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Chapter one




The pig is dying, and there isn’t a damn thing I can do about it. 

I crouch in the mud beside the fallen animal, its sides heaving with labored breaths. Poor bugger should be happily munching breakfast with the rest of the passel; charming little pigs resembling the pudgy, short-legged illustrations in Ylva’s fairy-tale book.

They had been easy keepers. Until about three months ago, around New Year’s, the whole lot of them started declining. Scrawny pigs, dying pigs, barren pigs are pigs that won’t make my family a living. We sell barreled pork to mining camps to earn cash. And this little piggy is the third to succumb to the malaise this week. Short of a miracle, we’ll have nothing left to sell come fall.

“Is it gonna die, Auntie?” Ylva’s small voice comes from behind me. I glance back at her blonde braids catching the weak morning light.

“I reckon so, little wolf.” My voice is steady, though disappointment and frustration boil. I’d been hanging onto the hope that Gudrun’s latest tonic, administered with the waxing moon, had stemmed the illness. I guess not.

Ylva crouches beside me and reaches out to soothe the pig. Her tiny white hand is almost lost in its black hair. At eight years old, Ylva takes after Gudrun with her knack for animals.

“Go fetch Mama Gudrun, ask her to meet me inside. Tell her we got another one down.”

Ylva nods and sets off across the muddy ground, coat flapping open, despite the chill. Little bird legs skip nimbly through the muddy mess. I glance around the empty pen. No one in sight. Just me and a dying pig.

My fingers twitch. One touch. That’s all it would take. I could almost feel the pig’s life force, its Vitae ebbing, almost taste its Animus Mortis waiting to be released when it died. Power I hadn’t tapped in nearly a decade, right at my fingertips.

“Yum yum, if you have the penchant for pork.”

I jump, recognizing the mocking voice. Damn Johnny Reb staring at me from across the languishing animal. Great, just what my morning needs, a wrathy ghost. Thought he had finally moved on, but no, here he is.

Bastard’s been haunting me since Gettysburg, shimmering gray uniform tattered as the day he died, kepi cap pulled low over his eyes. Most shades want to move on once they figure out they’re dead. This fella stuck around, nursing a grudge.

“Ain’t none of your business what I do,” I mutter, snatching my hand back.

“Thought you were respectable now.” His voice is taunting. “What would dear departed Caleb think?”

I stand abruptly, wiping my hands on my trousers, my face flushing in shame. “Caleb would expect me to save the damn farm.”

The words are true enough. The homestead had been my husband Caleb’s dream. But he’d been gone for nigh on three years, taken by the plague of ’77. He died expending the last of his power to pull my sister, Julianna, through the sickness. Caleb’s death was my personal extinction event. My hopes for our life together burned to ash, everything flat and gray like this cold March morning.

Most days I feel as insubstantial as my Reb.

Turning on my heel, I retreat, leaving the ghost to the dying pig.

The shade’s laughter follows me as I stalk toward the cabin.
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Chapter two




When Caleb and I arrived in Trinidad almost ten years ago, lumber was scarce, with a price tag to match. We spent the first summer living in a dugout. By fall, it had evolved into a single-room, sandstone-walled cabin with a peaked roof and a fireplace. After my sister’s family joined us, we added two adobe-brick rooms for sleeping and a coal-burning stove. Nothing made Caleb prouder than the final addition of four glass windows. One in each bedroom and two in the main room. 

I pause on the cabin’s porch to clean my boots before entering. I don’t relish facing Julianna’s wrath for tracking muck inside. Bracing my shoulder against the pine door, I push hard, and the bottom scrapes across the packed dirt floor. The scent of herbs, underlaid with vinegar lingers—Julianna’s cleaning tonic.

Inside, Julianna is at the stove, her movements rigid as she stirs a pot of porridge.

“Another one?” she asks, not turning. Ylva must have told her about the pig.

Beautiful Julianna could have been a model in Godey’s Lady’s Book—perfectly oval face, wide-set gray eyes, and golden-brown hair. But the years on the frontier marked her with her lye-roughened hands and calico dress.

She never expected to end up on her older sister’s homestead raising pigs and vegetables to sell to miners. Our parents presented Julianna to Indianapolis society the year the war ended. She loved being a debutante—the parties, dancing, and flirting. Before Christmas, she was married to the son of a burgeoning rail baron and was poised for a life of soirées and charity boards. Her expectations took a turn when his rail stock crashed and he ran off to South America.

“Yep.” I hang my hat on the peg by the door and pull off my coat and gloves. “That’s five this month.”

Julianna exhales, her shoulders slumping slightly, and turns to me, her eyes tired. “We can’t go on like this, Mary Catherine.”

“I know.” I sigh, gathering the newspapers and magazines scattered across the table. Gudrun’s hunger for news and gossip compels her to collect periodicals from all the neighbors. I stack them by the fireplace before sitting down. “Maybe Gudrun can try another charm?”

Like many folks around these parts, Gudrun, Julianna’s wife in every way that counts, is a Small Magic user, crafting herbs, charms, potions, and spells. She has a particular affinity for animal husbandry, which served us well up till now. I figure maybe one in twenty folks can turn a spell or charm to help with the laundry or banish flea beetles in the tomato patch, but Gudrun’s skills are a notch above.

As if summoned, the door bangs open and Gudrun blows in, blue eyes shining, cheeks ruddy from the spring wind, Ylva at her heels with a milk pail in hand. Gudrun’s face is grim as she peels off her scarf and hat.

“Ylva says we lost another,” she huffs. “And the damn cow’s milk’s light. Her calf’s gonna need all she can give.”

Pausing in her tasks, Julianna gently grabs Ylva’s head and places a kiss on her crown before turning to help Gudrun shrug out of her coat. Seeing them together lightens my mood despite the news of the cow.

Gudrun will never grace Godey’s or La Mode; her sturdy face and form more suited to farm life than magazine covers, but she’s perfect for Julianna.

“We can’t be the only homestead losing livestock?” I ask, hoping for some insight or clarity, any explanation.

Gudrun shakes her head. “That’s just it. I asked around when I was at the Ramirezes’ yesterday. Nobody else is losing stock. The Cordovas’ sheep are fat as ticks, and old man Baca’s bringing on extra men to help with the lambing.”

“So it’s just us, our pigs, our cow affected by whatever this is,” I mutter, the weight of that sinking in.

Gudrun fixes me with a steady gaze. “Did you try…?”

“No.” I glare at her, tilting my head in Julianna's direction, willing her to shut up. I had carelessly thrown out the idea to Gudrun that maybe my old talents could help with the livestock problem. “I promised Julianna, remember?” 

Julianna turns from the stove, her face tight. “And we’re grateful for that promise. The last thing we need is you slipping back into old ways.”

An uncomfortable silence falls. Gudrun slinks to the table to join me. Ylva looks between us, confusion plain on her face.

“What old ways?” she chirps. “What could Auntie do?”

“Nothing,” Julianna says firmly, setting down bowls of corn porridge, sparingly dotted with salt pork. The spoons rattle as each bowl plunks to the table. “Your aunt doesn’t do that anymore.” Julianna sits, primly spreading a clean rag on her lap. “I suppose grace is too much to expect?”

Gudrun chuffs softly. “We’re nearly broke, Jules. The garden won’t produce for months—”

“No,” Julianna answers firmly. “We’re not risking it. We have no reason to believe Mary Catherine’s special abilities could make a difference anyway.”

