulling Puck’s stench.

Which was currently quite considerable.

The bone man must have found something new to wear.

Not only was he constantly snacking on rotting body parts, Puck did not hesitate to change costumes when the opportunity arose. Disrobing rotting corpses didn’t bother him in the least.

Puck’s wardrobe selection was not why I had come to the clearing, I reminded myself.

I took a deep breath and studied the stranger, scarcely noting the odd wagon tucked between several tents off to my left.

The man wore a black leather duster and matching black derby and swaggered when he walked like he had indulged in one too many nips of his favorite spirits. One lock of his black, shoulder-length hair had an owl’s feather braided into it, a feather that fluttered in the breeze as if wanting to take flight . . .

For a moment, everything seemed frozen in time. The smiling face seemed familiar, though I was quite certain I had never seen this man before.

:I would remember a man like that, wouldn’t I?: I thought, sending the question mentally. After all, it would be rude to actually say the words aloud with the man standing right before me.

My attention to propriety was promptly rewarded. The dull ache that had started at the base of my skull shifted into a not-so-dull pounding.

:I have no idea,: Ahoy said. :Though he is an odd one.:

“I don’t like him,” Phoebe whispered. “He’s . . . creepy.”

“No, he’s not,” Flo said. “He’s different though. More like—”

:Do you know who he is?: I asked Ahoy, ignoring the girls. I immediately wondered what had prompted the question. Ahoy wouldn’t know the man, would he?

:Don’t know who he is,: Ahoy replied. :Not quite sure what he is, either.:

Talk about being cryptic. No time to follow up, however.

“Miss Abigail Crumb,” the stranger cried, taking a few steps toward me. “So pleased to make your acquaintance. It appears you’ve found yourself quite the peculiar adventure!”

He knew my name—

“See?” Phoebe took my right hand in a tight grip. “Creepy.”

Flo took my other hand yet spoke not a word.

I swallowed with great difficulty and moved closer to Puck. The last man in black leather I’d had the misfortune of encountering tried to destroy me—

:Not the same bloke,: Ahoy said. :Entirely different fellow.:

Very well. If Ahoy vouched for the man—

:Didn’t say that,: Ahoy protested. :Just not the same, that’s all.:

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes in a very unladylike manner. The sooner I dealt with this intrusion, the sooner we could get on with our day.

“I believe you have me at a disadvantage, sir,” I said, gently freeing my hand from Phoebe’s tight grasp and extending the freed hand as befitted a Proper Lady of Society.

The man grasped my fingers in his own—and bowed like a courtier. Instead of being comforted by the familiar gesture, I felt rather unnerved. The man’s eyes were black as his hair, fathomless pits that beckoned me into their depths. I felt myself falling, falling . . .

Making enough noise to wake the proverbial dead, Ahoy leapt from Puck’s shoulder to me, barely managing to catch my sleeve. He scrambled up to my shoulder, chittering and chattering in a manner most unfitting a rat. He didn’t speak, not even mentally, but made so much noise I became rather alarmed.

:Are you well?: I asked Ahoy, snatching my hand away from the stranger as quickly as possible. Incredibly rude, I know. All I could think at the time was that I had to sever our contact.

I swayed as if bereft of support, then regained my balance, and turned my attention to the rat now perched on my shoulder.

Ahoy shoved his nose into my neck and stayed there, his appearance and manner more of a sulking puppy than a full-grown rat. :I’m doing quite well. The question is—are you all right? You seemed . . . enthralled.:

:Nonsense.: I raised an eyebrow but didn’t attempt a further reply. Of course, I was fine and I most definitely was not enthralled. If the little rat couldn’t see that—

“Name’s Oliver Cromwell Smith, but you can call me Ollie,” the stranger said, black eyes twinkling. He nodded at Ahoy. “Friend of yours?”

“Of a sort.” Reluctant to divulge more information than necessary, I kept my answer to a minimum. Not only did the man’s name not match his attire, I was beginning to feel that Phoebe was right—the man was rather creepy.

“Different,” Flo said. “Molly says he’s not really human.”

Great. Now the child was poking around in my mind. 

That thought was immediately followed by, I’m not the only one who can talk to animals. A twinge of envy ran through me at the abrupt realization, though I couldn’t put my finger on why this should be so. I idly wondered why I hadn’t heard any verbal input from William—

:I talk to animals,: Ahoy said, his voice prim.

:You are a rat,: I said. :Rats are animals.:

:I’m a kobold. Not the same thing.:

:I choose whether or not I communicate with someone,: Molly said. I could almost envision her donkey nose raised high in the air. :Humans think they are special, but the fact is—they are no more special than any other creature. To tell the truth, most of your lot aren’t worth speaking to.:

I decided to set the talking-to-animals and let’s-all-read-Abby’s-mind issues aside for now. Best deal with the matter at hand.

The Romani tinker.

When Puck announced the wagon’s arrival, I had immediately recognized an opportunity. I would simply convince the driver to convey the lot of us back to civilization, thereby eliminating the need to locate adequate transportation.

Now that I’d made the man’s acquaintance, however, I decided we would be better off traveling separately. The sooner this man was on his way, the better.

“What can I do for you, sir?” I lifted my chin and surreptitiously glanced around. Where had William and Helmsley gotten to?

“Ollie,” the man insisted.

A Proper Lady of Society did not use a man’s given name upon first meeting. If he was indeed a gentleman, as indicated by the courtly bow, this Ollie would know that. I raised an imperious eyebrow and waited as befitted a Proper Lady, my expression growing cooler as the seconds ticked by.

Remembering how I had become trapped by his gaze, I fixed my attention to the left of his nose, low enough not to be drawn in by his eyes and yet not so low as to appear submissive. The man had a slight tick in his cheek. I watched, fascinated, as the muscle beneath his skin twitched erratically.

:Don’t know him well enough, but I would say he’s either nervous or amused.: Ahoy’s nose was still pressed against my neck. His ice-cold nose.

:More likely he’s amused.: Of course, Molly had to add her opinion, even from a distance. How she knew what was occurring beyond her line of sight was something I did not—and likely would never—comprehend.
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