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				Clockwork Mafia
By Seleste deLaney

				Inventor Henrietta Mason is retiring from airships and adventuring to return home to Philadelphia. Determined to erase all trails leading to her late father’s duplicity, she dismantles his lab and removes all records of the Badlands gold. While in the city, she can’t resist the lure of a charity gala but winds up regretting the whole experience. Well, everything except a heart-racing dance with a certain U.S. Marshal.

				His career and vengeance on the line, Carson Alexander must prove a connection between Senator Mason and the mafia. He lucked out happening across Mason’s strikingly beautiful daughter, only to have her slip through his fingers. On a desperate hunt to track her down, he never expects his search to take him into the brutal Badlands.

				With a mechanically enhanced enforcer after them, only Carson knows the extent of the danger they face. He’ll have to win over Henrietta’s trust, and her heart, before it’s too late...

				Sequel to Badlands.

				64,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				April is when the romance conference season really starts to
					get busy for me. Every spring, I attend the RT
					Book
					Reviews convention, a gathering of about 500
					authors, readers and publishing professionals who come together to celebrate
					their love of both romance and genre fiction. Each year, I come away from that
					conference, and the many others I attend that are focused on the love of books
					(like the Lori Foster Reader Get Together in Ohio), with a renewed enthusiasm
					for diving back into my to-be-read pile. As well as a long list of authors and
					books to add to that to-be-read pile! But because it’s a busy travel time of
					year for me, that also means more time on the plane and in airports for
					reading.

				Maybe you’re like me—traveling to conferences and in need of
					some plane reading. Or maybe you just need one more book to add to your
					to-be-read pile. Possibly you’ve got a newborn baby who keeps you up at night
					and gets you up early in the morning, and you need something you can read on the
					ereader in one hand while the baby is in the other. Or perhaps you’re just in
					search of a good book. You’re in luck; our April books can fill all those
					needs!

				The first book in our newest genre addition, New Adult,
					releases this month. If you love contemporary romance, sports romance, a
					(mostly) Jewish, spunky heroine and a hero who will make your heart melt, you’ll
					want to read Rush
					Me by debut author Allison Parr.

				This month, I’m pleased to introduce the first book in a
					six-book series written by four authors. Ginny Glass, Christina Thacher, Emily
					Cale and Maggie Wells kick off a series of contemporary romance short story
					collections with Love Letters Volume 1: Obeying
						Desire. Each volume will center around a different seriously sexy
					theme. I’ll bet you can’t guess what the theme of the first volume is, with a
					title like Obeying Desire! Look for the second
					volume, Love Letters Volume 2: Duty to Please,
					releasing in May 2013.

				Fans of contemporary romance will enjoy Saved by the Bride, the first book in a new trilogy by RITA®
					Award-winning author Fiona Lowe. Who knew that being a klutz 
and combining
					it with a distrust of wedding bouquets could lead to a black eye?

				Joining Fiona and Allison in the contemporary romance
					category is Kate Davies, with Cutest Couple, book
					two in Kate’s high-school reunion trilogy, Girls Most Likely to… Look for the
					conclusion of the trilogy, Life of the Party, in May
					2013.

				Co-authors Anna Leigh Keaton and Madison Layle deliver
					another scorching Puma Nights story with Falke’s
					Renegade, while Jodie Griffin joins them in heating
					up your ereader with her third erotic BDSM Bondage & Breakfast book, Forbidden Fires.

				On the paranormal and science fiction front, we have a number
					of titles for fans. Veteran author Kate Pearce begins a new series with Soul
					Sucker, in which Moonlighting meets The X-Files in San
					Francisco Bay and two worlds collide. Kat Cantrell, winner of Harlequin’s 2011
					So You Think You Can Write contest, joins Carina Press with her first science
					fiction romance, Mindlink, while returning author
					Eleri Stone gives us another jaguar shifter in Lost City
						Shifters: Rebellion, book three in this compelling series.

				Clockwork Mafia by Seleste
					deLaney brings us back to the Western steampunk world of Badlands. Inventor Henrietta Mason is retiring from airships and
					adventuring to return home to Philadelphia. Determined to erase all trails
					leading to her late father’s duplicity, she dismantles his lab and removes all
					records of the Badlands gold. And last but certainly not least in the paranormal
					category, Night of the Dark Horse by Janni Nell
					continues the adventures of Allegra Fairweather, paranormal investigator.

				This month, Bronwyn Stuart follows up her fantastic debut
					historical romance, Scandal’s Mistress, with her
					unique regency romance, Behind the Courtesan,
					featuring—you guessed it—a courtesan heroine.

				On the non-romance side, Jean Harrington brings us the third
					Murders by Design cozy mystery installment, Killer
						Kitchens.

				And joining Carina Press with an epic fantasy trilogy, Angela
					Highland tells the story of a half-elven healer with no control over her magic.
					Faanshi has always been a pawn of the powerful, but after healing two mysterious
					and very different men, she faces a choice that may decide the fate of a whole
					kingdom. If you love fantasy, pick up Valor of the
						Healer, book one in the Rebels of Adalonia trilogy.

				As you can see, April is full of books to distract you
					wherever you are, whatever you’re supposed to be doing, and even if you have a
					baby in your arms. I hope you enjoy these titles as much as we’ve enjoyed
					working on them.

				We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your
					thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com.
					You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter
					stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress
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				Chapter One

				Carson growled a curse at the contraption creeping toward him, and the thing cowered like a beaten dog before scuttling back through the door. Half machine, half animal, one hundred percent abomination. The creature had no place in the world as far as he was concerned. At least this one seemed harmless enough, unlike the others.

				He rubbed at the scar on his neck—his reminder that in this new world, sometimes the dead didn’t stay that way for long. With every stroke against the thickened skin, a man’s face—what was left of it—grew clearer in his mind. Gears and filters where a nose had been. A shiny lens and brass rings in place of a right eye. Metal that should be flesh. Flesh that should have been dead many times over.

				Gambini.

				Carson shuddered, trying to shake away the image and the memories.

				To think that was what people like St. Clair and Mason brought into being turned his stomach. The two of them had all the money and brains in the world and not a lick of sense between them. Only fools would turn to the mafia for employment. Only madmen would create and loose something like Gambini on the world.

				At least St. Clair he could almost understand. Lawyers were a slippery bunch that fancied themselves above the very same law they swore to uphold. William Mason, however... The man had served on the Senate for as long as Carson could remember and was a well-respected scientist to boot. The kind of person a desperate man might turn to in order to save the woman he loved. Too bad he’d found out that Mason was the worst sort of liar far too late.

				Now, with Senator Mason dead and his home freshly emptied, Carson had no choice but to focus on Mason’s “assistant,” Tobias St. Clair, instead. Their connections were the answer to more problems than Carson wanted to admit. Judging by the papers and broken machines scattered around St. Clair’s house, he may have been too late—again. He shuffled through the documents on the high table behind the sofa, hoping for some information on where Mason’s private lab was tucked away or where St. Clair might hide. Nothing.

				He swept the lot of it onto the floor, sending the dog-thing skittering to a corner once more. Hunting for anything, Carson stalked back and forth through the room.

				The machines were shattered and useless.

				The papers nothing but notes on old cases.

				Clothes gone.

				Any documents linking St. Clair to Mason—gone.

				Carson had spread his net so carefully, and now everything was trickling through it like water—his little fish washing away with it and the damn shark nowhere in sight. He should have grabbed both of them when he first found the link between their work and the mafia. Someone needed to pay for Lily’s death. He’d staked his damn career on finding a way to destroy the men responsible, and now his off-the-books investigation had dead-ended with nothing to show for it.

				Fury and frustration boiled inside him until he snatched a meaningless chunk of metal and pitched it at the wall. Cracks radiated from the point of impact, one reaching up and spreading several feet across the ceiling before it stopped, raining plaster down on him.

				Veins stood out on his arms, his pulse throbbing visibly. Closing his eyes, Carson pushed the rest of his emotions deep. He needed focus, not rage. St. Clair had disappeared, and the man prided himself on his lack of emotional ties. His home and office were both empty, which meant Carson had to move back to the dead senator. Searching for the man’s private lab had seemed a waste of time before, but he’d run out of options. Mason’s haunts were the only trails left worth following.

				For now, he had to stop for the night—empty-handed—to go to a ridiculous gala. He wanted to skip it, pretend he’d forgotten, but it was too important to the program. An opportunity to remind people in power how vital the marshals are. The government had pinned a medal on his chest and called him a hero. Too bad they wanted all the heroes to stop working and parade like show horses in front of a bunch of debutantes and housewives to raise money for charity.

				Of course, many of the very senators Mason worked with would be there. Perhaps even St. Clair. The possibility of new information helped him believe it might be worth the time. A tingle of anticipation only cemented the idea that he’d find something tonight. What, he didn’t know, but he always trusted his feelings.

				* * *

				Her bustle secure and her corset tied tightly, Henrietta Mason checked one last time to ensure the brass butterfly clockworks hadn’t slipped from her coiffure. One couldn’t be too careful—at the slightest hint of weakness, the women would attack. Of course, if they didn’t see a weakness, they would take care to ferret one out.

				Church bells chimed nearby. Eight o’clock. She was late.

				Sighing, Henri lifted her skirt and descended from the steam carriage. The building loomed in front of her, one more challenge to overcome. Considering all she’d been through, this should have been the least of her concerns, but if she wanted any chance to maintain her status, she had little choice but to go inside. Damn her father for sending her away for so many years.

				“I am Dr. Henrietta Mason.” She held her head high, speaking to the brisk evening air. “I have survived far worse than anything this night can possibly bring.” Curving her lips into the perfect ghost of a smile, she made her way past the bowing doorman and into the hotel.

				She had attended any number of galas in this very building when her parents were alive. This should have been second nature to her. Her tiny infirmary on the trading dirigible, Dark Hawk; the Badlands, where violence was the rule of law and criminals cavorted with queens; among the unwashed—very unwashed—masses of Texas...those were places she didn’t belong. If she truly had a place anywhere, it was here, among the elite of Philadelphia. This was home. This was what her mother had always wanted for her, what she’d been destined for since birth. At least until Mother had died and her father had sent her into exile aboard the blasted airship.

				No matter. The past was past, and Henri was home now. At the entrance to the ballroom, she donned her last accessory for the masquerade, slipping it over her eyes with practiced ease. The mechanisms hidden inside the brass and silver butterfly mask whirred to life at the touch of a button, the gears spinning until the hooks wrapped around her head and latched securely in her hair.

				A curt nod to the attendants, and they swung open the doors. The grand ballroom stretched before her, tables draped in white linens spread throughout the room. Servers, also in white, roamed through both levels with trays of hors d’oeuvres and flutes of champagne. But they were just the canvas.

				All the guests milled about, laughing and drinking, painting the ballroom in a dizzying array of color. The women spun in gowns of crimson, turquoise and violet, sometimes all three combined. In order to match their masks, fur, feathers and scales adorned their clothes. Even many of the men had abandoned their basic black tailcoats in favor of something with more flair.

				Henri smoothed her hands down her gold brocade corset and sought comfort in the feel of the hand-embroidered silk bustle. Compared to the other women, she was plain, simple, her elaborate clockwork butterfly mask notwithstanding. Perhaps she had been away from society for too long.

				The urge to duck out before she was seen melted away when a man stepped up next to her. She could hardly disappear without notice now. Tiny mirrors within the mask allowed her to observe him without turning. He towered over her by at least a foot with the broad shoulders and muscles of someone more accustomed to hard labor than formal wear. The way he fidgeted with his cufflinks and tie confirmed it.

				“Are these damnable things always so uncomfortable?” His voice was deep, gravelly and sent a tiny shiver through her.

				Definitely not society. His language had him better suited to the more common parts of her life—the one she intended to leave behind as soon as she made all the necessary arrangements. Still, propriety dictated she respond even if his introduction had been less than polite.

				Her practiced smile in place, she turned toward him and inhaled sharply. The mirrors needed adjusting. They had done him a great disservice. Even though his brass and silver wolf mask hid much of his face, the man was breathtaking, with long, dark gold hair tied back at the nape of his neck and blue eyes that seemed to pierce right through her façade of ease into the deepest recesses of her soul. She had to swallow hard in order to make her mouth work properly.

				“Fashion is rarely designed for comfort. However, perhaps I might be of some assistance?” She tilted her head to the side in the way that made most people see her as less abrasive. As soon as she moved, she wondered why on earth she cared how this stranger looked at her. But she did. The moment those eyes, bright even beneath the shadow of his silvery wolf mask, locked on hers, she wanted very badly for this man to speak to her further.

				“Of course.”

				Pressing her lips together, Henri slid her fingers over his right cuff, easing the shank through the hole and twisting it to hold the cloth securely. She repeated the exercise on the other arm before rising on her toes to adjust his tie. He flinched as her fingers brushed a scar along his neck. Then his hands found her waist as she teetered, holding her steady. It wasn’t proper, and she should insist he release her. But it didn’t feel wrong. On the contrary, warmth radiated from his touch, chasing away the remnants of the chill from outside. She didn’t want him to let her go at all.

				“The trick to these things is to make them only tight enough to perfect your appearance. Looser and it appears sloppy. Tighter and any pretense at comfort disappears.”

				“In that case, perhaps you could use some assistance with your corset.”

				Henri’s eyes widened at the audacious suggestion, her fingers itching to slap him even as she quietly thrilled at the possibility. Then she noticed the way heat rose beneath his skin, coloring his neck and cheeks red while his mouth opened and closed in a manner altogether more fishlike than appropriate for a wolf.

				“Apologies, miss.” He eased Henrietta down to her heels and released his hold on her waist, taking his heat with him. She started to lean forward but caught herself before she did anything foolish. The man cleared his throat. “I didn’t mean that in the way it sounded. It’s only that your corset looks very tight, and I thought I might be able to return your kind favor and help you loosen it...” He trailed off, going even redder.