“Jules is probably right, Gudrun. What do you expect me to do about a hog die-off?” I shovel a spoonful of breakfast into my mouth, then continue, “I’m just a nice, old widow woman. You’re the pig expert.”

“Old? You’re forty-two, you got all your own teeth, you ain’t too old for nothing,” Gudrun snorts, losing the smile and lowering her voice. “You used to know people.”

“No good came from those people,” I counter.

Ylva’s eyes are saucers, practically popping out of her head. Julianna glares at both of us, her porridge untouched.

“But you have power, yes?” Gudrun says. “You’re the biggest toad in this puddle.” She slaps her spoon down. “If you weren’t so enamored of being the sad widow woman… There must be something you can do or someone you know who can put things right…”

Gudrun’s grasping at mist. I haven’t used my power since Caleb and I said ‘I do.’ And I definitely don’t run with that crowd anymore.

But… thinking back to the pig earlier, the temptation to taste just a little of the magic, my heart flips. “Maybe—”

“Enough!” Julianna snaps. “I don’t want to hear another word. Finish eating, then you two will go and take care of that poor creature while Ylva helps me in the house. You can take the carcass to Elsbeth’s—”

A sharp knock at the door cuts her off. We all freeze, exchanging glances. Our neighbors are unlikely to visit this early. We must have missed the sound of hoofs while we argued.

Gudrun moves toward the shotgun hanging by the door, while I go to the window. Recognizing the well-fed mule standing near the porch, I wave Gudrun back. “I got it.”

Nestor, Robert Tallmadge’s hostler, stands outside the door, hat in hand, shifting nervously from foot to foot.

“Morning, Miz McClellan,” he says, ducking his head respectfully. I open the door wider to wave him in, but he shakes his head. “Mr. Tallmadge sent me. Asked if you could come see him. Says it’s urgent-like.”

“What’s this about, Nestor?” I ask, warning prickling along my spine.

“Don’t rightly know, ma’am. Just said there’s someone in town asking after”—he lowers his voice—“Mick Kelly.”

I feel the blood drain from my face. Behind me, Julianna gasps softly. I haven’t gone by Mick Kelly for over a decade, not since Alan Pinkerton helped me bury that woman. Least that was the story we put about.

“Tell Robert I’ll come by at one,” I say, my voice steadier than I expect. “Got some chores I gotta take care of.”

Nestor mounts up and leaves before I turn to find Julianna and Gudrun watching me, worry etched on their faces.

“You can’t go,” Julianna says immediately. “If it’s the BMI—”

The BMI, Bureau of Magical Investigations, was institutionalized by Abe Lincoln during the war, and he appointed Alan Pinkerton to lead it. The Bureau’s official mandate is to find, contain, and eliminate foreign and domestic magical threats to the United States. Unofficially, it keeps magic, especially Big Magic, hidden from the general public. ‘Normies’ we like to call them.

Based on services rendered ten years ago, Alan and I had an understanding. I disappeared quietly into the frontier and in exchange he wouldn’t arrest, conscript, or execute me.

“Of course I have to go. And hopefully it is someone from the BMI. Nobody else should know Mick Kelly is alive,” I cut in. “But first, we’re gonna take care of the animals.”

“You go put that hog out of its misery, no hocus-pocus.” Julianna’s voice is flat, brooking no argument. “You promised, Mary Catherine. Never again.”

“Jules—” Gudrun begins.

“No!” Julianna cuts her off. “I won’t have it in my home. Not after what happened.” She turns to me, eyes pleading. “Go see Robert if you must. But don’t do that. Please.”

I nod slowly, not trusting myself to speak. The disappointment in her eyes cuts deep.

Ylva’s still at the table, apparently hoping that if she stays quiet, no one will notice her listening. Catching my eye, she silently mouths “Hocus-pocus?”

I shake my head once at her, then start bundling up again to head outside.
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Chapter three




Gudrun and I head to the north pen to see about the pig. The March light is flat and gray, the sun veiled behind a fortress of clouds. In no time, my ears ache from the chill wind. It’s cold enough to dull the pig smell but not cold enough to solidify the mud. Damn pigs. 

My nerves are on a tightrope. Julianna’s fears are well-founded. My judgment has been known to skip a cog, but straits are dire and we need to do something.

The poor hog hasn’t moved since Ylva and I fed the herd earlier. The subtle rise and fall of its breathing show it’s reaching the end.

We pause at the fence.

“Ain’t this cozy,” the Reb drawls from his perch a few rails down. “Two ladies just innocently setting out to slaughter a hog. Hocus-pocus farthest thing from your innocent little hearts.”

I ignore him, though heat creeps up my neck.

Tucking my hands into my pockets, I try not to fidget. “Any chance your tonics might still work if we give it more time?”

Gudrun shakes her head. “I’ve tried three already. The last one even had some of that expensive cinchona bark from my cousin in San Francisco.”

“Weren’t you telling me about some Norwegian remedy your grandmother swore by? The one with the molasses?”

“That was for colic, not wasting sickness.” Gudrun slips through the fence rails with practiced ease despite her full skirts. Her movements are gentle as she crouches beside the pig, running her hands along its sunken flanks.

The animal doesn’t even grunt. It looks even worse than it did an hour ago—patchy skin stretched over protruding bones, cloudy eyes, labored breathing.

“See how the skin puckers?” Gudrun points to an area near the pig’s shoulder. “And its gums are nearly white.” She places her palm flat against the pig’s side, closes her eyes briefly. When she opens them, her expression confirms what I already believed.

“It’s exactly the same as the others,” she says, standing. “I don’t know why they’re failing.”

Studying the animals in the adjacent pens, she continues, “We feed them well, they forage, and that distiller’s mash should put weight right on.” She comes back through the fence, scowling. “I can almost taste the edges of something… hovering like a fog, but I can’t quite put a finger on it.” She shakes her head as if to clear it. “I’m probably just being fanciful. The kindest thing now is to end its suffering.”

“You sure there’s nothing else?” The words catch in my throat. It’s not just about this one animal—it’s about what comes next.

“Nothing I can do,” Gudrun says quietly.

My eyes dart to the Reb drifting closer, hovering just behind Gudrun’s shoulder. I thought the bastard finally moved on around New Year’s. I haven’t seen him since he serenaded me with all seven verses of “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen” for an entire week. But here he is again, today.

His head cocks to the side, rubbing his chin in faux contemplation. “Mighty convenient excuse for what you’re fixing to do, ain’t it?”

I clench my jaw and look away from him, back to the dying pig. Each shallow breath it takes seems more painful than the last.

“No sense letting it suffer,” Gudrun says, reaching for the long knife sheathed on her belt. “We’ll make it quick.”

I nod but hesitate. “Before we do… I was thinking…”

Gudrun pauses. “Yes?”

“Maybe it would help us pin down the problem… if we knew for sure what we were dealing with—natural disease or mystical…”

“That something you can do?” Gudrun asks carefully. “I don't really understand what a  Va—Vorator is, just that its Big Magic.”

“‘Mortis Vorator’ is the fancy name. I just say ‘Gleaner.’” I rush on. “Didn’t Juliana explain it to you? I’ve had the Gleaning since I was a kid.”

Gudrun never asked about my history. I assumed we all kept mum out of consideration for my delicate feelings. Was Jules ashamed to tell Gudrun about me?