				As much as she tried to stifle it, laughter escaped from between Henri’s lips, and her society smile burst into a real one. “I can assure you, Sir Wolf, my corset is secured perfectly. And do not trouble yourself, I promise no one will know of your minor faux pas.”

				“In that case, I would like to say that you look lovely, and I appreciate the kindness.” He stuck out his hand as if he thought she’d take it as a man would. Instead, awkward as the move was, she draped her fingers over the edge of his. This blunder he recognized on his own, raising her hand to brush his lips across her knuckles. “Please, call me Carson. And you would be?”

				Her breath caught for a second before his words even registered. The innocent, socially approved touch sent a strange thrill dancing over her skin—the heat of his lips even headier than that of his hands.

				“I am a butterfly who understands the point of a masquerade is a degree of secrecy.” Crimson threatened to stain his skin again and, amusing as she found it, Henri didn’t want to be the society belle who embarrassed those less accustomed to its inner workings. “However, since most of us here know each other to some degree, an exchange of names seems only fair. As I’m sure you can remember to practice some discretion, when others cannot hear, you may call me Henrietta.”

				“In that case, Henrietta, would you care to dance?” He bowed slightly, his head still towering over hers, and she slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow. On the dance floor, Carson’s lips pulled into a small frown, and Henri stepped back, wondering what she’d said wrong. “You’re not like the other women here, are you?”

				Ah, this was a topic she could cope with, and would, in fact, have to answer regularly once she was back in Philadelphia on a more permanent basis. She rested her left hand on his shoulder as he encircled her waist. As much as her body craved his warmth, she took care to put an acceptable distance between them. “Only in so much as you are unlike the other men in the room.”

				“And how is that?”

				She tipped her head back in order to see the hint of a chiseled jaw beneath the edge of his mask. “None of them would have chosen—as gorgeous as your mask is—to present themselves as a wolf. Particularly not one wearing a suit made from wool.”

				* * *

				Carson paused in the middle of the dance, almost tripping over his own feet in the process. Fortunately, Henrietta stopped with him—her too-tight forgery of a smile firmly in place—and he regained the step on the next beat.

				A wolf in sheep’s clothing. He’d been called worse.

				“I’d think that’s a fairly apt description of most people in the room.”

				A real smile flared to life for a second again, lighting her crystal clear blue eyes with a twinkle that was otherwise absent. “Quite true.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “The rest of them don’t like to advertise though.”

				He chuckled. His feet shuffled through the steps to the dance while hers seemed to glide effortlessly across the floor. “Before I bumbled over my words earlier, I meant to compliment you on your mask. I’ve never seen one quite that intricate before. Did one of the crazed inventors here make it for you?”

				“In a manner of speaking. Though I’d rather not refer to myself as crazed. I leave that to the gossips.” Her eyes sparked with challenge, as if she expected him to admonish her.

				While there was a certain contingent of scientists he wished he could see behind bars, he failed to recognize any danger in the delicate wiring and clockwork mechanisms of her mask. Besides, his presence here tonight was to raise money for charity, and despite his earlier gut feeling, he’d quickly realized the odds of finding anything to help his case were slim. Best not to dwell on work—time enough for that come morning. “As I said, you don’t seem to have much in common with the other women here. A fact I find refreshing to say the least. I have to admit, though, I had hoped the same person had made both our masks. It would have given us a tiny bit of common ground to tread on.”

				She frowned at him, the smallest pulling together of her brows. Craning her neck to the side, she looked at his mask, revealing a long stretch of her neck as her curls fell toward her back. “I’m curious what made you think they were fashioned by the same person?”

				Never before had he wanted clockworks near his person as much as he did in that moment. With Henrietta in his arms, he could almost forget the rest of the party around them. A society beauty with a talent for machines—truly an enigma here—and he did so love a mystery. “Only their similarities in color and outward design. If not for the inherent differences in the nature of wolves and butterflies, our masks complement each other well.”

				With the words out of his mouth, he felt like a fool. They had sounded much better in his head. She was the first woman to spark his interest since Lily died, and he kept flubbing things up.

				She didn’t seem to mind though, moving closer as bodies pressed onto the dance floor around them. “Oh, I don’t see such a huge disparity. The wolf howls at the beauty of the changing moon. And the butterfly epitomizes the beauty in change. Complementary indeed.”

				How had he managed, in all of Philadelphia, to stumble upon a woman who could make him forget all his worries? It wouldn’t last—couldn’t—but he’d take what reprieve he could get. And for this song, she was in his arms and staring into his eyes. He almost forgot the pain of losing Lily, not her memory but the agony that had haunted him for far too many years. Madness. He’d just met Henrietta, but something about her attitude, her cheekiness toward the very society she belonged in, spoke to him.

				All too soon, the song ended, and she was swept away by another. Per his duty, he found other women to dance with, but beyond pleasantries they never spoke. He spun them in circles, his gaze always seeking Henrietta’s and gravitating toward her as the music came to an end.

				He disentangled himself from the latest woman to cling to his arm and bowed before the golden butterfly. “Might I have this dance?”

				Though her current partner tried to keep hold of her, Henrietta twirled her fingers free and took Carson’s hand. “You realize, of course, that people are starting to talk.”

				“About what?”

				Her brilliant smile showed again for a second before dropping back into something more reserved. “About the fact that you and I partner on every second dance. Things like that don’t go unnoticed at these events.”

				“I’m tempted to give them something more interesting to talk about.” Clenching his fist against her waist, he wondered how long he’d be able to dance with his foot in his mouth. What was it about her that flustered him so badly?

				Perhaps simply the fact that his gaffes didn’t seem to faze her. “What did you have in mind? Knocking over the buffet table? Tripping the Secretary of State?”

				He tried not to watch her lips as she spoke, but he couldn’t help himself from wondering what they would taste like. He cleared his throat and met her eyes once more. “I was thinking more along the lines of pulling a gun and blasting clear an escape route.”

				“Well now, that does sound like a gala Philadelphia would talk about for years. But one does have to wonder just how large a weapon you’ve managed to hide in your evening wear.” She dipped her head, a flush rising on her creamy skin.

				Seeing her slip up as he had earlier made him want to push, to test just how red her skin would go, but the song ended. “Henrietta...”

				She cleared her throat. “There are, of course, more subtle ways.” Before he could even open his mouth to respond, she started to sway, bringing a hand up to fan herself. Her voice much louder than it had been a second before, she said, “Sir Wolf, I’m not feeling at all well.”

				Around them, people turned or craned their necks for a better view. The next thing he knew, Henrietta had collapsed against him—her weight conveniently falling to the arm around her waist.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Muttered recommendations ranging from smelling salts to an ionic chamber buzzed through the gathering crowd.

				“I think she might just need some air.” Unsure of how such things were done in these social circles, Carson did the only thing he could think of and swept Henrietta into the cradle of his arms. “If you’ll excuse us.”

				Murmurs of “improper” and “scoundrel” were accompanied by gasps from the younger ladies and slightly louder exclamations of “he’s so strong.” Carson fought not to roll his eyes as he shouldered his way through the crowd. Henrietta didn’t weigh much more than a couple sacks of feed grain, and he’d hauled those around for years before joining the marshals.

				As he neared the ballroom entrance, he wondered where he should take her. While he pondered the merits of the lobby over outside, Henrietta peeked through her lashes. “There’s a staircase right past the ballroom entrance.”

				“You’re okay.” He’d wondered at the timing, but society ladies had such stringent rules about propriety he had a hard time believing she’d break them.

				A quiet smile played on her lips as he started up the stairs. “I thought this might be a bit less dangerous than you shooting up the ballroom. And if we no longer have witnesses, I’m quite capable of walking.”

				She might be able to get up the stairway on her own, but he was a bit loathe to let her go considering how good she felt in his arms—even if her hand was pressed against the damn scar on his neck, a grim reminder of what he should be doing instead. “It’s only a few more steps, and then we don’t run the risk of someone seeing you.”

				Henrietta didn’t argue. The stairs provided an entry point to the second level of the ballroom—where many of the men had gathered to smoke their pipes and cigars away from the women. Outside the doors, however, there was a small sitting area. Reluctantly, he set her down in front of some ridiculous thing with velvet cushions and lion’s paws for feet.

				Henrietta smoothed her skirt and perched on the edge of the couch. “And there you have your escape, at least for a short while.”

				Shaking his head, Carson sat next to her, close enough to touch—too close for society’s liking—but she didn’t move away this time. “I don’t quite understand you, Henrietta. One minute you’re a pampered princess like all the other women down there, and the next you’re playing the queen of deception.”

				“Well, it might not have been the most intelligent plan I’ve ever conceived. I’m sure the people who were talking about our dancing are now whispering about what sort of uncouth contact we’re engaging in at the moment. Seems my ability to blend in has been hampered.”

				“Why on earth would you want to blend in with that mess?” He clamped his lips shut. When would he learn to think before he spoke? “I’m sorry. They’re your friends...”

				Stifling the noise with a hand over her lips, Henrietta laughed. “Very few of them were ever my friends, and I hardly take offense on the account of those who are. This isn’t your world, and I understand how it can seem unappealing.” Her eyes drifted shut and she swayed in time with the music seeping through the doors. A moment later, she opened her eyes and let her gaze rest heavily on him. “I’ve spent some time away from this life—the consequence of being different and not quite adhering to the rules. But this is where I belong.”

				Somehow he couldn’t agree. She seemed more than this place. Too big to be contained in the guise of a society matron. “If you don’t feel like you fit in, why are you so insistent on joining the mindless droves of women?”

				“I have no intention of becoming a simpering fool.” Pausing, she twisted her hands in her lap, staring at them instead of meeting his gaze. “Tell me, Carson, have you ever truly loved someone? More than life itself?”

				Lily’s face flashed in his mind and a fist closed around his heart. “Yes. She died several years ago.”

				As if the world stopped around them and propriety could be forgotten for a moment, Henrietta reached across the distance and took his hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Seems that sort of love always ends in death. My mother cherished me and taught me I could be anything I wished. Even when I first showed an interest in science and technology, she made sure I also knew how to dance and sew and adhere to the rules of society. Until the day she died, she made certain my idiosyncrasies didn’t keep me from this world.” She paused and hiccoughed, as if choking down a sob, and Carson returned the pressure on her fingers. “After she passed, I learned society hadn’t accepted me so much as it had loved her. I rebelled, which my father found completely unacceptable. Eventually he hid his embarrassment by shipping me off. Oddly enough, he sent me to the one place where I’d learn to be even less of a lady. I have a narrow window of opportunity now to have the life my mother wanted for me—the life I always wanted—a career, a role in society, a husband, a family of my own. It might not be easy, but I’m determined to make her proud.”

				Her own father had sent her away as she struggled with her grief and identity? What kind of person did that? Carson might not have grown up with the security wealth provided, but his family had always given him a home, even in his madness following Lily’s death. Hell, Lily’s family would have taken him in as well. He didn’t know the man, but a part of him wanted very much to meet Henrietta’s father. A thought niggled at his brain that had nothing to do with the golden beauty and far too much to do with his quest to bring the mafia to justice. He forced it away. Work would be his focus again soon enough. “And your father?”

				The way her jaw clenched as she turned away told him as much as her words. “My father ceased mattering to me a while ago.”

				Carson wished he could feel the same about the people responsible for changing the course of his life, but his rage burned too hot for that. The way he’d decided to go after the mafia, the depth of his hate, made him strong. Looking at Henrietta, though, he couldn’t help but wonder if what she was doing took more strength.

				Based on surface appearances, she was like any other high-bred city girl. Pristine. Untouchable. But she wasn’t sliding through life on beauty and money. Beyond that glossy surface, she had a fire that reminded him of the girls he’d grown up with—the kind who didn’t have any compunction about busting a guy in his nethers if the urge struck. Though he had a feeling Henrietta would be somewhat more polite about her anger.

				“And what about you, Carson? You know the darkness that brought me to this moment in time. Why on earth is a man like you here?”

				He knew the question wasn’t really about the gala. No question from her would ever be as innocent as this one seemed. But for the first time in as long as he could remember, he didn’t want to think about, much less discuss, Lily. “The short version is I shot a man. More specifically, I shot the right man.”

				“That isn’t what I was asking.”

				Smiling, Carson pushed to his feet. “I know, but that’s not a conversation for a wolf to have with a butterfly. We should probably get back downstairs before the gossips start destroying any chance you have of settling into their world.”

				“Does that mean you intend to tell me later?” She slid her hand into his and stood, letting him lead her down the staircase, only disengaging her fingers when they were within view of others. “Or that the butterfly should learn to mind her own business?”

				Any other woman he knew would have just let it go. Not this one. He could almost hear Lily laughing in his head and knew she’d approve. “Henrietta—”

				“Ah, there you are, my boy!” A gnarled but strong hand clamped down on his shoulder. Cartwright. “Time for the auction. We need you on stage.”

				Carson nodded and held up a finger to indicate that he’d be there in a moment, but when he turned back to Henrietta, she’d melted into the crowd. The golden butterfly fluttering out of his life as quickly as she’d arrived.

				* * *

				The women were motioned toward the front of the dance floor, and with every brush of contact, Henri thought of Carson’s hands on her. He’d been neither gentleman nor boor, and the possibility there could be something in between made her insides flit about like her collection of clockworks putting on a display. Completely nonsensical. Reactions like this were for fairy tales and those romance novels women seemed to devour. Happily ever after was for children, a fact she knew all too well.

				Still, she rubbed a thumb across her knuckles where Carson’s lips had been. Madness. She wasn’t some schoolgirl. She was a grown woman. Forcing her hands to her sides, she tried to focus on something more real. The proceeds of tonight’s auction were going to one of her mother’s favorite charities. Henrietta had no intention of leaving without making a large donation.

				When the press of bodies finally ceased, she found herself standing next to her childhood friend, Lucinda Cartwright. Once upon a time, they’d played and danced and made up stories together. Then Henri’s mother grew ill. Her declining health and Henri’s growing interest in science drove the two of them apart. While there was no ill will, per se, they hadn’t been friendly for years.

				“Lucinda.”

				“Why if it isn’t the eminent Dr. Mason. Here to solidify your societal standing?”

				Considering their past, Henri really didn’t want to explain everything to Luci. It was easier to give a simple answer, even if it wasn’t entirely true. “It seemed the proper thing to do in the wake of Father’s death.”

				Lucinda crossed herself and bowed her head for a moment before responding. “A wise course of action indeed. It will be nice to have you back home and taking your proper place as a lady.”

				Henri’s lips twitched. William Mason had shipped her off on the Dark Hawk for not being enough of a lady—too loud, too opinionated, too smart for her own good. She had absolutely no intention of giving up her career to sit at home and play wife to some man. No. She was coming home to open a medical practice and lay claim to the position given to her by birth. At least it would mean something good would come of her father’s death. Of course, she had to ensure the Dark Hawk was taken care of in the meantime. So far, her hunt for a replacement medical officer had proven fruitless, and she would not send those reckless fools into the air without someone who knew their way around an infirmary.

				Luci’s father stood on the stage, a row of men behind him—the wolf first in line. “All the men on this stage are heroes,” Mr. Cartwright bellowed, his voice echoing through the ballroom and tearing Henri from her thoughts. “One saved half a dozen people from a burning building. One shot down the man who invaded the Senate, intent on killing as many as he could. Heroes, ladies, every last man. And one of them could be yours for the remainder of the evening with a donation to the children’s shelter.”

				She wouldn’t have paid any mind to the ordeal at all, except her mother had given much time and money to the children’s shelter, believing with all her heart that those young people were the future. Henri would do no less. Plus, she couldn’t help but think a certain wolf didn’t want anything to do with the women here. At the very least she could save him from an hour spent pandering to one of them. The perfect target for a chunk of her inheritance.

				“First on our list of heroes,” Cartwright continued, “is the gunman I mentioned. Marshal Carson Alexander saved dozens of our leaders with a single shot.”

				Shooting the right man indeed. Interesting that Cartwright failed to mention Carson had also saved a secretary the would-be-assassin had used as a shield. In this room, though, her life mattered less than those of politicians. The thought made Henri sick. Think of Mother and the children. Instead, Carson’s blue eyes filled her mind and she shivered.

				“Shall we start the bidding at five dollars?”

				Without another thought, Henri raised her hand.

				“Five to the lovely butterfly. Six? Do I hear six?”

				Bidding went several rounds before women started dropping out. At last it was just Henrietta and the multi-hued peacock who kept raising the bid in one-dollar increments. Outside, the clock chimed. It was getting late, and, without a replacement, Henri had to leave with the Dark Hawk when it departed in the morning.

				“Sixty.” She raised a hand, wanting this over and done with.

				“Sixty-one.” A peacock feather bounced in the air.

				Henri huffed out a breath. She had too much to do tonight for this idiocy. “One hundred dollars.”

				Cartwright looked as if he choked on his words. “One hundred? Do I hear more?” The peacock feather drifted toward the floor. “One hundred going once. One hundred going twice. Sold! To the lovely butterfly. Please register at the exit.”

				Henri gave a curt nod, her lips twitching as she caught sight of Carson’s grin. She didn’t have time to stay and partner with him for the remainder of tonight’s dancing, but perhaps next time or, better yet, once she was home for good, she could make it up to him. Gathering her skirts, she edged her way out of the press of women.

				Lucinda’s shoes tapped right behind her. “I saw the way you looked at him, Henrietta.”

				“And?” She signed the register with her bid and took a note in order to transfer the funds when she stopped at the bank the next day.

				“If you’re serious about establishing your place in society, I do hope you’ve set your sights somewhat higher than a federal marshal. I understand the attraction, of course, as he is quite handsome, but you know he’ll never do.”

				“Do for what, precisely?” Henri spun to find Lucinda’s mask off, her eyes filled with genuine concern, lips pressed in a perpetual pout.

				“For your husband.”

				“I’m not worried about finding a husband. And if I was, there is nothing wrong with Marshal Alexander.” She glanced toward the door, wishing she’d brought a wrap and praying her carriage was nearby.

				Lucinda’s hand fell on her arm. “Your money doesn’t matter, Henrietta. If you don’t have a husband, they’ll shun you. You need a man—a respectable man—if you plan to stake a claim here.” She bit her lip, her brows pulling together. “People have been talking about your... eccentricities again since your father’s passing. Rumors about where you’ve been for the past few years have been floating around. They tolerated you before—because of your parents. If you want them to keep turning a blind eye to the things you do, you need a husband.”

				Though Henrietta very much wanted a family, the thought that she would need one had never occurred to her. Perhaps Lucinda was still her friend after all. No one else had bothered to warn her. Henri swallowed hard, nodding. She wasn’t ready for this. And how was she supposed to find someone “respectable” who would allow her to continue her experiments? Or start her own medical practice? It wasn’t as if feminist men of substance were easy to come by.

				She had a feeling Carson would have allowed and even encouraged such things, but Lucinda was right. Hero or not, he’d never do. Which meant it was best if she paid her donation and never saw him again.

				* * *

				Carson watched as Henrietta walked out the door.

				No.

				She’d paid to spend the rest of the gala with him; she couldn’t just leave. Hell, after the time they’d spent together, she couldn’t just leave. To hell and back with the dancing.

				After clambering off the stage in the most dignified fashion he could manage, he wound his way to the exit. Outside, he whipped off his mask. The wind tore his hair from its tie as he twisted his head back and forth. There! Without a care for proper behavior, he ran to the steam carriage she was climbing inside. “Henrietta!”

				She turned to look at him, her mask still firmly in place, but the next thing he knew, she was safely ensconced inside the black carriage. The driver shut the door and climbed into the front. A billow of steam told him the man was about to pull away, when Carson’s hand finally clamped down on the curtained window. “Wait.”

				Henrietta rapped on the pane in front of her, and the steam engine cycled down to a low burbling. “Is there a problem? I thought you’d appreciate that I helped you avoid more time with one of the debutantes, or worse, one of their mothers.”

				“I’d appreciate it more if you came back inside for the dancing you just paid for. We could make plans and—”

				“Perhaps another time. I’m afraid I have some pressing engagements to tend to for the foreseeable future.” She reached through the window, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw for a second before she snatched her hand away. “I had a lovely time with you tonight, but I’m sure you have duties that don’t involve crazed lady scientists with their rogue clockworks and society plans. Good night, Marshal Alexander.”

				He tried to wrap his head around her sudden shift to formality. What happened to the woman who faked a swoon just to help him escape the ballroom? The one who teased him about being a wolf in sheep’s clothing? “The wolf is gone, Henrietta. It’s just me now.” She didn’t say anything, hiding in the shadows of the carriage. “How will I find you?”

				When her voice came, it was tight—false like her smile had been most of the night. “You won’t.”

				This time when she tapped on the window, the carriage pulled away. He called her name, feeling like the prince after the ball, but without the comfort of Cinderella’s slipper to confirm she’d been real. His fist clenched empty at his side and he stalked back into the hotel. He didn’t know what had happened in the few minutes between coming downstairs and Henrietta’s departure, but he didn’t want to let it go. In the ballroom once more, he made his way to the ledger, but the winning bidders circled it waiting their turns.

				Mr. Cartwright shrugged on his frock coat with the help of a young brunette woman in a hummingbird mask. He frowned as Carson failed once more to get the attention of the clerk manning the ledger. “Something wrong, lad?”

				“I was just trying to find out the name of the woman who placed the winning bid for me. She left before I could speak to her.”

				The girl answered before Cartwright could. “She’ll pay what she bid. Just...leave Henrietta alone. Things are hard enough for her right now.”

				“Lucinda, hush. Henrietta you say? Marshal, as rude as my daughter was, I have to agree with her. Between the loss of her father and her own peculiar habits, Henrietta Mason is a difficult woman to pin down.”

				“Mason? Did you say Mason?” Carson’s mouth went dry. The daughter. She wasn’t supposed to be here. Studying in Europe was the last he’d heard. Damn it to the seven hells, if he’d had Mason’s daughter in his arms all night...

				“Yes. Senator William Mason passed on about six months ago. I assume you heard about it.”

				He had, and he’d been trying to track down any of the man’s connections ever since. Tonight he’d allowed the closest one to slip right through his fingers. Obviously the file he’d collected on Henrietta Mason had been filled with something other than the facts. A problem that had to be remedied immediately, especially if there was any chance other people had more accurate reports. Carson needed to find her—and not just because she’d made him feel alive for the first time in years—because if he didn’t protect her, she might not be alive for long.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Henri reached up and tucked a curl back into her coiffure before allowing her gaze to sweep over the bare space. Her father’s lab used to be a place filled with so much excitement and joy. Now, with the equipment and many of the clockworks auctioned off—and the rest in crates on the Dark Hawk—it was vacant, hollow. The ghost of her laughter a dim thing here amid the dust and emptiness.

				She wished for the millionth time since he’d died atop the Rocky Mountains that she could erase her father’s memory as easily as she’d dispersed his things. She hoped once all ties were gone, she’d finally be at peace. No more reminders of what he’d brought on the Badlands in his quest for gold, or how she’d never been good enough in his eyes. Not a son and not nearly enough of a lady.

				The gala last night only served as another reminder of how right he’d been. She fit in nowhere—not yet, but she would. She’d fight the devil himself to do her mother proud.

				But no matter how hard she tried, her father haunted her both asleep and awake. She clutched her side. The bullet wound had healed, but if she thought too hard about that night on the mountain, a phantom ache spread through her muscles. Bad enough seeing his face as he died at Ever’s hand. Or even the disdain when he shot Henri. The worst though, was the absence of humanity in his eyes when he murdered Ezekial.

				And that was the part she could never forgive herself for. As much as Henri might not have approved of his lifestyle, she’d had a grudging respect for Ezekial. Without her assistance in her father’s schemes, he wouldn’t have been on that mountain. If not for her, Zeke would still be alive.

				Pained thoughts of him brought back the more recent memory of leaving Carson on the street last night. He never should have taken off his mask. Now his image was burned on her mind—a real man, not some memory she could pretend didn’t exist. His crooked smile and the way he hadn’t given her any quarter made every place he’d touched her tingle. He was a man—so very like Ezekial—who would stand toe-to-toe with her and never budge. Strange how in all the time on the Dark Hawk she’d never seen Zeke as anything other than a nuisance. Then again, the resemblance between the two men was superficial at best, brought on by sadness and loss.

				Carson was far more in tune with her. During their secret conversation, he’d managed to lure her into a sense of security she hadn’t felt since her father’s betrayal. Something about his bumbling through the gala touched the part of her that had never quite fit society’s mold. She and Carson were nothing alike, but somehow—absurdly—in that moment they were the same.

				Which made it all the more painful to think about the way she’d left things. No explanation. No apology. She needed someone more suitable, and he deserved someone less cowardly.

				Still, she thought of the warmth of the marshal’s fingers on her skin and even that tiny recollection sent a shiver of longing through her as she wished for something good and positive in her life again. Like everything though, it would come at a cost. She had few friends and no family left to lean on. But two things she did have were money and status, and by God she would cling to that until her dying breath.

				Grinding her teeth together and trying to forget the big, blond man, Henrietta let out a slow breath and checked to ensure the last of the research files were secure in her bag. As soon as she had time, she’d sort through them and destroy all trails leading back to the gold in the Badlands. It wasn’t much, but keeping the knowledge from anyone else was the very least she could do to destroy her father’s legacy of greed. Maybe then she’d start being able to sleep at night again. Maybe then she could focus on building her own life.

				She rubbed a weary hand across her eyes as she made her way through the empty lab. Halfway across the room, she froze as the door leading outside opened and a shadow filled the entry. Carson? She’d worked through the night to ensure she’d be gone before he had any opportunity to find her. She squinted. No, this man was far too small to be the marshal.

				“Dr. Mason?”

				So much for keeping her father’s plans and the truth of his death a secret. Someone knew—there was no other reason a stranger would be here after all this time.

				She shifted her eyes from one corner of the space to another. The only other door was at the back, and it led to an alley. While she might make it to the space between the buildings, she’d never outrun him all the way to the street. Henri squared her shoulders and stepped forward, striding purposefully to the door. If she couldn’t run away, she’d get as close to the street as possible instead. Then at least if she screamed, someone might hear.

				“I’m Henrietta Mason. If you’re looking for my father, I’m sorry to tell you he passed away a few months ago.”

				Five paces away from the door, his voice stopped her cold again. “I’m not here for your father, Dr. Mason. I came to speak to you.”

				Henri swallowed hard and raised her voice in hopes the driver waiting outside would hear. “Oh. Well, certainly, Mr....”

				The man stepped inside and gave a genteel bow. “Tobias St. Clair. I was your father’s attorney.”

				Her driver hadn’t shown yet, and the man still stood between her and the door. At least she could see him properly now. Around her own age, black hair slicked off his face to reveal dark, penetrating brown eyes that seemed to see straight through to her tortured soul and not in a kind way. Unlike Carson’s stare, this man seemed intense, almost devious. Henri fought the urge to look away, instead adopting the haughty air pounded into her by the society dinners of her youth.

				“I don’t know who you are, Mr. St. Clair, but I met my father’s lawyer when his will was read. Anson Merriweather is, at the very least, old enough to be your father. If you’ll pardon me, I have a prior engagement I must get to.”

				His hand fell on her arm as she tried to brush past him. Long fingers, nails buffed to a shine—definitely not someone who worked with his hands. “I’m his other lawyer. The one who handled his business dealings.” He let his hand drop to his side. “Before he died, your father spoke to me about creating a foundation with some of his money, and I wondered if you might be interested in carrying through with his plans. Otherwise, we need to make arrangements for the funds he left at my disposal.”

				More money, but never enough to secure her position in the world on its own. Plus, her father had never been a philanthropist. Unconvinced, Henri sidestepped toward the door. Wary as she was though, she couldn’t suppress her curiosity. “What sort of foundation?”