“Juliana never talked about your past.” She raises her hand and ticks off on her fingers. “I know you were recruited by Pinkerton’s BMI during the war. After the war you ran in some powerful company. And I know your…special abilities aren't discussed in polite society.” Gudrun drops her hand, looking sheepish. “When Julianna and I met, she said you were as good as dead.” She fiddles with her belt, looking away. “She was embarrassed to discuss your problems. I thought your big shame was whiskey.”

I roll my eyes, shaking my head. Of course Julianna didn’t disabuse her of that notion. Drinking probably seemed a safe, normal, problem. Truth was, back in the day, I often liberally applied whiskey to the hollow spaces between Gleanings. Used it to ease the gnawing emptiness that came when the power was spent. Whiskey kept the shades like my Confederate at bay. Too long between deaths was like having my skin peeled off an inch at a time. The booze soothed. But the bottle wasn’t my real demon.

Whenever I rode a death, the world blazed with perfect clarity, every color brighter, every sensation sharper. But after? The doldrums could drag me into a pit so deep I couldn’t see daylight. Got so bad I became less discriminating about Gleaning, took some folk who maybe didn’t need taking. My last job for the BMI marked the moment I truly passed beyond the pale. I haven’t ridden a death since. But Gudrun needn't be privy to all that.

“You’re familiar with life force, right? Vitae Essence?” I ask, watching her face.

“Of course. Healers work with Vitae.” She nods, practical as always. “Injury and disease drain Vitae.”

“Well, there’s another part—Animus. Think of Vitae as the power that keeps a heart beating, but Animus is what makes each creature itself. The unique pattern, the soul.

“A being’s Animus is tethered to its physical self by mystical chains. When something dies, those chains snap.” I snap my fingers for emphasis. “That breaking releases energy—Animus Mortis. That burst, that exact moment of transition from life to death, that’s what I can catch and absorb.”

“Like necromancy?” Her brow furrows.

“Not even close. Necromancers scavenge the leftover Vitae from corpses—like picking through cold ashes. What I do…” I pause, searching for words. “Animus Mortis is an explosion, all at once. I catch it, store it inside me, use it later as pure force. I can shatter doors, flip wagons, stop bullets.”

Gudrun frowns. “You can move things? How’s that gonna help our pigs?” Frustration edges her voice.

“There’s more to it.” I lean closer. “When something dies and I’m connected to it, pieces of its Animus—its memories, experiences—they flow through me. Like drinking from a stream that carries everything the creature ever was.” I struggle to explain the knowing that comes with it. “If something unnatural is killing these pigs, if there’s a curse or a hex, I might taste it in the death. See the pattern of whatever’s draining them.”

Gudrun looks unsure. “That sounds exactly like what Julianna’s afraid of—you getting a taste again.”

“No, no,” I say quickly, raising my hands. “For this I won’t ride the death. I’m just talking about witnessing it. When I call on my Gleaner sight, I can see the fabric of Vitae and Animus. A natural disease would only drain the pig’s Vitae, If something’s tugging on both…” I let the implication hang.

Gudrun studies my face, her blue eyes sharp as ice picks. “So you’re just looking…?”

“Just looking,” I confirm, meeting her gaze. My heart hammers against my ribs. And I mean it, I think. It’s not really breaking my promise. Just bending it a little.

The Reb snorts. “Like a drunk having a sip.”

My teeth grind, willing him silent.

Gudrun glances toward the cabin. A curl of smoke rises from the chimney. “Jules still won’t like it.” She sighs, then straightens her shoulders. “But I want answers.”

“Maybe my sister doesn’t need to know?” I drop my head, hiding behind my hat brim. The silence stretches, broken only by the pig’s labored breathing.

Gudrun chews her lip. A crow calls overhead. Finally, she brushes her hands on her skirt, the sound like sandpaper in the quiet.

“Let’s get this pig killed.” Her voice flat.

I release my breath.

She leads the way, ducking back through the fence. I follow, feeling the heartbeat in my throat is going to choke me. Fear or excitement? I whisper softly to the pig as we approach. I don’t think it knows we’re near. Its ear twitches as I crouch behind its head. Its eyes are half closed, its breathing shallowly and fast.

The Reb crouches by its tail. His hat is gone, the breeze ruffling his blond hair. Grinning at me, he nods at the pig. Ignoring him, I look up at Gudrun. “Do you think we need to stun it, or do you figure it’s far enough gone?”

Gudrun tilts her head and squints at the prone animal, then gently touches its half open eye. It doesn’t blink. “I think it’s far enough gone but let me pass a charm over just in case. Don’t want it to suffer and my nerves can’t take screamin’.” Gudrun leans over the pig, whispers an incantation, and taps it between the eyes. The pig shudders slightly, its legs kick, then it goes still.

“All right,” I say to the waiting woman, “give me a minute to connect with its Animus and then when I say go, you can start bleeding it.”

“Don’t dawdle. The stun will only hold for a minute or two.”

I remove my gloves, fingers clumsy with cold and something else—anticipation? Fear? I shove them in my belt.

“Hurry,” Gudrun whispers, knife ready. “It’s fading.”

My hands shake as I place them on the pig’s shoulder. Its skin burns hotter than I expect. Bristles prick my palm.

Deep breath in. Out slowly.

I reach for that part of myself I’ve kept locked away for years. The key turns in a rusty lock. Something inside me stretches, wakes.

Purple-and-blue lights dance across my vision. The Reb leans in, watching hungrily.

One heartbeat. Two.

There.

The world shifts. Colors bleed away until only the faint yellow glow of Vitae remains. My fingertips tingle, pins and needles spreading up my arms. The thin yellow mist dissipates like dandelion fluff.

I reach deeper, searching for Animus. Should be clinging tight and smooth to the body.

But it’s ragged. Torn in places like a moth-eaten blanket.

The color’s wrong. Not bright, hot pink, but muddy puce, the color of infection, of rot. A part of me wants to stop, sever the connection. The malaise is mystical. But I want just another minute. I focus on the pig’s heartbeat. It’s rapid, the rhythm chaotic.

“Go.” I signal Gudrun.

She murmurs something in Norwegian as she bends with the knife in hand. The hog doesn’t stir as she slides the razor-sharp blade into the base of its throat, where it meets the chest. She pushes the handle back toward the pig’s tail and then plunges it in almost to the hilt and withdraws it with a squelch. A torrent of blood follows the knife. I feel the pig’s racing heartbeat increase first to a staccato rhythm and then begins to slow as its blood flows, creeping toward my boots. My own heartbeat pounds.

I close my eyes and slip deeper into the connection, surrendering to the familiar pull. The pig’s dream envelops me; warm sunshine on its back, the earthy smell of its siblings nearby, the contentment of rooting through soil. For a moment, I’m there with it, safe, far from the cold March day and the knife in its throat.

My vision fractures.

Darkness—flashes of something twisted, writhing, skeletal things with hollow eyes. A thick purple miasma washes through everything. The pig’s terror becomes my own, choking me. Something ancient and hungry slithers through its dying thoughts.

Pull back. Pull back now.

But I don’t. The promise of power—even tainted power—calls.

The pig’s heartbeat stutters—once, twice—then stops. This is the moment that’s haunted my dreams for a decade; the transition from life into death, that perfect instant when Animus breaks free from flesh. My body remembers, craves it.

I feel the Animus crest, delicious despite the corruption. It brightens to a sickly fuchsia shot through with veins of violet. It thickens, gathering itself, preparing to break free. My hands tingle with anticipation. Just one taste. Just this once. No one will know.