				“While he was proud to have passed his knowledge on to you, your father knew that for the United States to become a true power in the world, we had to begin training the next generation of scientists now.” Tobias pulled a sheaf of papers from his briefcase. “To that end, we had taken the first steps toward a foundation to provide promising but underprivileged children the means to attend schools able to give them the best scientific education possible.”

				Henrietta watched Tobias as he spoke, and mentally scoffed at the bogus compliment. She knew her father too well to believe he’d said any such thing. The man seemed genuine enough about the charity, only...helping the less fortunate had never been something that drove her father. Not as a senator, and certainly not as a scientist. Such things had been more her mother’s forte. At least until she succumbed to the cancer that destroyed her body.

				There was a possible connection, and it made a tiny amount of sense. The proposed foundation paired Father’s love of science and Mother’s work with underprivileged youth. Her father might have been planning this as a tribute to his late wife.

				And with the gold he’d planned to steal from the Badlands, he would have had more than the means to do it.

				Though it took a lot of effort, Henrietta managed to push the last thought away. With everything sold off, there was money enough now, especially since it would do her little good on its own. Perhaps, she could use it to honor her mother’s memory and begin to unsully that of her father. Besides, helping people in this manner would be another step toward her own healing. Still guarded but curious now, she reached for the papers. “I’d love to look at the plan you’ve drawn up, Mr. St. Clair.”

				Tobias handed them over with a nod. “I should warn you, unlike your father’s will, this sort of thing involves a great deal of—” he winked, “—lawyer speak. It might be in both our best interests if we took the time to go over the documents together.”

				Silence stretched between them. He’d winked at her. Henri had been away from city life far too long. Was this sort of behavior normal now? Yes, Carson had blundered through a few things last night, and certainly on the Dark Hawk the behavior wouldn’t have seemed out of place, but she didn’t remember gentlemen acting in such a manner when she’d lived in Philadelphia before.

				Worse, she wasn’t entirely sure she disliked it, though she might have preferred it from a man who didn’t make her as nervous as this one did. Preposterous. She’d decided which reality she wanted to live in, and it wasn’t one filled with louts and ruffians. The very next time they stopped in Philadelphia, she would find someone—a former army medic perhaps—to take her position on the Dark Hawk. Then she could focus on rebuilding her life in this world. One foot in each was stretching her in two.

				Stepping into the drizzle plaguing the grimy street at last, Henrietta waved to her driver, who had busied himself talking to an odd-looking man in a bowler hat. The stranger’s face seemed somewhat misshapen. Clearly, the lawyer’s arrival had her looking at everything through a veil of suspicion, which made her more than a little uncomfortable.

				“That might indeed be wise, Mr. St. Clair. However, as I mentioned, I have other things to deal with at the moment, including having some items shipped out of the Union. Since I trust no one else with them, I’ll be traveling as well. So if you’ll please excuse me...”

				“Of course.” Tobias swept a hand toward the waiting carriage, steam issuing from the engine as it idled. “However, since your time in Philadelphia is limited, it might be prudent if I accompanied you for the moment and explained a bit more about what your father had planned.”

				One look at his face and Henrietta knew he wasn’t jesting. Fourth circle of hell, the man certainly takes what he wants. He held the carriage door, waiting for her, muscling his way politely into her life. Her skin tingled painfully with some combination of fear and anticipation. It was a sensation she didn’t think she should ignore.

				“Dr. Mason?” He reached a hand toward her.

				Henrietta stared at his fingers for what felt like an eternity. Then the rain began to fall in earnest. She took it as a sign and grasped his hand, allowing him to assist her into the carriage.

				Water dripped from his hair onto the shoulders of his gray tweed coat. “For a moment there, I thought you were going to leave me on the street in the rain.”

				Lips twitching, Henri nodded. “For a moment, I was.”

				“Yet here we are.”

				Fingers smoothing her skirts, Henrietta raised her eyes to meet his gaze. If he could be a boor, her brazenness shouldn’t surprise him. “Only because it would be the height of rudeness to leave a business associate in the rain and filth. You have until we reach the hangar to convince me to examine this foundation further. Then we part ways until I return to Philadelphia—or permanently.”

				The man might be genuine, but if he’d been involved in her father’s plans for the Badlands, she wanted nothing to do with him. Then again, she knew a certain Badlands border guard who might like to have his head on a spike.

				“And here I thought my sparkling personality had already won you over.”

				Henrietta opened her mouth to retort.

				“Dr. Mason? Are we all set here then?” The driver stood outside the door, his eyes flicking from her face to Tobias’s.

				Her society smile formed without a thought. “Yes, Robert.” She turned back to Tobias. “I have everything I need.”

				Robert grunted something before climbing into the driver’s seat and stoking the bellows. The carriage lurched forward then settled into a quiet roll through the crowded street.

				“As for you, Mr. St. Clair—” Henrietta relaxed against the cushions, knowing her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes, “—I suggest you start talking.”

				* * *

				The stark white canopies of the dirigible hangar had completely eclipsed the view outside the tiny window. Tobias squeezed his hands into fists. He could only hope he’d said enough. “So, if the plan your father and I drew up meets your approval, we need to discuss how you want to implement things. How much of a hand you want in the running of the foundation. Since you’ve implied there’s more than adequate funding, there’s even the possibility of opening your own school, which might be more cost-effective in the long term than merely offering scholarships to other schools. In addition—”

				The carriage shuddered to a stop, and the door popped open. Robert, the annoyingly efficient driver, glared at him before turning to Mason’s daughter. “Safely delivered as promised, Dr. Mason.”

				“Thank you, Robert. If you’d be so kind as to assist with loading the last of the cargo, I would greatly appreciate it.” She gripped his fingers and alit from the carriage, her boot heels clicking lightly on the burnished wood deck.

				Tobias scrubbed at his face. Unlike most people in the city, he knew damned well where Henrietta Mason had been for the last several years as well as where she was headed now. Senator Mason kept secrets from a lot of people, but Tobias wasn’t one of them. He’d hoped his ruse would convince Henrietta to invite him to accompany her to the Badlands, but clearly that wouldn’t happen.

				With a sigh, he followed her through the door. “Well, Dr. Mason, it’s been a pleasure. When you’ve determined how you wish to proceed, you can contact me at my office.” He tucked a card into the file in her hands.

				“Perfect. And it is an interesting idea. One way or another, I’ll let you know what I decide.”

				“Thank you, and have a safe journey.”

				After nodding at her, he spun on his heel and headed back toward the gray skies outside. Damn. He needed to be on that dirigible. He paced outside the hangar, scowling. They had cargo to transfer to the ship, so they wouldn’t be ready to take off for a while yet. He’d have to time it carefully, but one way or another Tobias was catching a ride to the Badlands.

				Considering he’d recognized the man in the bowler hat outside the lab, he hoped the Dark Hawk left the confines of the hangar sooner rather than later. Preferably much sooner.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				People huddled under black umbrellas and ducked from one patch of cover to another in order to escape the rain. While he didn’t relish the way wet hair clung to his face, Carson appreciated the downpour. No one wanted to stand in it long enough to ask what he was doing at the door to the warehouse.

				Kneeling, Carson opened the pouch containing his lock picks and pulled out the two he wanted. With the tension wrench twisted securely, he slid the rake into the lock and dragged it over the pins, praying Henrietta would still be here. He’d staked out Mason’s home all night, waiting for her. No one he asked seemed to have any information on her at all. Instead, a neighborhood child had volunteered the general location of Mason’s place in the city—his warehouse laboratory. The next time Carson needed information, he would remember to ask children. They weren’t nearly as cagey as their parents.

				If Henrietta wasn’t here, Carson didn’t have another lead. Of course, there was the possibility St. Clair or one of the mafia goons had reached her first. No. If he didn’t know where she was, the mafia wouldn’t either—he had to trust in that—and St. Clair would have to play things quietly. If Carson found the lawyer, it would likely be in the lab as well.

				He had to adjust the tension wrench once, but then the door popped open readily. In one move, he swung inside and latched it closed again.

				Then he waited.

				If Henrietta or St. Clair were here, they were unnervingly quiet. She might not want to see him for some unknown reason, but he doubted Henrietta would ignore his presence. The lawyer, on the other hand, could be here—either hiding or taking up position to get a clean shot. Only the pounding of the rain kept Carson company, which likely meant another dead end.

				The echo of gunfire never came, and Carson relaxed a bit, even as frustration ate at him. Then his eyes adjusted to the darkness and he muttered a string of profanities.

				Empty. Well, not entirely, but empty e-fucking-nough. Carson stalked through the space, sure now that St. Clair wasn’t tucked away in a corner. The only things left in those shadows were dust and a few scraps of metal and glass.

				Something glittered on the floor near the doorway into an office at the back. He bent and picked it up. A tiny clockwork butterfly, probably from Henrietta’s hair. Part of him—the part still angry about the way she’d left—wanted to crush the thing and throw it to the darkest corner of the lab. His fingers clenched around it until he felt the delicate wings starting to give way. Then he remembered wishing she’d left something when she deserted the ball and shoved it into his pocket.

				Pushing thoughts of that nature aside, he strode into the room. If he wanted the opportunity to play the prince, first he had to find his Cinderella. Other than the desk and chair in the back office, dust, metal and glass were the only things that remained. His lip curled up in disgust. Mason’s senate office had been taken over months ago, his things delivered to his house—which was empty and sold as well. Everything of Mason’s was gone. And so was St. Clair.

				And so was Henrietta. As much as Carson didn’t want to, he couldn’t help but think about what the mafia would do to her if they found her first, especially if they thought she had something they wanted. Considering she had inherited her father’s entire estate, it was likely some experiment, some clockwork, some device the mafia craved now rested in her possession.

				“Damn it to the seven hells and back!”

				The pattering of rain on the road grew suddenly louder, and a creak made Carson spin toward the door. It stood open once more. A man with not much more substance than a shadow stepped inside, streams of water running from the thinning strands of his black hair.

				“Oh! Can I help you, sir? I was under the impression Dr. Mason had finished. Are you part of the ship’s crew?”

				Doctor Mason? Henrietta. She’d been here, recently from the sounds of it. While Carson was a world-class liar, he didn’t have enough information, or time for that matter, to weasel her whereabouts from this man. At least not entirely. And he could hardly use his credentials since he wasn’t supposed to be looking into any of this.

				“No, but I do need to speak with her. It’s a matter of some urgency.” The specter squinted at him, and Carson threw out the one thing that made most men rush forward with information—at least when it came to women. “I have reason to believe her life is in danger. The sooner—”

				The idiot didn’t change his suspicious expression; he just reached into his pocket. Without hesitating, Carson dropped the concerned citizen attitude, grabbed him and threw the man against the nearest wall. A derringer tumbled from his fingers, and Carson kicked it into the depths of the empty warehouse. The re-emerging sun shone through the windows and glinted on the metal as it spun across the floor. “Let’s try this again, Mr....”

				“Harkner,” the man squeaked. “Jebediah Harkner. Please...I’m just a banker. I’m only here to make sure the property is ready to sell.” All pretense of bravery slipped away. Harkner’s face was a mask of terror: eyes wide and darting, breath coming in short, panicked gasps.

				“Well, Jeb, I really don’t have time to play nice with you. I actually do need to speak to Miss Mason, so now would be the ideal time for you to tell me where to find her.” When Harkner didn’t answer quickly enough, Carson grabbed him by the throat with one hand and lifted him off the ground. The other hand went into his pocket. “Though you had no compunction about violence, I’d prefer to not resort to that in order to get an answer.”

				Harkner’s gaze shifted to the pocket, even as he struggled to breathe. Carson’s hand flexed under the cloth as dust motes danced in the air around them, sparkling in the wan sunlight. The words rushed from the man on a single breath. “She’s the medical officer on the Dark Hawk, an airship docked at the main hangar not far from here. If she isn’t there right now, she will be soon. They’re set to return to the Badlands tonight.”

				The Badlands? She hadn’t been kidding when she’d said her father sent her away from society. That was some good news at least. It should put her out of the reach of the mafia—if they didn’t know about her working on the airship.

				“Was that so hard?” He lowered Harkner to the floor. “Now you’re going to sit here quietly while I step outside. If you stay, I’ll let you go, but if you move, it just means I have to find you. Neither one of us wants that, do we?”

				Jebediah Harkner was still shaking his head as Carson shut the door behind him. Hell, the banker was probably still doing it when Carson hailed a steam carriage at the corner three blocks down.

				Perched on the edge of the seat as the wheels sloshed through puddles outside, Carson wondered for the briefest second if he should have dragged Harkner with him. The man could’ve been lying. Carson couldn’t dismiss the possibility, but everyone knew Mason had sent his daughter away a few years earlier. Everything official said she’d gone to the far reaches of the earth studying medicine. There had been a bit of a fuss made by people saying her father had put her life in jeopardy. The fools didn’t know what they were talking about. If anything, sending her to the Badlands had removed her from danger.

				And now that very menace was likely closing in on her.

				* * *

				Since she’d moved from the Dark Hawk’s lone stateroom, the simple crew quarters had become the closest thing Henri had to a home. Bed, desk, closet and nightstand all standard issue, the gilt-edged mirror hanging over the desk the one visible nod to her society upbringing. Henri took off her dress—the same one she’d worn to her father’s memorial—and hung it up, smoothing her hand over the rich dark gray brocade. Appearances were everything. Before Henri had left the Badlands, Queen Laurette had pulled her aside and insisted the real circumstances of her father’s death be kept quiet. “There’s no reason to incite more difficulties between our nations, and I would hate to have the Union believe we countered my mother’s assassination with that of your father.”

				They both knew her father hadn’t been assassinated. Princess Everette—Henri sneered—had killed him in defense of the new queen, and in self-defense as well. Henri could have told everyone the truth, but Laurette was right. The government wouldn’t want to believe the truth. They’d rather swallow a lie that would lead to war.

				So Henri had bought the dress for the memorial, keeping up appearances through the entire ordeal. She’d even managed tears. No one needed to know they weren’t for her father.

				Now, away from the prying eyes of her society friends, she shoved away her finer things. A flight to the Badlands didn’t require her to dress formally—especially since travel in recent months had involved blood as often as not. She pulled out a dingy blue bustle-skirt and slipped it on with a clean shirt. The gold threads on her navy corset had started to come unwoven; she’d need to see if she could repair it. Heedless of the damage, she put it on, tugging the laces until the boning pressed against her ribs hard enough to make her eyes well up. The laces loosened slightly as she sucked in a breath, and she tied them tight.

				Removing her hat, she took a moment to make sure her hair was in place. The mirror—the one gift from her father she hadn’t been able to part with yet—showed a woman much like the one that had stared at her six months before. Same figure, same hair, same clothes. Only now it all looked worn and tired, as if she had been left in the desert too long. More than the twenty-seven years claimed by the calendar lined Henrietta’s face. Too many cares. Too many worries. Too much death. Retiring from this life was rapidly becoming a necessity rather than an option.

				“If you watch that glass long enough, does it turn into something else?”

				Henrietta turned toward the tall, curvy brunette leaning casually in the doorway. The way her hand dangled by her hip suggested she didn’t have a care in the world. Henri knew better—the position just kept the Badlands warrior’s fingers closer to her weapons. This was no social call. “Can I help you with something, Catherine?”

				“The captain wants your cargo secured so we can take off. There’s been some...unusual activity in the hangar, and he wants to be in the sky in case there’s trouble brewing.”

				She gave a curt nod. If Spencer was worried then they’d be in the air soon whether her father’s things were stored or not. He’d become very cautious since he met Ever, taking more care in some strange attempt to balance the princess’s impetuousness.

				Watching as Catherine narrowed her eyes, Henri couldn’t decide which of the women she preferred to have onboard. Catherine’s disdain and suspicion were almost worse than Ever’s hostility. Of course, Ever at least had a reason for the hatred.

				“Is there something else?”

				Catherine tipped her head toward the wall, her simple braid bobbing with the motion. “The mirror. Does it do anything?”

				“Do anything?”

				“Is it one of your machines?”

				Oh. For a moment, she’d thought Catherine had been making a joke. “No. It isn’t a clockwork of any sort—just a mirror.”

				“Pity. A mechanical that well disguised would be of great use in espionage.” She spun, her braid swinging through the air as she stalked off to whatever her security duties entailed.

				And if Spencer thought they were in danger, Henri could only assume such duties involved the warrior woman readying more and much larger weapons than the pistols at her sides. Glancing back at the mirror, she shuddered. True, it came from her father, but the idea that it could be anything other than it appeared unnerved her. Surely she would have recognized it as a machine by now if it were one.

				Her fingers trailed along the edges, searching for anything unusual. A clasp. A gear. A—

				“Henri.” She jumped at the sound of Spencer’s voice. “Get your ass to the hold and help Noah or he’s going to have your mechs mixed with your parts mixed with your files. Then you’ll never find anything.”

				“Yes. Of course.”

				He ducked back into the corridor, calling behind him, “We’re leaving as soon as we get clearance.”

				“Good,” she whispered, abandoning her ridiculous search of the mirror. She needed to get out of Philadelphia before she gave in to the urge to find Carson again and apologize for her behavior last night. She’d rushed off because of cowardice, not even giving him the courtesy of an explanation. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t stop seeing the confusion in his eyes as the carriage had pulled away from the hotel.

				But how could she explain that she wanted to spend more time with him? Especially since it could never mean anything? Not even friendship. In her world, he could never be more to her than a hired hand.

				She closed her eyes and sought to picture someone more suitable. Even the lawyer, as unappealing as she found him, would be a wiser choice. She tried to imagine walking into an event with Tobias St. Clair, her arm linked in his. Her gown swirling about the sharp creases of his trousers. She’d tip her head up to laugh at some witty remark and...

				Long blond hair framed Carson’s strong jaw as he gazed down at her.

				No.

				Putting Philadelphia far behind her for a while was the only way to forget about the man. Henri shook her head and made her way to the loading bay. She needed to focus on the tasks at hand: sorting through her father’s things, ensuring the protection of the Badlands as best she could and planning for her emergence into society life upon their return. Carson Alexander had no place in any of that.

				* * *

				Edging around a stack of crates, Tobias shifted his eyes from one side of the hangar to the other and back again. Everything gleamed, from the wooden decks to the brass railings. Only the ships themselves, with their faded canvas or battered aluminum shells, and the men rushing between them lacked the hangar’s glow. It was one reason the man in the bowler hat who kept checking his pocket watch and the one in the dapper suit leaning against the wall reading the paper stood out so much.

				They were too polished, like the wood and brass.

				But at least there were only two.

				For about thirty seconds.

				Then a group of men—clearly not workers—swarmed into the hangar. Any chance of the Dark Hawk taking off without incident disappeared. Tobias clenched his jaw tighter, watching as the mafiosos took position around the ship. As long as he made it onto the dirigible and it escaped the hangar relatively unscathed, they’d be safe enough. Too bad with the amount of heat packing into the area, completely unscathed had ceased to be an option.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Just once, Carson wanted to catch a damned break. A voice in his head reminded him that finding out about Senator Mason and St. Clair in the first place had been a break, but he mentally slapped the voice down. Useless knowledge was worse than no knowledge at all.

				But before he even set foot in the hangar, he knew he wasn’t getting that break today. The first pops of gunfire erupted amid scattered screams. While everyone else poured from the hangar, Carson rushed inside, diving behind the nearest piece of cover he could find. He peeked around the corner of the crates in time to see the bulk of a ship bearing the words Dark Hawk on the side.

				Damn it. They’d found her.

				He spat into the shadows. As one of the mafia dons, Ignazio Lupo’s reach extended this far to be sure, but Carson hadn’t expected the man to have this many of his people on Henrietta already. Hells, he’d hoped there wouldn’t be any at all. Carson counted them. Twelve—no, thirteen. How many could he take out before they came down on him? Six? More? Not exactly decimating the mafia forces, but it would be worth it.

				If the men in this hangar were the kind who stayed down when shot.

				As the airship started to rise, one of the crew jumped into the gunboat, turning the weapon there on the assaulting mafiosos. The rattle and boom intensified as the larger gun joined the fight.

				Carson drew his pistol, took aim at the nearest gangster and fired. The bullet found its home, piercing the man in the chest and making him stagger backward. But he didn’t fall. Instead, his head swiveled toward Carson, a brass optical twisting into focus.

				No, he definitely wasn’t getting that break today.

				The gangster with the clockwork face leveled his weapon, and Carson leaped toward a different set of crates just as his previous cover burst into flames. What the hell kind of gun... Not a gun. The man had a device attached to his elbow that blasted fire from the end. Not men, not machines, these were the killers William Mason had built for Ignazio Lupo.

				The blaze swept toward Carson, but before he could dive for new cover, he saw a sight that chilled his blood. A tall and wiry man with strong, chiseled features and straight brows strode into the hangar and cuffed Flame-thrower across the face. Carson ducked below the edge of the crate.

				This was very, very bad. If Lupo sent Giuseppe Gambini to Philadelphia, he definitely knew who Henrietta was and that she had moved all of her father’s possessions. It meant he’d sent one of his best bloodhounds into the field after the brilliant blonde.

				Giuseppe, Joe to most of the world, was a ghost. Carson had already shot Gambini once himself. Further reports of his death had come from more than one reputable source on more than one occasion, but still the man lived and breathed...and killed.

				Carson had the scar on his neck to show for his first attempt to take down Gambini. The bastard had nicked his jugular—a little deeper and he wouldn’t be here watching as the mafioso hunted Henrietta Mason. Pointedly avoiding the scar, Carson rubbed at his jaw, the scruff from not shaving scraping his skin. He hated hiding, but Gambini’s presence was too much. As many things as he’d hunted and killed in his time, Carson didn’t know how to fight someone who couldn’t die.

				Scowling, he holstered his guns and slunk around to a patch of cover nearer to the Dark Hawk—behind a damned crate labeled Danger: explosives. Maybe not the smartest place to stand, but at least here he wouldn’t be so obvious a second target. And maybe he could actually hit one of the mafiosos in something resembling a weak spot.

				Bullets and other projectiles whizzed over his head as the firefight continued. The dirigible tugged at its moorings as it rose into the air. Only a few yards from Carson, one of the lines snapped, the rope twisting and swaying like some sort of serpent. He risked a glance at the ship, only to see a man with a blade between his teeth crawling like a spider along the ropes of the airbag. In minutes, he’d sliced through another of the mooring lines. The fool was going to get himself killed! Quickly, Carson realized the idiocy of the thought. If they didn’t take off, they’d all be killed—or worse.

				Instead of worrying about the man overhead, Carson set his sights on the gangsters once more, reloading as he counted them again. Damnation. Though crimson stained the deck in places, he still counted at least eight of them upright, which meant there were probably others he couldn’t see.

				At last, the final mooring line dropped to the ground and the dirigible rose higher. He glanced up, wishing Henrietta Godspeed. A figure clung to the outside of the gunboat. This one didn’t wear the rugged attire of the crewman who’d cut the lines. Carson would know that slick-haired son-of-a-bitch anywhere.

				St. Clair.

				The angle was off for shooting the lawyer down—not to mention he’d be lost to the mafiosos when he fell.

				Carson stuffed his gun into its holster. He had one chance. Leaping onto the nearest carton, he clambered over crate after crate, climbing as high as he could. The Dark Hawk, however, was gaining air faster. Already the mooring line that had broken in front of him was almost out of reach. Desperate, Carson ran along the top of his perch, jumping as it tipped beneath him. Time seemed to slow as the rope snaked away from him in the air. Bullets flew by. His peripheral vision caught a flash just as his fingers grazed the mooring line. Then a blast rocked the space beneath him as the explosives ignited. Heated air pushed him upward, and he snatched the rope as the airship lifted him away from the burning mess below.

				Twining his leg around the line, Carson pulled himself toward the Dark Hawk as it cleared the opening in the roof of the hangar. Noise from above drew his attention. St. Clair stood in the gunboat, an evil grin on his face.

				“Sorry. There’s only room for one stowaway on this bird.” He reached out and sawed at the mooring line with a rusty blade.

				Carson’s hands, already raw, slipped, and his eyes widened as St. Clair’s blade caught on the last of the rope, the jagged edge tearing through the fibers. Carson fell, his body weightless for a second. Then he hit the white canopy of the hangar and slid along the angled top. He scrambled at the fabric, clawing as the edge rushed toward him.

				Just before he took a tumble that would permanently keep him from protecting Henrietta and fulfilling his vendetta against the mafia, his boot caught the canopy frame and stopped his descent with bone-jarring force.

				His heart thudded as he lay there. Already, mafiosos poured from the hangar. They’d be long gone before the fire brigade arrived.

				Snagging a ride on the Dark Hawk would have simplified matters, but his goal hadn’t changed one bit. He needed to get to the Badlands, find Henrietta Mason, protect her and hopefully secure Tobias St. Clair. Before Gambini found them.

				The plan was simple enough—except for that last part.

				Because if Joe Gambini got to either of them before Carson did, they’d die. While the lawyer might deserve his fate, Carson couldn’t bear the thought of the butterfly being crushed beneath the boot of the mafia.

				* * *

				“So what we do now, Capo?”

				Gambini watched the Dark Hawk fade into the distance and didn’t bother turning to the boy who stood behind him. His silence should’ve been answer enough for the moment, and he needed the time to contain his rage. More than one of his men had fallen under the hail of bullets from the gunboat. Unacceptable.

				Wise with knowledge only time on the crew could bring, everyone else hung back, waiting or towing away the bodies. The boy, however, was too stupid to follow their lead.

				“Capo? Do you wants we should chase ‘em?”

				Without uttering a sound, Gambini flipped the pistol over his finger and pulled the trigger. The boy’s body crashed to the decking before the echo of the gunshot had quieted.

				Too stupid to stay silent meant he was too stupid to live.

				He’d done the boy a favor. Don Lupo wouldn’t have been so kind when the kid screwed up later.

				Gambini jerked his chin skyward, speaking to the rest of his troops. “Get one of Don Lupo’s birds. The boss will want to know what happened. The rest of you, load up on weapons and meet me back here in an hour.”

				The pounding of feet on wood was all the response he required. Once all was quiet, he stuffed his gun into its holster and turned. The boy’s body lay in a heap, a dark pool of blood staining the bright decking beneath him. At least they hadn’t wasted many enhancements on him yet—Gambini could only see mechanized bits near one of the kid’s ears. Young, barely seventeen. Maybe wisdom would have come with age, but if he wasn’t smart enough to know his place he should have waited to join the family. His ignorance wasn’t Gambini’s problem. Unfortunately, his body was.

				The potion was meant for St. Clair, but one dead fool was as good as another. Gambini pulled the vial from his pocket, the fluid inside cloudy and viscous. Holding it up to the light, the particles within sparkled as if alive. A grin spread across his face as he uncorked the tube. He loved to watch this particular innovation at work. It poured like glittery molasses over the boy, soaking into his clothes before it started to bubble and hiss.

				The fluid ate at the flesh, devouring it and spreading as if feeding on the body. Gambini’s blood raced as he stared. Destruction like this drove him wild in ways no woman could anymore. And he owed it all to William Mason. The man had not only saved his life, he’d changed Joe Gambini’s entire world.

				And now, Tobias St. Clair was trying to keep Mason’s research to himself. Gambini wasn’t about to let that happen. He’d spent too many years scraping by, inching his way up from life in the gutter to become Don Lupo’s right hand. Though there were others in the family like him, with Mason’s help, Gambini had become nearly invincible, his broken childhood nothing but a distant memory.

				St. Clair should have known the rules when he first came to the family on Mason’s behalf. You don’t walk away from the job until it’s finished. A little thing like Mason’s death didn’t mean Ignazio Lupo would forget about being paid.

				After all, thanks to Mason’s machines, death hadn’t stopped Gambini. The family was for life. St. Clair needed a reminder.

				As the fluid finished its work, the reaction ran its course and the remainder of the chemical dissipated into the air. At Gambini’s feet lay a heap of clothing around a pile of dust, the latter already blowing away in the breeze. One little annoyance taken care of.