I steady myself for the plunge, the rush, the burst but… it’s gone. Nothing, nothing at all, no heartbeat, no breath, no pig dreams, nothing. Confused, I open my eyes. The hog is dead, nothing but a slab of meat. The Reb prods it with a spectral boot, then winks out. I stand and brush my hands off on the sides of my pants. My cheeks burn. I was gonna ride that pig’s death, as soon as I felt its power, promise to Julianna forgotten.

“Well?” Gudrun says. “What did you see? Or feel, or whatever you do?”

I stare at her, speechless for a second, searching for words to explain. But she doesn’t understand what I tried to do, and I ain’t gonna tell her.

“N-nothing,” I stammer.

“Nothing?” Gudrun says. “I felt power rising around you.”

“Not, nothing…the Animus was wrong, it was…ravaged. But something else took it, something stole the Animus…”

“God help us.” Gudrun’s face pales, her accent thickening with fear. “What creature could do that, besides you?” She clutches the small wooden cross at her neck.

Her words chill me. Snatching Animus is rare magic. Gleaners like me are one in a million. Vampires feast on Vitae or Animus, but America doesn’t have a Vamper problem, Washington drove the Hessian bloodsuckers out nearly a century ago. I suppose there are lesser creatures that would enjoy a sip of Animus, sure, but nothing that works from a distance. And why target livestock? Human life force is much tastier—more power, more memories. Pig souls don’t have the same kick.

I stagger over to the fence and lean my forehead against the rail. My mind is spinning. What killed that pig?
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Chapter four




The two-hour trip to town gave Robert’s urgent message plenty of time to gnaw at me. Someone asking for “Mick Kelly” doesn’t bode well. That name belongs to another life, one I’d buried. Seems conveniently timed now that Gudrun and I confirmed something magical is killing our pigs. Someone from my past surfacing as unnatural death creeps through our farm. I don’t like it. 

Despite my itch to get to Robert, I’ve kept Sampson at an easy pace. Can’t let him work up a sweat—that thick winter coat of his will trap the moisture, and these temperatures ain’t kind to a damp horse.

Sixteen hands and solid, he’s more of a saddle horse than a carriage horse, but everyone earns their keep on the homestead, including him. Downright annoyed about being dragged out of the pasture this morning, Ylva and I had to put up with his piss and vinegar getting him between the traces. He pretended he had never seen the wagon before, shying at the harness and spooking at crows that came to watch the show. Sampson will stand his ground in the face of cannon fire but spook at a few stupid birds for entertainment.

I’m freezing my tail off with all this wind whipping through the buildings on Main. Cold as it is, there are still folks and horses packed in everywhere you look. All kinds of people—tall ones, short ones, dark ones, pale ones—elbowing past each other on them wooden walkways to keep outta the muck below.

Sampson, the big showoff, loves coming to town. His pace quickens from a dogged walk to a slow jog. His droopy ears perk and swivel, taking in all the activity. He arches his neck and prances a little, flirting when a gorgeous team of matched bays pass him, going in the opposite direction. I think he’s bored at home with only Gudrun’s mules and the milk cow for company. The mules are clannish.

Every step Sampson takes in the muddy street squelches and plops, with the one, two rhythm of his jog. His legs are covered in muck, splashing up to his belly. He’ll get a good rub down when we get home.

I’m glad it’s cold. I don’t stick out with my hat yanked down and all these shawls wrapped around me. Not that I’m really hiding or nothing—ain’t like I got a bounty on my head. But Trinidad gets all kinds of people coming through, being right on the Santa Fe Trail and all. Never can tell when someone I crossed in my old life might pass through.

I head south on Culver Street past the Grand Saloon, a two-story Italianate in the fancy style imported from Chicago. It’s strangely silent, the curtains drawn and the front doors shut tight. I’d expect to hear rowdy music. The Grand should be booming in booze, prostitutes, and hot meals for miners and travelers of all ilk. It keeps its doors open seven days a week. I can’t figure what to make of it sleeping on a Saturday morning.

A small cluster of miners stands outside, grumbling among themselves. One pounds on the door, only to be turned away by a man I don’t recognize. Something about his posture—too straight, too official—raises the hairs on my neck.

Robert’s office is smack dab between Main Street and the train depot, at the crossroads of commerce and freight travel. He always seems to have his fingers in everyone’s pie. Robert is a lawyer, the county land agent, occasional mortgage holder, and general acquirer and distributor of goods and information. It’s fair to describe him as an honest opportunist. I don’t believe Robert is a magic user, but his position as town gossip monger put him firmly ‘In the know.’

Pulling into the yard, I hand Sampson off to Nestor, Robert’s hostler with an admonishment to Sampson to be good.

“Don’t you worry.” Nestor grins at me. “Mr. Sampson and I have an understanding.” He’s already slipping horehound candy to Sampson from his pockets.

I smile back. “His affection is cheap. I’ll be quick.”

Nestor’s smile falters slightly. “Lots of strangers in town this week,” he says, voice lowered. “Fancy folk asking questions.”

“That why the Grand’s closed?”

He nods, eyes darting toward the street. “Best be careful, Miz Kelly.”

I head through double doors to the main office of the single-story brick building. A bell over the door tinkles as I enter. Across from the door, a polished counter, cluttered with a cash register, a large ledger, different-sized scales and weights runs the length of the room. The intervening space is filled with mining equipment, surveyor’s tools, furniture, machine parts, musical instruments, steamer trunks, and cases of liquor. Shelves overflowing with claim documents and leather-bound ledgers run behind the counter. Bags of beans, flour, and corn are stacked on pallets to the right.

“Well, good afternoon, Mary Catherine McClellan.” Robert’s friendly voice booms across the overstuffed room. “I appreciate you so promptly attending me at my humble establishment.”

Humble, my ass. Robert owns eight city blocks, has interests in the railroad, several coal mines, and a pub on the east end of town. His mistress and partner, Louise Demarara, is one of the most celebrated madams this side of the Continental Divide.

Smiling tightly, I pick my way through the jumbled inventory to the counter. “What’s this about? You sent Nestor to my cabin, said someone was asking about Mick Kelly?”

“Yes, yes, let’s have some privacy.” Robert lifts the bar flap near the cash register, allowing me access to follow him behind the counter. “Come on back and have some coffee. We’ve got a lot to discuss.”

I follow him, noting the swish-clump of his fancy new prosthetic leg against the pine boards. Seems business is good enough for upgrades.

Robert’s office is a stark contrast to the cluttered storefront—polished wood, organized shelves, and a coal stove radiating welcome heat. I remove my hat and start unwinding the layers of shawls from my face and neck.

“Who’s been asking for me?” I press as he gestures to a chair near the stove.

“Coffee first,” he insists, pouring from the pot on the stove. “This isn’t a simple answer.”

It smells delicious. I wrap my hands around the hot ceramic, sitting down as he settles into the chair opposite.

“Town is knee deep with Pinkerton BMI. They brought an entire detachment.” His mustache twitches. “And yesterday they closed the Grand.”

“A BMI detachment here?” I grip my cup more tightly. “I didn’t notice agents on the street. Are they uniformed?” There are forces in the BMI that strongly disagreed with Alan Pinkerton’s decision to exculpate me and wanted me under their yoke. Robert knew I avoided contact with the BMI, even if he didn’t know why. “Are they asking about me?”

“Don’t fly off the handle just yet.” He settles deeper into his chair, taking an unnecessarily long sip of coffee before continuing. “A few days ago, some junior agent stopped by, asking for Mick Kelly—”

“Hell no,” I snap, standing so abruptly my chair threatens to topple. “You told a BMI agent where to find me?”

“Will you listen?” he counters, balancing his cup on one knee while his eyes dart briefly to the window. “I don’t think an entire detachment being here has anything to do with you. You’re yesterday’s news, Mary Catherine.” His fingers tap against the cup. “And the kid’s nobody important, just mentioned hiring you for some job down south.”

I narrow my eyes. “Since when is BMI business ‘nothing important’?”

“Let me start at the beginning. A couple of months ago, you heard tell of a flu that swept through Denver, killed twenty-eight people and made another hundred sick as hell for weeks?”

I nod. I remember Gudrun telling me about the news story.

“Same thing happened later in Leadville and again in Georgetown this month.” Leaning closer, he continues, “Marguerite Henley just came through town on her way to Santa Fe and said the same happened in Cheyenne, all the way up in Wyoming Territory.”

“So what does any of that have to do with me or the Grand or the BMI?” I shrug, head tipped to one side.

Robert rushes ahead, “Colby Thatcher, Senator Richard Thatcher’s son, was one of the men who died in Georgetown. Colby was in Trinidad the week before he died and Alma Pierce, one of the Grand’s frail sisters, traveled to Georgetown with him.”

It annoys me that Robert refers to the woman as ‘frail sister.’ Alma was anything but morally frail, but I nod at him to continue.

“The senator raised such a ruckus, President Hayes ordered a Pinkerton investigation and they found dark magical residue on Colby.” He sits back and sips his coffee as though watching me for a reaction.

I just stare right back at him, knowing damn well the Pinkertons can’t pin Colby Thatcher on me. “Well,” Robert goes on, “once Thatcher caught wind it was magic-related, he pressured President Hays to assemble an actual task force of BMI Marshals, all charged with cracking his son’s murder case.”

“Okay, so some rich senator’s son dies and there is a national crisis?” I scoff, relaxing in my chair. The BMI’s presence in Trinidad really has nothing to do with me. “Colby could have been playing with things best left alone. “

“Might have,” he acknowledges, “but it’s bigger than that.” He rises suddenly, crosses to the window, and peeks through the curtain before turning back. “BMI tested all the men they could find in Georgetown who had fallen ill and found magical residue on every one of them.”

“Magical residue?” I repeat, sitting forward. The familiar itch between my shoulder blades crawls up my spine—the same feeling I get when death lingers nearby. “What kind?”

Robert gestures vaguely. “That’s just it—they’re being tight-lipped about details. But they’ve closed every high-end saloon those men frequented.” He returns to his chair, lowering his voice. “They suspect it’s a magical clap transmitted by the soiled doves.”

I rest my cup on the arm of my chair. “They’re off their nut. Are the ladies sick?”

“Not a one.” Robert glances toward the door. “But that hasn’t stopped them from focusing on the women. Kate Warne’s old detachment is assigned to Trinidad—you remember Kate?”

The name lands like a stone in my gut. “Of course.” She had been one of my greatest friends and mentor. She died before I had a chance to set things right between us.

“Since most of the prostitutes are women, I think the idea was her team could make more ground.” He puts his elbows on his knees to lean closer. “The thing is, Mary Catherine, there’s more to this than just some disease investigation.”

“What aren’t you telling me, Robert?”

His eyes meet mine, then flick away. “Elizabeth Van Lew has command of the Trinidad investigation.”

My skin prickles in alarm. Van Lew was the most vocal opponent to Alan’s pardon of Mick Kelly. Just hearing her name makes me want to check my flanks for ambush.

“The BMI dispatched agents to Denver, Golden, Pueblo, and Cheyenne to see if events there follow the same pattern. Large detachments are here and in Georgetown. They closed the Grand and the other parlors in town to test all the workers for contagion curses before they’re allowed to resume business.”

“How the hell are they explaining the shutdown? All the miners from the company towns come here for companionship. The BMI is supposed to keep magical calumny secret.”

“They’re calling it a venereal disease and justifying it as a public health and morality mandate.” Robert sighs.

“Sounds like horseshit wrapped in fancy paper.” I gesture to the coffeepot and cross my legs. “But what do I know? Hayes can’t keep his own cabinet in line, much less the country. Still, even trigger-happy BMI boys don’t mobilize without something putting fire under their asses.” I pause, studying his face. “How is Louise dealing with these events?”

Robert pours us both fresh cups, his movements too casual. “The Grand is supposed to reopen in two days. Rumor is the BMI will be around for a while after.” Raising his eyebrows comically, he sips his coffee, then continues, “Until they pull out of town, they requisitioned Holiday House to quarter agents.”

I snort and about choke on the coffee finding its way around a laugh. “They quartered agents in Louise’s sanatorium?”

When the railroad came through town a few years ago, Louise made a deal with the town fathers. She financed the town’s trolley system, which conveniently runs through the heart of the red light district, and in exchange the town subsidizes a ‘rest home’ for the brothel workers, Holiday House.

He chuckles along with me, but his eyes keep darting to his desk. “Right now there are only a couple ladies in residence, so she has extra rooms. She seized the opportunity to offer accommodations for all twenty-six agents, room and board, at a fair market rate.” He winks. “Plus, it lets her keep an eye on their goings-on.”

“I still don’t see how any of this connects to someone asking for Mick Kelly,” I say, setting my cup down hard enough to slosh coffee onto the table. “And if Van Lew’s running things, I’d sooner walk into a bear trap than put myself at her mercy.”

“Well, I think it might help mend fences with the old battle ax if you take the kid’s contract. Plus, it gets you out of town while they conduct the local investigation.”

“I want nothing to do with the Goddamn BMI.” My fists clench. “She wanted to put a collar on me, make me bend to her every whim. If it weren’t for Alan, I would be a lifer—”

“Mary Catherine, that was ten years ago. Things have changed. And I don’t know how to break this to you, but I doubt most of the folks over there even remember you.”

“Doesn’t matter. Any BMI business is trouble I don’t need.” My finger traces the rim of my cup. “I’ve got real problems at home, Robert. Since around the end of last year, something has been infecting our pigs. Almost one of five just lies down and dies.”

Robert’s eyebrows rise. “That sister-in-law of yours can’t do anything?”

“No, nothing Gudrun’s tried helped. I had hoped you might have heard about other folks having trouble and how to stop it.”

“No.” His face is grim, lips pressed flat as he runs a hand over the top of his head and rubs the back of his neck. “So, come slaughter in the fall, you are gonna be cash poor, going into winter.”

“Yup.” I sigh. “That about sums it up.” I swallow hard, straightening my posture. “I need to find out what we could sell the homestead for.”

“I don’t know…” His hand drops to his lap. “The economy is still not what it was back when you made the claim. Silver prices haven’t rebounded, iron is still weak…”

“I’m not selling silver or iron,” I say, my voice sharp. “I have title free and clear to 160 acres, with a cabin, a stout barn, and a well. Taxes are up to date.”

I look into his concerned eyes, considering. Sure, I suspect that sometimes Robert operates a little close to the margins, but he’s been a good friend to me over the years. He wouldn’t prevaricate about the value of the homestead. He gave us the last load of corn draff at a discount. It'sl like I’m failing everyone by even suggesting selling the homestead. “This is a bad idea.” I stand again to leave.

Robert holds up his hands. “Don’t go stomping off.” He rises, clumps over to his desk, and starts sorting through papers. “This might fix your cash problem…”

He extracts a cream-colored card from between pages of a notebook and props his good hip against the desk. “The BMI pays real cash money.”