				He capped the vial, knowing there was more than enough of Mason’s potion left in his stash to take care of any other trouble that got in his path. And then St. Clair would pay...one way or another.

				* * *

				Gunfire still echoed in Henri’s ears as she braced herself in the infirmary doorway, squeezing her eyes shut against the memory of the mountaintop. So much death...and all for nothing but greed.

				“Hey, Henri, can you patch me up real quick? Cap’n needs me to go out and do some in-air repairs, and I’d rather not do ’em dripping.” Noah stood in the hall, hand clamped over his arm as blood seeped from between his fingers.

				The sight sent ice coursing through her veins, and she shuddered as she waved him inside. “And here I thought without Ever on board, my medical supplies might last a bit longer.”

				As he settled onto the cot, the Dark Hawk’s mechanic laughed, the sound more full of life than anything else on the ship. “I got a direct order from her to make sure you kept your skills sharp. She doesn’t want to come back and have no one but Spencer to stitch her up.”

				Henri wasn’t even sure Noah was kidding. The way Ever’s mind worked was still so foreign to her. Needle, thread and antiseptic in hand, she moved to the cot. “Take off your shirt. Does Spencer really need to send you out to make repairs while we’re flying? It seems unnecessarily dangerous. Can’t it wait until we land?”

				Shirtless, Noah exposed a two-inch gash on his left biceps and shrugged. “Too many of the bullets hit us. Cap’n doesn’t want to risk it. ‘Sides, I know what I’m doing. Don’t you worry. This is my one and only visit today. Ever can fill your time herself soon enough.”

				He grimaced as she started stitching then began whistling a melancholy tune. She didn’t know where he’d picked up the habit, but he did it every time she tended one of his injuries. Still better than Ever who cursed and spat and generally made getting anything done near impossible. As Henri worked, she tried not to wonder who she would find to take over and if they would bother getting to know the crew as she had. If they’d care.

				She shook the thought away forcefully. She didn’t belong here. That was all that mattered.

				“Please, don’t remind me. I have more than enough on my mind.” In truth, she could never forget when Ever was coming on board. Never shake the reminder of what she’d done. It had been a while since the warrior princess’s last visit, and the delay was probably a large part of Spencer’s moodiness. “However, to be completely fair, I am glad you intend to stop injuring yourself just to keep me on my toes.”

				Noah grinned through his obvious pain. “Never gotten hurt on purpose. Last time, one of your machines turned on and wasn’t too happy about me chasing it around the hold.”

				Tying off the last of the stitches, she winced. “I’m sorry.”

				“No worries. Just doing my job. Between us all going down in a hail of bullets or me cutting the lines, decision seemed easy enough.”

				She nodded and wrapped a bandage around his arm. They were all good at their jobs—so much so their dedication got them hurt. Got Zeke killed. Maybe they’d all be better off if they were a bit less good at what they did. “Does Spencer know who they were? After...what happened before, I didn’t exactly expect to face another firing squad any time soon.”

				“Cap’n’s got no clue, but as for the other, don’t think none of us expected it.” He pulled back on his shirt, heedless of the blood drying on the sleeve. “Thanks, Henri.”

				Turning to watch Noah leave, she worried at her bottom lip. She’d like to think the firestorm had been a case of mistaken identity—that someone had targeted the Dark Hawk in error—but they’d shot Noah. Good, sweet, playful Noah. As owner of the airship, she couldn’t sit by and ignore a possible threat to their safety.

				She marched down the corridor, ignoring the siren call of her father’s things in the cargo hold. One threat at a time. Everyone besides Noah had gathered on the bridge by the time she entered.

				“They fired only on us.” Catherine’s accent was more obvious than usual as she paced in the small area. “The likelihood they had any other target in mind is so slight as to be nonexistent.”

				“But why would anyone be trying to ground us?” Spencer slammed a fist against a control panel, hitting it again as a row of lights blinked out. They flared to life and he spun around, fixing Henri in his gaze. “Is there anything you aren’t telling me?”

				As much as the accusation stung, she tried not to let his words cut her. After she’d betrayed Spencer and the entire crew to her father, she deserved the treatment. “No. I may not have a lot of friends left in Philadelphia, but I don’t have enemies either. The attack has me as confused as you.”

				He stared at her for a long moment before speaking. “We’ll have to tell Laurette.”

				Catherine nodded. “Of course. The queen will want to know in case this is just another phase in the plan to destroy the Badlands. It is possible Senator Mason was not the only one involved in the plot.”

				Telling Queen Laurette meant telling Ever. And telling Ever meant more of the princess’s rage directed at Henrietta. But the queen would have the resources to look into the attack, which would make all of them safer in the end.

				“It is possible. I hadn’t planned on going through any of my father’s files in depth until we reached Laurette’s fortress, but perhaps I should start now.”

				Spencer gave a curt nod. “Do that. And, Catherine, after you resupply the gunboat, help her. While no one’s dying and we’re not being shot at, we should get as much work done as we possibly can.” The warrior woman stalked away and Spencer slid into the captain’s chair.

				“Someday folks’ll just let us do our job, I promise, Cap,” Mahala said from her position at the helm.

				“You mean we’ll go back to picking up and delivering goods like any other merchant ship?” Spencer snorted. “Never happen.”

				Worried he might be right, Henri strode back toward the hold. Skirts in one hand, she eased down the ladder and took a look around. There wasn’t a place on board that didn’t have painful memories attached to it, cargo hold included. The hatch they’d originally pulled a dying Ever through stood less then ten yards away—covered now—and the portholes that had allowed her father’s clockwork birds in to attack the princess stood open once more. Henri shivered. She couldn’t do anything more about the past, but if there was an answer to this most recent trouble among her father’s things, she would find it.

				Using one of Noah’s tools, she slid the end of the metal rod under the lip of the crate and shoved down. The bar clattered to the floorboards and she fell to her hands and knees as the lid flew off. Henri’s breath caught as she gaped at the container. It had been sealed. They had all been sealed. She’d checked every crate before it left her hands.

				But someone had already opened it.

				Henri’s gaze shifted to the ladder as she stood, dusting off her skirts and trying to act casual. She prayed Catherine and her weapons arrived soon, because Henri knew, without question, she wasn’t alone.

				* * *

				Tobias hadn’t expected to have the crates and boxes in the hold to himself for the whole journey, but he had planned on finding something before being interrupted. In a matter of moments, he would be discovered. He turned over scenarios in his mind just as he would in front of a jury, searching for the one most likely to meet approval.

				Damn. He would have to surrender. Anything less and he’d immediately be viewed as a threat. He quickly assessed how this would alter his plan to get Mason’s research back to Don Lupo. Nothing had changed. Just enough truth to save his life.

				He stood, stepping from the shadow of the crates with his hands held open in front of him. “Dr. Mason.”

				Henrietta jumped and let out a little shriek as she spun. The pry bar in her hands sliced through the air... and his trousers, the tip of it digging into his flesh. He collapsed to one knee as pain lanced through his leg.

				That...was not part of the plan.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				When the clockwork pigeon returned with a message that Don Lupo was on his way, Gambini set his people in motion. Moments later, a portly man with a thick mop of black hair strode into the hotel lobby, and Gambini straightened, standing at attention though it made him tower over the other man.

				“Giuseppe.” When Lupo motioned, Gambini embraced the head mafioso, planting the obligatory kiss on his cheeks. “So the Hawk is in flight?”

				“Yes, Don Lupo. One of the boys managed to tag the ship before it escaped. We can follow them.”

				“Mason’s daughter was aboard.”

				Though it wasn’t a question, Gambini still treated it as one. “Yes. Michael found out where she was headed and arrived early enough to confirm she made it on the ship with the last of the boxes from the senator’s lab. We have reason to believe Tobias St. Clair stowed away. One of the boys thought he saw him.”

				“So the little weasel slunk away as well.”

				With a glance from Lupo, businessmen in the lobby gathered their things and scurried from the seating area. Curious travelers who obviously didn’t recognize the man stayed where they were, but only until they caught sight of Gambini’s face and the most obvious of his mechanical enhancements. Then men bustled their wives and children away, leaving the area empty save the two of them.

				This is power. What Don Lupo and I have—no one can match this.

				Lupo eased his bulk onto a red velvet settee. He didn’t motion for his lieutenant to sit, so Gambini stood to the side. Power or not, he still knew his place, and Don Lupo had made him who he was now.

				“We need that research.”

				“Yes, Don Lupo.”

				“The lawyer...not so much. We need that howling monkey silenced. He knows too much to be left to his own devices. The new queen of the Badlands has many connections here in the city. We can’t have St. Clair telling her tales that could get back to all the wrong people. But don’t cut him loose until you’re certain he’s no longer useful.”

				A tiny thrill coursed through Gambini, setting his nerve endings afire until his enhancements reacted and twitched in response. Power. “I understand.”

				“There is the matter of Mason’s daughter. She might not have the senator’s knowledge, but I’m certain he taught her enough that she could replicate at least some of his work more effectively than the other scientists at our disposal. Once you track her to the rest of his things, be sure to bring her back with you as well.”

				Mechanicals locking up, Gambini’s hand clenched in a fist. If given a choice, almost anything was more enjoyable than a kidnapping. “How whole do you need her?”

				Stretching, Lupo seemed to consider the question for a moment. He stood and met Gambini’s gaze, handing over another, larger vial of Mason’s potion. “Alive and mentally sound enough to function in the laboratory. Anything beyond that, I leave to your discretion.”

				Gambini watched for a moment as the light caught on the liquid and shattered into rainbows against the wall. Alive and mentally sound left him plenty of options. “As you wish, Don Lupo. As you wish.”

				* * *

				A single telegraph exchange and Carson had the ship he needed. Unfortunately, the delay had given the Dark Hawk time to disappear into the horizon, and the captain of this vessel was next to useless.

				“The Badlands is a big place, Mr. Alexander. If you can’t give us a heading—”

				The best intelligence he’d managed in the short time since Henrietta’s ship disappeared placed the queen’s new fortress somewhere in the mountains. Too bad the mountains stretched across the length of the nation. He needed a place to think. “Just head west. And point me in the direction of your gunnery boat.”

				The aging captain scowled at Carson then barked orders to his men. A young ensign with a shocking mop of red hair jerked his chin toward the corridor. “This way, sir.”

				Carson bristled at being called sir but followed the boy to the armory. Once inside, the lad lifted a trapdoor in the floor. “Gunboat’s down there. Rail gun’s loaded, but if you think there might be trouble I should tell the captain.”

				Carson lowered himself onto the ladder and grabbed the door to pull it shut behind him. “No trouble, boy. Just looking for a quiet place.”

				The kid shrugged and walked away.

				After climbing with care down the ladder, Carson settled himself against the wood and closed his eyes. He hated flying. Hated it with a deep-seated passion. The ship, with its precision instruments and military shine, only served as a constant reminder that he was on a dirigible.

				As luck would have it, he’d gotten a good look at the gunnery boat when he boarded. It surpassed expectations. Rather than polish and perfection, the wood and instruments here had been installed for function not appearance. It was rough, raw even. Like one of the dozens of places he’d called home over the past few years.

				Splinters bit into his palms when he pressed them against the wood to adjust his position. He left them there, the tiny pain keeping him grounded in the moment.

				The Dark Hawk was known for moving merchandise to and from the Badlands, so its flight in that direction wasn’t unusual. The escape amid a hail of bullets, however, was a different story. Did Henrietta know those men had been there for her? Did she have any clue what her father had been involved in? That was a sobering thought. What if the charming beauty was already planning to continue his work? Perhaps moving his things to the Badlands to avoid detection from the Union authorities.

				No. If that were the case then Gambini and his men wouldn’t have shot at her ship.

				Unless there was something else on board that they wanted. Carson sat up straighter. Research, as long as they had examples, could be duplicated. Scientists could always be wooed at some later date. Whatever was on the Dark Hawk was something they were afraid of losing—afraid enough to risk destroying the whole ship.

				The mafia didn’t destroy things just to destroy them. It was always either punishment or...collateral damage.

				Henrietta had her father’s work on board. If they wanted the research—regardless of her willingness to cooperate—they wouldn’t risk shooting it down. Something didn’t fit.

				He thought back to the fight as the dirigible took off. The mafia had over a dozen men there in the beginning, all armed, more than enough to take on the crew of a trading vessel. Yet they’d stayed back, never approaching closer than shooting distance. Why?

				He rubbed at his forehead, willing things to make sense. Even St. Clair sneaking aboard was a mystery. Carson’s hands clenched as he thought about squeezing the life out of the man.

				The bright, young attorney. Clean-cut and polished, much like the airship overhead. Working with the government and helping the less fortunate in his spare time.

				The perfect cover for a career criminal.

				The lawyer was probably even now convincing Henrietta of his good intentions—in the process likely putting her in more danger. As much as Carson wanted to kill him for this, he couldn’t. He needed St. Clair alive to testify against Lupo. But to do that, he needed to find him before the mafia did.

				He pushed thoughts of Henrietta Mason and the Dark Hawk crew from his mind, focusing instead on a mental map of the Rocky Mountains. Vague news of some tragedy that had taken the life of the previous queen implied the southern fortification near Texas had been temporarily abandoned by the monarchy. Fire, riots, explosion...speculation ran wild with the facts buried deep.

				Whatever the reason for the upheaval, that fortress was unlikely to be the other ship’s destination. There was already a northern fortress east of the Rockies, near the Canadian border, and another close to the Confederacy. Plus reports of more to the west of the mountains.

				The image in his mind connected the rumored locales and his brow furrowed as he inserted a dot in the far northwest as well. Connecting the locations created an X on the map of the Badlands, with the cross point hitting directly over the Rockies—the dead center of the nation. Could it be that simple?

				While his brain screamed that it was too easy, his gut disagreed. Carson hadn’t survived this long by ignoring his hunches—altogether too often they were right. With a sigh, he relaxed and unclenched his fists. Due west was the precise direction they should be heading, and he had time to rest before they caught up with the Dark Hawk.

				Before he had to issue the order to drive Henrietta and her ship to the ground.

				* * *

				Henri toyed with the intricate brooch she’d pinned to her corset before returning to the infirmary, wondering if she’d have to use the drug hidden inside on Tobias St. Clair in order to get the answers she needed.

				Keeping a gun trained on the lawyer’s still form, Catherine stepped aside as Henri approached. “He has not moved or spoken.”

				“Thank you. If Noah’s back inside, can you ask him to fetch Spencer?”

				“I do not think it wise to leave you unguarded.”

				Strange that having the warrior woman concerned over her well-being didn’t bring Henri an ounce of comfort. “I hardly think Mr. St. Clair is a physical threat. Besides, I know how to take care of myself.”

				Catherine shrugged and stalked off, whether to find Noah or get Spencer herself Henri didn’t know or care. Tobias on board was most definitely not random. She feigned tripping over her skirt as she gathered supplies to treat his wound.

				The charade seemed to work. Tobias smiled at her with the same expression one might use on a child. Henri knew the look well. It was the one that acknowledged she was nothing but a weak female in need of a man to protect her. Though she planned for him to underestimate her, it still made her want so badly to press the toggle on her brooch. To send the clockwork scurrying across the room to drug him. Stupid, arrogant men.

				No matter. She’d find out what she needed—one way or another.

				“Mr. St. Clair, when I left you at the hangar, I thought I made myself clear that I’d contact you when I returned. Precisely what are you doing aboard my ship?”

				“When I left, I saw one of your father’s associates speaking to someone leaning out from the first in a row of steam carriages. The next thing I knew, he pointed toward the hangar and a dozen armed men stepped out of the carriages. I couldn’t be sure it had anything to do with you, of course, but the proximity and timing seemed far too great a coincidence. So I rushed back to warn you.”

				She dabbed at his wound with a cloth, clearing the blood away. “I appreciate the effort, but as you probably noticed, we are well aware men were shooting at us. There was no reason for you to come aboard.”

				“True. Unfortunately, I was caught in the crossfire and had little in the way of choices. Plus, considering which of his associates it was, I suspect I know what they were after.” Her fingers probed at his wound, and Tobias let out a hiss. “Is there a reason you aren’t utilizing one of your father’s clockworks for this?”

				Henri gritted her teeth as she applied a bandage and stowed her supplies. While she had many mechanicals based on her father’s designs, she’d rebuilt them all. They were hers. “I stopped living in my father’s shadow the day he died, Mr. St. Clair. It would be smart of you to recognize that. One of my regular patients—my most regular patient in fact—has an intense hatred of clockworks, so I do my best to maintain my abilities with field medicine.” She wiped the remnants of his blood from her hands with a wet towel. “So what exactly did those men want desperately enough to shoot at my airship?”

				His gaze darted around the infirmary as if someone might have joined them without his notice. “Your father was a brilliant man, Henrietta.”

				“It’s Dr. Mason. And that hardly answers my question.”

				“I don’t know how to explain it exactly.”

				Unacceptable. And most unfortunate that the serum in her brooch would only encourage him to be truthful, not to loose his tongue. Henri jerked a comb from her hair and pushed a spring. The clockwork dragonfly whirred to life, wings with razor-sharp edges vibrating beneath her fingers. Never again would she be taken by surprise and defenseless—she’d made damned sure of that.

				“Let me make this clear. All I have to do is let go. There’s something you aren’t saying, and the last time I let anyone do that, people around me started dying. So I suggest you tell me everything before I decide yours is the only blood I need to wash my hands of this time.”

				With his eyes glued to the clockwork, Tobias licked his lips and shrank back on the cot. “I’m not a scientist. I don’t know what it’s called, but I’ve seen it. I was searching through the crates to present it to you as proof of my story because I know how ludicrous this all seems. I’m trying to keep anyone from dying. That’s the truth.”

				But it wasn’t everything. Something in the way he said the words made them sound practiced, too sure. She ground her teeth, struggling to keep a grip on the clockwork. It wasn’t designed for this. She’d altered it to use as a fast offensive weapon, not a controlled threat. Her fingers ached from the vibrations already. “Why would people die, Tobias? What aren’t you telling me?”

				“Henrietta, I hate to say this, but your father wasn’t exactly the honorable senator he pretended to be.”

				“Ninth circle of hell! Tell me something I don’t already know.”

				* * *

				Tobias had expected Henrietta to react with shock or anger when he spoke against her father, but not this kind of anger. He gaped at her and tried to avoid shifting his gaze back to the mechanical struggling to escape from her grip. Fortunately, his plan had room for a bit more of the truth.

				“He wasn’t just working for the government in his laboratory. Your father had other partners who paid top dollar in order to keep certain experiments private. He’d promised them new technology...something to do with gold.” She started at that—nearly losing her grip on the clockwork—but he plowed ahead, desperate to get her to shut the blasted machine down. “He’d done work for them in the past. Now that he’s dead, they want the research in order to avoid it falling into other hands. If I don’t provide it, they’re going to kill me and everyone I’ve ever cared about.” A bit of overkill, but he had a feeling his own life wouldn’t be nearly enough for her.

				For a long moment, they stayed like that: him backed into the corner of the infirmary and her trembling, knuckles white, as she held onto the clockwork. At last she deactivated the thing—didn’t put it away, but off was an improvement. Tobias didn’t relish the idea of staring down his own death at the hands of some woman. At least if the mafia killed him, people wouldn’t see him as weak.

				With a still trembling hand, Henrietta waved for him to go on. “Will they leave us all the hell alone if we give them what they want?”

				“Perhaps. Your father was creating super-soldiers through mechanical implants. When he presented his initial experiments on animals to the military, they pulled his funding.” He turned away from the storm in her eyes, staring instead at the reflection of the gaslamps in the grooves on the walls, streaks of fire bright enough to forge steel...or brass. Shuddering, Tobias closed his eyes. “The government said they wanted no part in creating monsters.”

				“Wise of them. What did my father expect? No soldier would voluntarily submit to such ridiculous procedures...” She huffed, the sound too close to a laugh. “He never planned on asking for volunteers. It was intended to be forced on the men.”

				Opening his eyes, he shook his head. In no version of his plan did she take things this well. “You aren’t surprised.”

				For the first time, her gaze darkened with something less like anger and more akin to sadness. “As I told you, I already knew my father led his life with less than upstanding moral fiber. Nothing he did ‘to benefit’ the United States would shock me. No matter how extreme or cruel.”

				Whatever Senator Mason had done burned like a brand, marking Henrietta as clearly as a hot iron—an injury that would heal but she’d never recover from. How he hadn’t seen it before, he didn’t know. She was more than just some silly girl and would require enough of the truth to be afraid before she’d allow him to do what he needed.

				“When the United States dismissed his plan, another group came forward and offered to fund the experiments as long as he shared the results with no one else.”

				“Pragmatic to the end.”

				“Nothing about dealing with Ignazio Lupo is practical. It’s all power and money.”

				Henrietta blinked rapidly, her brows pulling together until a single tiny furrow formed between them. “Why do I know that name?”

				“Because Don Ignazio Lupo heads the family responsible for organized crime from New York to Baltimore. Possibly farther.” Tobias searched her eyes to see how well this information played. “And your father agreed to provide him with an army of super-soldiers. Your father made him the single most powerful man on the eastern seaboard.”

				Disengaged, the clockwork weapon slipped from Henrietta’s grasp, the dragonfly wings catching on the air, but doing nothing to slow its descent. They gouged through the end of the wooden cot, leaving a long, cruel scar, before the mechanical clattered to the floor and came to rest by her feet.

				Through it all, she stood stock still, her mouth hanging open.

				Perfect.

				It appeared there was something about her father that could still shock her after all.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				“And I’m telling you that you don’t have the authority to issue that kind of command.” The captain stood toe-to-toe with Carson, face calm but gray eyes showing the fire of irritation. “Without orders to engage coming from higher up, I will not attack a trading vessel.”

				Carson stared down at the shorter man, resisting the urge to use his size to advantage. It would do no good with a career soldier like Captain Oyler. “I’m not asking you to destroy the ship, just encourage them to land by whatever means necessary.”

				“Marshal Alexander, whatever you believe is on that dirigible does not justify shooting down a vessel with civilians aboard. I received no direct orders from a superior to do so, and you have no authority here. Need I remind you that your presence on my ship—in fact this entire flight—was done as a favor?” The captain pointed toward the bridge, his voice going tight for the first time. “I don’t care if your badge was pinned on by the president himself. This is my ship. That means you follow my rules. We will not fire on a potentially unarmed dirigible.”

				Arguments about saving more lives than they could possibly take sprang to Carson’s lips, but he knew they’d serve no purpose. Besides, he didn’t want Henrietta injured either. Plus, he needed St. Clair alive.

				He just wanted the lawyer in custody and to get off this damned floating barracks.

				“If I’m right and my suspect is on that ship, you can explain how he got away to the president you don’t seem to care about.” Not that Carson had ever met President Roosevelt, but he was damn sure the man wouldn’t be happy about their only confirmed connection to Ignazio Lupo escaping.

				Carson stalked down the corridor and slammed his fist against the wall next to the door of the cabin he’d been assigned. It scarcely dented the gleaming wood, but the throbbing in his knuckles settled his nerves a bit.

				The last thing he wanted was to hole up in the cabin, with its polished brass and military precision furnishings. It was a place for someone like Henrietta, not him. Then again, the spitfire would probably find it too small, too plain. For him, it was too perfect. The room made him contemplate jumping out of the dirigible, but he could hardly stalk the corridors until they were on the ground.

				The place reminded him too much of the last time he’d seen something gleaming and thought it was perfect. Gears and wires—all brass and shiny and ready to save the day. He leaned his head against the wall and scrubbed at the stubble on his chin, trying to fight off the memories.

				In his mind, Lily’s laughter echoed, ringing bell-like against the walls, the only sound on the quiet street. Soft curls brushed her shoulders as they walked together for the first time in months. Senator William Mason’s clockwork inventions had made this last surgery a resounding success, and the growth that had pressed against her bones and made her an invalid was gone. Thanks to Mason, Carson had the woman he loved back and, though she didn’t know it, her father had finally given Carson his blessing. In just a few minutes they’d be in the park and he’d propose. The moment he’d waited years for.

				Then the gunfire erupted, shattering what was left of the stillness and drowning out the sound of Lily’s laugh. Men with guns blazing rounded the corner, cutting across the park...and heading straight for them. Carson’s fingers tightened on Lily’s as he tugged her off the street. Steps away from the alley, she pulled on his arm. He spun around to yell at her, only to find her body sagging against the bricks of an apothecary, her free hand pressed to her chest, eyes wide, mouth hanging open as blood dribbled from the corner of her lips.

				In the corridor of the dirigible, Carson’s fingers bit into the wooden door, gouging strips out of the finish, blood pooling around the edges of his nails. But at least the pain pushed the memory away. It had been eight years since Lily’s murder. Seven and a half since he learned that she’d been caught in the crossfire of a mafia turf war.

				That was the day he’d signed up for the marshals. A year later, he managed to get an assignment in the division devoted to ending the reign of all arms of the mafia. Within four years, he was leading a squad against Ignazio Lupo. They’d taken down every one of his people they could—fugitives, the lot of them—but Lupo himself had remained untouchable. When Carson had found the link between the man responsible for Lily’s death and the one who’d saved her life, he’d latched onto it like a rabid dog.

				And now, the last remaining connection between Mason and Lupo could be flying toward escape along with the woman he couldn’t get out of his head. He couldn’t let that happen. Even if he had to force the Dark Hawk to ground himself.

				The redheaded ensign rushed past, bumping into him as he went. Then he spun around, as if seeing Carson only when they connected. “Marshal! Your ship, the one we’ve been chasing, is descending. It looks like they’re setting down.”

				Carson let out a slow breath. Maybe he’d manage to nab St. Clair before he made it deep into the wilds of the Badlands after all—and get the chance to see Henrietta again in the process. “Good work, boy. Go tell the captain I want use of one of your gliders while he figures out where to land this monstrosity.”

				* * *

				Henrietta twirled her finger in one of her curls, twisting the hair around and around until it cut off her circulation. Then she repeated the process with a different finger. The people shooting at the hangar had been after what was left of her father’s research. He’d promised them technology based on the gold he’d found in California. Her worst nightmare come true. Correction: this was worse than any scenario she had even conceived.

				But they were far from Philadelphia now, over the Mississippi and touching down to trade Catherine for Ever. Normally the thought would bring Henri little joy, but on the off chance the mafia was pursuing them, she’d rather have the damn princess fighting against them. Catherine was good. Ever was better.

				If they weren’t being followed, there was no reason to worry. They knew he might be trouble, but Spencer agreed to let the lawyer sort through her father’s things with her. Tobias said he could find the files Lupo wanted. He’d take enough of them to satisfy the gangster and say the rest had been destroyed. No more killing. They just needed to stay calm and...

				“Why are they setting down?” Tobias’s fingers gripped her arm so tightly there were certain to be bruises later.

				She cast her eyes toward his hand until he let her go. “This was a planned stop to switch our security detail. It won’t affect your search.”

				Already he’d found an ocular implant that only served to confirm his story. She’d seen one like it before, but she didn’t see the point in mentioning that to the lawyer. He could have the thing if it would appease the mafia.

				With a forced smile on her face, Henri looked past Tobias at the approaching negro woman, her tiny frame wending easily between the boxes and crates. “Mahala. I didn’t hear you come down. Shouldn’t you be on the bridge...landing the ship?”

				The pilot leaned against a stack of crates, arms crossed over a simple blue shirt. “Cap’n wants to set us down. Having a chat with Noah to remind him not to flirt with Ever’s women. What I’m wondering, though, is why you two are hiding back here. If’n you’re fixing to—”

				Tobias opened and closed his mouth, looking like a fish held out of water, desperate for air.