“No, Robert…” I collapse back in the chair, my head hanging.

“I’ll make you a deal,” he says, his voice softening. “Go speak to this agent, see what he has to say. While you’re gone, I’ll have Nestor load your wagon with another ton of the distiller draff.”

My head snaps up. “I thought the supply had dried up?”

“Lucky for you, I received an unscheduled load on last night’s train.” He winks, too smooth.

“What’s that gonna cost me?”

“I’ll let you have it for the promise of three more hams and a gross of Gudrun’s worming tonic. Shep swears by it for his cattle.”

“Make it two hams and you have a deal,” I say, hauling myself out of the chair and crossing to the desk to pluck the cream card from Robert’s hand. The card stock is flimsy but reads:

Lt. Edison Colt 

Bureau of Magical Investigation 

My stomach tightens as I read the name. “Where will I find this Edison Colt?” I’m already regretting this plan, but a ton of draff will get us through another month.

“He’s part of the crew staying at Holiday House. If you go right now, you can catch the Main Street horsecar trolley, east to Fletcher.”

“Sending me straight to the lions’ den.” I tuck the card inside my shirt pocket. “If I’m not back here in two hours, you have to explain what happened to Julianna.”

“You’ll be back,” he says with too much confidence, “and if not, I will personally pry you from the lions’ teeth. Far better than facing an enraged Julianna.”

I cram my hat down on my head and stomp out of his office. “Have my wagon ready by three.”
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Chapter five




Goddamn pigs. Goddamn Edison Colt. Goddamn Robert Tallmadge. 

I stomp down the boardwalk, hat pulled low, scarf high to hide my scowl, fists jammed in pockets. Passersby skitter out of my path like I’m a snarling dog. Tempted to growl at ’em, just for spite.

Slumping onto a bench, I wait for the trolley. Main and Fletcher, Robert said. My knee bounces, boot heel drumming the wood planks. This is a mistake. I should turn around, march back, tell Robert where he can shove this favor.

The sleek cherry-red trolley car rattles into view, pulled by a pair of matched roans. Their harness bells jingle merrily as they clop to a halt. The contrast with my black mood nearly makes me snort.

Hopping aboard, I plunk a nickel in the coachman’s hand, ignoring his cheery grin. Settling onto a padded bench, I stare out the window as buildings slide by.

Instinct says this is a shit idea, but my brain keeps whispering Robert’s magic words: “real cash money.” Money for new boots for Ylva. Money for Gudrun’s tonics. Money so Julianna doesn’t have to darn socks till her fingers bleed.

I close my eyes. I’m a fool. A desperate fool. But I owe it to my family to hear this out. Then I can tell this Edison Colt to go piss up a rope.

The car jerks to a stop and my eyes fly open. There it is, Holiday House, with its gables and gingerbread like a gussied-up saloon girl. The front porch swarms with dark blue uniforms. Goddamn. Looks like a kicked anthill.

I really don’t want to be recognized. I pull my scarf up to my chin and slink up the porch steps and through the door. Sideling up to the cadet manning a makeshift reception desk in the foyer, I tug my scarf down an inch, “Name’s Mary Catherine. Here to see Edison Colt.”

The cadet blinks vapidly. “Edison who?” Her finger traces down a list before her. “You sure you got the right name, ma’am? I don’t see no Colt here.”

A muscle ticks in my jaw. Robert, you sonovabitch.

Digging in my pocket, I produce Colt’s card, slapping it on the desk. “He gave me this. Said to come find him here.”

She picks it up, squinting. “Oh. Well. Guess you better…wait here?” Rising, she disappears into the hustling crowd of agents.

I huddle against the wall, pulling my hat brim down till it nearly meets my scarf. The foyer buzzes like a damn beehive with agents passing through, up and down the stairs. No one gives me a second look. I glance into the front parlor on my left, desks overflowing with papers line the perimeter. Louise’s flocked wallpaper is hidden behind maps and photos tacked to the walls. The clacking telegraph machines punctuate snippets of conversation floating by.

“…testing all the soiled doves…”

“…Senator Thatcher breathing down our necks…”

“…never seen a contagion curse like it…”

“Ma’am?” The cadet’s chirp startles me. “Agent Colt’s out back. Bunking in the barn with the other juniors. If you go out the front door, there is a path to the left.”

I stare. The barn. They stuck him in the goddamn barn.

“Much obliged,” I mutter. Spinning on my heel, I stalk off the porch.

Rounding the house, I stomp through the kitchen garden, nothing but a few herbs daring to sprout in the cold. Chickens scatter, squawking their outrage. Good. I ain’t the only one having a shit day.

The barn door creaks as I yank it open. Weak spring sun filters through grimy windows. It smells comfortingly of hay and horse apples. A dozen stalls, each with Dutch doors, march down the central corridor. Looks like half house horses, and the other six are being used to bunk agents.

“Edison Colt!” I holler. “You in here?”

A clatter from the first stall. The door bangs open and a gangly figure stumbles out, currycomb in one hand. Straw sticks out of his hair at lunatic angles. I spy a bright, sorrel pony behind him.

“Y-yes, that’s me!” He gapes, eyes wide behind crooked spectacles. He brushes his hands through his hair to shake out the straw, straightens his shirt, and looks me up and down. “Who wants to know?”

I sigh. “Mick Kelly, you left a card for me at Robert Tallmadge’s office.”

“You’re Mick Kelly?” He looks surprised.

I snort. “In the flesh. Now what’s this about—”

“The Mick Kelly,” he gushes. “I’m familiar with all of your assignments when you were working for Lafayette Baker—you took down the necromancer Three-Legged Tom Barstol? Single-handedly arrested the entire Gallardo’s gang, And…” His voice drops to a whisper, “Blasted Billy Lee Wonder even when he begged for his life?”

I open my mouth. Close it. Well, shit. This pup’s done his reading, even if some of the particulars are wrong. His recitation of my crimes fires a spark in my chest, remembering the excitement of the not so good old days. Something about this kid tickles my memory, but I can’t pin it down.

“Yup, that’s me. Regular legend of the West. Most folks know me as Mary Catherine McClellan. Mick was my moniker after the war.” I push my hat back, fixing him with a flat stare. “Now, you mind telling me why BMI’s sniffing ’round for Mick Kelly?”

“Oh! Right, of course.” He closes the lower door of the stall. The sorrel moves to stick her head over to watch our exchange. The pony is quality with beautiful, bright eyes and a delicate face underneath her shaggy winter coat.

Edison draws himself up, straw drifting from his shoulders. “Pleased to meet you, ma’am. Edison Colt, just like the six-gun.” He sticks his hand out.

Grasping his soft palm in my calloused one, I give it a firm shake. “Yeah, I got that from your card. So?”

“I’m lookin’ into reports of mystical trouble down in Las Vegas, New Mexico, territory. Need someone to ride with me who ain’t afraid to do what needs doin’, legal or otherwise.” Big talk from a fella with hands that ain’t seen much work.

“How ’bout you just tell me exactly what kinda mess you’re pokin’ into,” I say.

“Two, uh, ladies of the evening”—a blush creeps up Edison’s cheeks—“were attacked at the Imperial Saloon. One didn’t make it.” He lowers his voice. “The other gal—a shifter—claims she can’t transform no more.”

“Sounds like someone’s slinging dark magic.” I lean forward, my interest piqued. Ain’t too many spellslingers out there with the juice to pull off something like that.

“According to the report, the… uhm… ladies were entertaining two local men when some kind of altercation broke out.” Edison’s freckled face goes pale. “Witnesses say one of the women just dropped dead, not a mark on her. The shifter lady was beat up, but she survived, except she can’t shift no more.”

“And you have reason to believe that story is true?” I press.

“Well…” His face scrunches and he bites his lip. “The local BMI agent documented it but couldn’t identify how the shifter’s abilities were damaged without killing her outright. Reported it to the Santa Fe office but…well, they don’t put much stock in that agent’s word.”

“And they put stock in yours?” I can’t keep the disbelief from my voice.

He flushes, but his eyes go hard. “Ma’am, I am a fully commissioned agent of the BMI.”

I blink at him, nonplussed.

His bravado wavers and he lowers his voice. “Not as such. But my C.O., she took it seriously. Gave me leave to investigate, seein’ as everyone else is occupied with the, uh, Thatcher situation.”

“Uh-huh.” I lean against the stall door, arms crossed. “And where do I come in?”

“Well, ma’am, you’re one of the only folks around with practical expertise in that kind of Big Magic.” He grins. “My uncle, Pete Zigala, said he ain’t never seen nothing like your abilities.”

For a moment, I’m transported back to a campfire in the Arizona territory, ’67. Pete passing a bottle of whiskey, eyes wide as I demonstrated my power by pulling the Animus from a dying rattler, using that energy to light our fire with a snap of my fingers. His whoop of amazement. Morgan’s low chuckle.

Simpler times. Before everything went to hell with Lafayette.

I stand with my hands on my hips, staring while my brain catches up to his words, “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, you’re Pete’s sister’s kid!” The resemblance hits me now—same eager eyes, same quick smile. Pete rode with me and Morgan back before I got hitched, spinning tall tales around campfires and getting us into more scrapes than I care to count.

Seeing Pete in this boy’s face makes refusing harder, but I still ain’t interested. “Sorry, kid, I ain’t in that line of work no more. Hung up my spurs, so to speak.”

“I reckoned you might say that.” He takes a step closer, and damn if he hasn’t mastered Pete’s puppy-dog look. “But Uncle Pete says you’re the best of the best, Miz McClellan. We gotta find out if someone is messing with powers of life and death. If anyone can help me get to the bottom of this, it’s you.”

His freckled face is unlined, fresh as a peach. I grimace and sigh. “You can’t believe everything you hear, especially from a rascal like Pete.”

“I got leave to hire specialists, and the BMI’s willing to pay top dollar.”

I stare at him, my jaw clenched. Goddamn Robert, putting ideas in my head. Goddamn pigs, wasting away no matter what we do. Goddamn world, serving up hard choices every which way I turn.

“How much?”

“I’m authorized to offer two hundred a day, plus expenses. I figure ten days total.” He says it quickly, like he’s afraid I’ll bolt.

I let out a low whistle. That’s…well, hell, that’s more cash than I’ve seen in a long while. Could set the homestead to rights and then some.

“No offense, ma’am, but you ain’t really a spring chicken. Couldn’t hurt to have a little something put by.” Edison’s watching me, a furrow between his brows. He looks so painfully earnest. So green he’s likely to sprout leaves. “Sorry ’bout the confusion earlier, but you look different than I was expecting from your photograph.”

Yea, fifteen years older. I exhale slowly. No, I am no spring chicken. I am a dusty old hen. And this hen isn’t going to go gallivanting across the mountains to investigate a murder with a partner barely out of short pants…but that fee is more than I could hope for.

“You got leave to hire specialists, plural?”

He blinks. “I reckon so if the case calls for it.”

“And if I wanted to bring on a partner? Someone who knows the territories, got my back in a scrap?”

“If you vouch for ’em, I don’t see why not.” His gaze sharpens. “You got someone in mind?”

I shrug. “Might do. Fella name of Morgan Jackson.” My old compatriot resides near Trinidad. His courage and character pulled us through many a tight spot back in Lafayette’s day. And he possessed an uncanny instinct for avoiding magical trouble…skills that might prove useful. I don’t tell him Morgan’s the closest thing I got left to kin, ’sides Julianna.

Edison nods eagerly. “Pete spoke highly of Mr. Jackson, said he’s a crack shot. You know where he’s at now?”

“I might get word to him.”

“Maybe I could pay you both 225 dollars a day if you can bring him in?”

Damn. That’s nearly a year’s income in one go. Enough to get us through till next year, even with the sick hogs.

I’m a fool. A damn fool. But I’m a fool who looks after her own.

“When you looking to ride?”

“Day after tomorrow, first light.” He grins, sudden and blinding. Sticks out a hand to shake. “We got a deal, Miz Kelly?”

I stare at his hand. Soft and eager. Shit.

“You guarantee 225 dollars plus expenses, and I’ll think on it very seriously.”

He beams like I gave him a damn Christmas pony instead of a maybe. “Fair enough. I’ll get the paperwork drawn up.”

I trail after Edison as he natters on about supplies and trail routes. Let him talk. My mind’s stuck on what went down in Vegas. Betcha the local agent is trying to make their stripes, turning a couple rough johns beating on working girls into something bigger than it is.

Walking into the yard, a flicker of movement catches my eye. There, in a second story window: a pale face, looking out. Eyes meet mine, flinty gray and razor sharp.

I nearly stumble. Commander Elizabeth Van Lew.

Edison’s still yammering, but my attention’s snagged on that face in the window. Van Lew, one of the few folks in this world who can make me squirm like a sinner in church.

Her gaze bores into me, sharp and assessing. Then, slow as molasses, she raises a hand. Crooks a finger, beckoning.

“Uh, Edison,” I mutter, cutting off his chatter. “I reckon your boss wants a word.”

“Oh!” He blinks, following my stare. “Right. Yes. We best head in.” He sets off at a trot, leaving me to follow.

We traipse through the kitchen gardens, Edison picking his way carefully between the chive sprouts. Inside, the house is too warm and close, packed with too many bodies.

Edison leads us through the house, back to the foyer, then up the grand staircase, the plush runner muffling our steps. We pass door after closed door till he stops at one at the end and raps quick and sharp.

“Enter,” comes the crisp reply.

He swings the door wide, gesturing me in. The room’s all lace and pink velvet, a fancy parlor turned war room. And there, in the center, sits Commander Van Lew on a rose embroidered settee. An orderly stack of documents occupies the low table in front of her, next to a half empty coffee cup.

I snatch my hat off my head and straighten my posture. I feel like a cadet about to be disciplined.

Twenty years my senior, Van Lew is a true legend, the most successful Union agent of the war. Operating out of her Richmond mansion, she ran her own spy network, sending critical intelligence to the Union, all while providing food and succor to inmates at the infamous Libby prison.

But Van Lew vehemently disagreed with Alan’s decision to keep my involvement in Baker’s assassination a secret, let alone letting me go free after. She believed power like mine needed hands-on management.

“Agent Colt,” she says, not rising, her gaze crawling over me. “Miss McClellan. Or do you prefer Kelly, still?” Her voice is Virginia-sweet, sharp as a bayonet.

I incline my head, jaw tight. “McClellan’s fine, ma’am.”

“Of course.” She gestures to the settee across from her. A command, not an invitation. Edison and I perch like wary sparrows.

My Reb ghosts in and makes himself comfortable right next to the commander on the settee. He pulls out a string and seems intent on a game of cat’s cradle.

“You have accepted agent Colt’s offer to assist with our Las Vegas situation?” she says, lacing her fingers. The Confederate watches her intently.

“I’m considering it,” I allow. “If the money’s right.”

Her lips twitch. Amusement or annoyance, hard to say. “The BMI is prepared to be quite generous. Shall we say, 200 dollars a day?”

I lean back and cross my ankles slowly and deliberately. “Edison here said 225 dollars. Each. For me and my partner.”

Her brows lift. “Partner?”

“Morgan Jackson, ma’am,” Edison pipes up. “Mick—er, Ms. McClellan says she can bring him in.”

“Can she now?” Van Lew’s eyes cut to me, frosty. “And what makes you think the BMI needs the assistance of yet another…independent contractor?”

I meet her gaze squarely. “Way I hear it, BMI’s spread thin as a flattened penny, what with this Thatcher business. Seems to me you could use all the expert help you can get.”

We stare each other down, the air crackling. I’m keenly aware of Edison fidgeting beside me, but I don’t break eye contact. I’ve faced down worse than Elizabeth Van Lew.

She sighs and drops her gaze to smooth a nonexistent wrinkle in her skirt. “Very well, 225 dollars per day, for each of you, assuming you bring actionable intelligence. No rumormongering, proof positive, there’s a Big Magic practitioner operating in Vegas. But, Miss McClellan…” She looks up, eyes glinting. “I trust you understand the gravity of this situation. The necessity for discretion and restraint?”

My hands clench on my hat in my lap. It’s not a question, it’s a warning. A reminder of my history, the blood, and betrayal. The parts of myself I’ve tried to bury.

“I ain’t looking for trouble, Commander. Them days are long behind me.”

“I certainly hope so. For all our sakes.” She stands. “Well then. It seems you and Agent Colt have much to prepare. I won’t keep you.”

A dismissal, clear as a slap. I stand, Edison scrambling up beside me. The confederate puts his string away but remains seated.

“Pleasure as always, Commander,” I say, tipping my hat before setting it back on my head.

She doesn’t smile. “The pleasure is all mine, I’m sure. Oh, and, Miss McClellan?” She waits till I meet her eyes. “Do remember, the BMI deals quite harshly with those who…overstep.”

My stomach drops.

“Like that poor bastard in Cumberland,” the Confederate says, examining his translucent fingernails. “What was his name? Willoughby? Necromancer fella. Heard they kept him in a box so small he couldn’t stand nor lie down. For years.”

My skin goes cold. Van Lew can’t see the Reb, but her eyes narrow as if she can read my thoughts.

“I appreciate the opportunity, Commander,” I say, forcing steadiness into my voice. “But I need to consider all angles before committing.”

Van Lew’s smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “Of course. But don’t consider too long. We need results quickly.”

Outside, Edison follows me across the yard. “You and your partner meet me at the Purgatoire crossing, day after next?” Edison says, determinedly chipper.

I look at him, this bright-eyed boy so eager to prove himself. To make his mark on the world. I know, sudden and certain as a bullet to the brain, that I can’t do this. Can’t let the BMI sink their claws in me again, no matter how good the money.

“Edison,” I say, slow and careful. “I appreciate the offer. Truly. But I’m afraid I gotta decline.”

He opens his mouth, closes it. Frustration rolls off him. “Is it the money? I can talk to the commander, try to get you more.”

I bark a laugh, short and harsh. “It ain’t about the money. Well, not just about the money.” I take off my hat and run a hand through my hair.

“But your powers, your experience—”

“Are a curse,” I snap. “A damn curse that’s brought me nothing but misery. You seem like a good kid, Edison. You got a bright future ahead of you. Don’t let the BMI twist you up like they did me.”

His shoulders slump, the fight draining out of him. “So that’s it then? You’re just gonna walk away?”

I turn to go. Each step heavy, weighted with regret and relief in equal measure.

“Coward,” the Reb hisses in my ear, his uniform fluttering despite the lack of wind. “You’re running again.”

I ignore him, jaw clenched.

“That boy’s gonna die,” the Reb drawls. “Green as spring grass, facing something he don’t understand.”

“Not my problem,” I mutter.

“Sure it ain’t.” His laugh is hollow.

He fades as I reach the street.

“Wait!” Edison calls. “I’m gonna wait for you at the ford until nine a.m., day after tomorrow.”

I don’t look back, just raise a hand in acknowledgment. Idiot child.

Then I’m walking, striding, damn near running. I don’t stop till I’m back at Robert’s, panting like I ran from the devil himself.

Maybe I did. Maybe the devil’s inside me and always has been.




      [image: ]Robert looks up when I burst through his office door, brows raised. “Well, that was quick. How’d it go?”

“It didn’t,” I growl. “I turned ’em down. Told that kid Edison to stick his job where the sun don’t shine.”

“You what?” Robert sputters. “But the money—”

“Ain’t worth it. Not for what they’re asking.”

He stares at me, shrewd and calculating. “What were they asking?”

I just shake my head. “Doesn’t matter. I’m done with all that. Done with the BMI and their schemes. I got my family to think about. And I won’t let my past drag ’em down with me.”

Robert sighs, heavy and put-upon. “Can’t say I understand it, Mary Catherine. This could’ve been the answer to all your problems. Easy money, a quick job. Why turn it down?”

I narrow my eyes. “Since when are you so keen on me working for the BMI? Thought you knew better than to trust those bastards.”

He spreads his hands, all innocence. “I just hate to see you struggling, is all. You got a family to support, a homestead to save. Ain’t no shame in taking help where you can get it.”

“Help?” I scoff. “More like a noose around my neck. The BMI don’t help people like me, Robert. They use us up and spit us out.”

He leans forward, elbows on the desk. “Maybe it’s different this time. Seems that kid Edison means well, like he’s got a good heart.”

I think of Edison’s earnest face, his eager eyes. The way he looked at me like I hung the damn moon. “A good heart don’t mean much in the BMI. They’ll chew him up and steal his soul, just like they tried with me.”

Robert’s quiet for a long moment. Then he says, slow and careful, “What if I told you there was more going on?”

My heart skips a beat. “What are you talking about?”

Robert reaches under the desk and pulls out a ledger. Flips it open to a marked page. “Got a wire from a contact down in Las Vegas. Said a bunch more people have died than the ones reported to the BMI.”

I stare at him, pulse pounding. Something’s not adding up. “Hold up. Edison Colt made it sound like they weren’t even sure this was magical business. Van Lew acted like it was routine. Now you’re telling me you got sources confirming deaths the BMI don’t even know about?”

Robert shifts backward in his chair, just slightly. Most folks wouldn’t notice, but I’ve known him too long, played too many hands of cards together. “Well, now information has a way of finding its way to different people at different times.”

“Or someone’s playing games,” I say flatly. “The BMI, you, or both.”

He spreads his hands. “Mary Catherine—”

“What’s your stake in this, Robert? Really?”

Robert leans forward, urgency threading his voice. “The deaths down in Las Vegas…they’re all women, prostitutes. Nobody’s going to care enough to dig deeper. Nobody unless they’ve maybe seen this kind of power before.”

I bite my lip, my pulse quickening. Memories flash—faces of those I failed to protect—taunting me in the shadows of my mind. “This ain’t my fight, Robert. I told you, I’ve got my family to think of now.”

Robert presses, his eyes steady on mine. “How many magic users can do what you do? How many in all the world can manipulate the energies of life? This is happening right in your backyard. If not you, who?”

“I need to think,” I mutter, pulling away. “Need to talk it over with Julianna and Gudrun.”
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