				Henri shook her head and waved at the cargo. “First, we’re not ‘fixing to’ do anything. What we are doing is cataloging my father’s things, which Spencer already approved.” As if to emphasize her point, she reached into the nearest box and pulled out a sheaf of papers. “If you care to assist us, we’d be happy for the help.”

				Cocking her head to the side, Mahala scoffed at the suggestion. “I got more than enough work to do.” She pushed away from the crate and dusted off the back of her suede breeches. “Gonna tell you something though, Henri. I spent a lot of years around white folk telling lies, especially the pretty kind. Seeing ’em ain’t a skill that goes away.”

				Unfortunately, Tobias chose that moment to find his voice again. “How dare you accuse Dr. Mason of deceit!”

				Mahala stepped right up to him, poking his chest with a single finger hard enough that he staggered back a bit. “I ain’t a slave here, Mr. Hoity-toity Lawyer. That means I can say whatever truth pops into this lil old nigger brain of mine, and there ain’t nothing you can do to stop it.” She spun on her heel and wove through the boxes, calling back to them, “’Sides, I can tell by your damn face—you’re a bigger liar than she is.”

				As soon as Henrietta heard Mahala’s footsteps in the corridor overhead, she rounded on Tobias, fury pushing its way through her voice. “Don’t presume you can get away with your snake oil salesman smile and pompous bearing here. No one cares. They care about staying alive. And, quite frankly, if you try that with Ever, she’ll slit your throat and then ask you what you’re hiding. This isn’t the city.”

				He stepped back again. “And if it’s a choice between your warrior woman and Lupo, I’ll welcome her blade.” He shuddered and an angry scowl replaced his phony smile. “Lupo’s men are the ghosts that haunt me asleep and awake. Though they shouldn’t have been able to, if they’ve followed us, then God help us all.”

				Thrusting the papers into his hands, Henri turned to yank the lid off another crate. “We’re in the Badlands. God doesn’t live here.”

				* * *

				“I thought this was going to be a simple landing and change of guard. Why are all these women crowding around?” Tobias hovered next to her in the loading bay as the others disembarked.

				Fresh air swept in to greet them and the chill raised gooseflesh on Henri’s arms, reminding her fleetingly of racing to her carriage in Philadelphia—and of the warmth of Carson’s touch. She snapped her bag of supplies shut, sealing off the contents along with the part of her brain that couldn’t seem to stop thinking of the marshal. With a “respectable” man so close, she was having a hard time seeing how a cretin like St. Clair could ever be more acceptable to society than a hero. Money and status were all that mattered, and that fact was starting to sicken her even as she planned for her new role in Philadelphia. “We’ll be staying for dinner as well. You will act like you want to be here. Pretend this is an adventure.”

				Stepping from the ship, Henri shielded her eyes against the glare of the sunlight until her vision adjusted. Gentle hills rolled away in the distance, visible only by the rise and fall of the tall, browning prairie grass. In the midst of it all, a circle of tents stood around a central campfire. Between the ship and the encampment, dozens of women stood, some embracing the crew as they left the ship, others standing back.

				Ever, her long brown hair waving in the breeze, kissed Spencer with a passion normal people reserved for more private settings.

				Such a display would never be tolerated in the circles Henri hoped to live in. For a moment, as she watched them, Henri suffered a pang of regret. She’d never know what that felt like—desire so great that waiting to be alone simply ceased to be an option the moment they laid eyes on each other. Her lips burned with want, and she pressed them together in a pathetic semblance of a kiss that only left her yearning even more for the real thing.

				Melancholy, she forced her chin up and strode onto the grassy plain, Tobias at her heels. She wished she could have left him onboard but, without a guard, it seemed foolhardy. After she tended to the wounded, she’d see if one of the younger women was willing to take on the task of watching him sort through boxes. For now, the crowd of warriors moved out of their path, staring at him sidelong as he passed. He squirmed under the scrutiny, straightening his jacket while they walked.

				“Good afternoon, Bridget. I see someone used you for target practice again.” Henri smiled at the ebony-haired woman, trying to get a better look at her injury.

				“It is fine. Healing up nicely.” Bridget tried to shrug off the wound, standing and pulling her muscled arm from Henri’s grip.

				Exasperated, Henri pushed the woman back into her seat. “And as I’ve told you before, when the injury is fresh, it’s best if we stitch it up properly.”

				She pulled needle, thread and antiseptic from her bag, setting to work before Bridget got any ideas about running away. The entire task would have been quicker and more sanitary with one of her clockworks, but Ever didn’t like the things and most of the women shared her opinion. Fortunately, the gash was less than four inches long and reasonably clean, allowing Henri to finish stitching in only a few minutes. Through it all, Tobias stood behind her, a constant—breathing—shadow.

				When Bridget abandoned her seat, Henri sighed. “What is it?”

				He eased onto the rough-hewn chair, little more than a log really. “What did I do that they are all looking at me with such...dislike?”

				After returning her instruments to their proper places, Henrietta stood, bag in hand, and flicked at the lapels of his jacket. “Because you look like a lawyer. The law of the Union is what sends criminals over the Mississippi in the first place. Be glad they didn’t shoot you on sight.”

				She strode toward the campfire and he followed.

				“You could have warned me.”

				“Would it have done any good?” She spun around, Tobias jerking to a stop mere inches away. Henrietta’s hand rested on his chest to keep him from running into her, but he’d already ceased moving. It felt like every woman near them, with their dingy patchwork clothes and weapons, had turned to stare, and she snatched her fingers back.

				“No.”

				“Then you’ll have to do the same thing I did when I first met them. Stand tall and proud of who you are. Eventually you’ll earn their respect.”

				His lips curled into a quiet smile. “I can do that.”

				Sighing heavily, she met his gaze. “Of course you can. If anyone can be proud of working with criminals, it would be a lawyer. We’ll be taking off and heading toward the mountains—most likely by morning.” She waved toward the foothills in the distance and the path she’d shown him on the map. She hadn’t given away the queen’s exact location, but the trail was well known enough. “Once we reach the fortress, you can claim the rest of the vile research and never have to worry what anyone here thinks of you again.”

				Part of her hated being cruel to him, but she was furious—at him and herself. What little peace existed in the Badlands was at risk of being shattered once more by violence and death. And on a personal level, he was beginning to make her question the plan to return to Philadelphia society. The lies and politics... She didn’t want any part of it. All she wanted was to do some good with the life and money she had left.

				No, she also wanted to find some purpose in everything that had happened. Punish those responsible. She wanted justice for Zeke and for the queen she’d never met. Along with some sort of balm to soothe the pain in her heart.

				With the way she walked blindly, Henri should have stumbled into the campfire, but Ever stepped into their path, placing herself nose-to-nose with Tobias.

				“You are the lawyer.” While her tone held no warmth, she kept herself loose, relaxed.

				His gaze flickered to the black ink beneath the skin of her cheek. “Tobias St. Clair. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss...”

				“You may call me Ever. If you have not been informed yet, I would suggest you not advertise your occupation among my troops. They are not...fond of lawyers.”

				Tobias studied the warrior, and Henri tried to see her through his eyes. When the two women had first met, Ever had been half naked and dying. Now, she stood strong, bold even, bedecked in tattoos and with numerous weapons in easy reach.

				Suddenly, he sucked in a breath. “You’re the princess...or is it queen now? But what are you doing out here?”

				Henri didn’t even see Ever move. Before she could smack Tobias for being stupid herself, Ever stood behind him, a blade pressed to his throat just over his collar. “I am also not fond of lawyers. Out here, titles do not matter and mine shall remain unspoken. Is that understood?”

				Tobias nodded, clearly cautious of the metal against his skin.

				Spencer turned toward them and shook his head. “I see the two of you have met. Ever, don’t hurt the man. At least not yet. I know he’s about as charming as a snake, but—”

				“On the contrary, I am rather fond of snakes.” Ever’s arm dropped, and Tobias breathed an audible sigh of relief. “The blade was turned. He was in no danger unless he gave himself reason to be. The man simply needed to learn a sense of place.”

				“And as a man—” Spencer inclined his head toward Tobias, “—your place here begins at the bottom of the social structure. If you want to move up in the estimation of the women, you need to earn it.”

				Tobias swiped a hand over his neck and stared at his fingers as if shocked to find no blood on them. If Spencer had filled her in on the danger the lawyer might have drawn after them, Ever might not have been so generous.

				The transport Henri had brought last time came into view, tucked in the narrow space between two of the tents. Frowning, Tobias crossed to the vehicle. As he was about to examine her additions to the design, Henrietta rested her hand on his arm. “I wouldn’t advise touching that. You’ve already irritated Ever, and that’s one device she rather likes.”

				“I know this machine. Your father designed it, but he told me it was useless. These wheels...this pipe... What did you do to it?” After pointing at the pipe, he held his hands behind his back, not touching anything.

				“I adapted the engine for use on rougher terrain than city streets. With the steam channeled through a more structured exhaust system, it can travel farther as well.” She trailed her fingers along the pipe for a second before tugging him back toward the fire.

				Interesting to know he hadn’t realized she could build things. Had he thought her dragonfly comb was one of her father’s devices as well? Typical. She opened her mouth to berate him for his assumptions when she noticed him standing stock-still, staring at the horizon. Several of the women were doing the same. Curious, she followed their gazes and frowned as an airship sank toward the ground.

				“Henrietta, please tell me they were expecting more guests.”

				“What? No, I don’t—” She stopped next to him, clutching at her chest as a terrifying thought occurred to her. “Lupo?”

				“I don’t think so. If it was, they’d be shooting at your ship in order to disable it.” He squinted.

				Knowing he wouldn’t be able to see anything from here, she pulled out a set of ocular glasses and slid them on, the ship snapping into focus in an instant. “Odd. It’s a U.S. military vessel.” Henrietta glanced toward the women, the shift in her vision making her stagger for a moment until the oculars refocused. “They aren’t going for their weapons, so I doubt it’s anything to be overly concerned about.”

				“You’re probably right.”

				“And we should probably get back to the sorting while we wait for supper.” She started to lower the oculars, but movement on the airship caught her attention. The side of the gondola slid wide and a small winged shape slipped through the opening. It caught on an air current, swooping toward them. The sight made her heart beat faster, remembering how her father’s men had once attacked the Dark Hawk in gliders.

				Of course this was only one.

				She turned to set Tobias at ease. His face was ashen as he watched the man soaring toward them. It was one man—hardly much of a threat. What could he possibly be so worried about?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				From the glider, Carson scanned the crowd below. Considering it was mostly women, St. Clair should have been easy to pick out. Too bad the fashions of the Badlands weren’t that of the Union or the Confederacy. Here, very few women wore dresses, making men somewhat less discernible from this height. In fact, on the ground below him, he only saw one skirt in the bunch. The curls and regal bearing made him smile. Henrietta. He’d found her. And standing directly to her left was a man far overdressed for a meeting in the middle of nowhere.

				Finally, the break he’d been praying for. Though he would have preferred the pair of them not looking so friendly.

				He pulled the control stick to the right as he worked the wing pedals with his feet, and the glider started to descend in wide circles. A sudden shift in the wind sent him tilting at a dangerous angle toward the grassy plain. He fought to regain control as the currents buffeted the wings, threatening to send him to the ground in a much more violent way than he intended.

				The wind whipped at his coat, tugging at the hem until it flapped open. Instinctively, Carson’s hand went to his gun, making certain it was secure. The control stick bucked in his grip, forcing him to take it with both hands in order to bring the craft to rights once more.

				His muscles shook under the strain, veins popping out as the glider tilted slowly upright. Carson let out a slow breath. Had he crashed, he might have regretted the seconds checking his gun had taken, but in his line of work, your weapon was the one thing you never went without. All too often, your life depended on it.

				With the glider steady once more, he tipped it at a gentler angle toward the ground, his eyes scanning the crowd. The women had clearly thrown themselves into action when he’d lost control. They were scattered around the area, some shooing horses away while others doused their central fire. From all appearances, they would have at least attempted to aid him if he had crashed.

				He caught sight of Henrietta amid the warrior women. Dressed in blue, her head tilted skyward as he circled lower and lower. Seeing her face at last—softly rounded cheeks stained a pale shade of pink and those gloriously sensual lips—he wanted to drink her in.

				He stopped staring. There would be time to speak with Henrietta later. The others he saw had to be the remainder of the ship’s crew. None of them cowered or stood to the side. All were right in the thick of things. Which meant they’d either stand against him taking their stowaway or band together to aid him—there’d be no room for anything else. He searched the crowd for his prey as he neared the ground.

				The man in the suit was no longer by Henrietta’s side.

				Carson swept his gaze from one end of the encampment to the other, searching for the figure in the dapper jacket and tie, and let out a string of profanities. Nothing.

				Tobias St. Clair had disappeared.

				* * *

				This was no social call.

				Tobias wouldn’t bet his life on it, but he was almost certain the glider carried the same man he’d cut free from the Dark Hawk.

				He ducked back inside the airship. There wasn’t much time for a new plan. He could run, but where the hell would he go? The ocular and a couple other scraps weren’t enough to appease Lupo. There was the fortress with the rest of the senator’s things, but he had no way of knowing if what he wanted was there or here.

				Setting his jaw, Tobias strode into the cargo hold. Until he had some reason to alter his plan, he was staying the course. It was all too possible everything he needed was under his nose. He had a fragile trust with the crew and saw no need to destroy that—at least not yet. Returning to the crate he and Henrietta had been working on, he started rifling through papers again.

				Just the helpful attorney trying to keep the mafia away from the fair doctor and her friends. As long as he could keep everyone else believing it, he had nothing to worry about.

				* * *

				Henrietta cursed under her breath when she noticed Tobias had gone missing. Considering she’d agreed whole-heartedly with Spencer that he shouldn’t be left unattended, she knew she should go after him. But the man in the glider... She would swear it was Carson.

				It made no sense. There was absolutely no logical reason for him to be in the middle of a Badlands field. Yet the circling glider held all her attention.

				Rather than desert the slim possibility of seeing him again, she grabbed the nearest of the warrior women, a young one named Isabelle. “The man walking with me earlier. Find him and keep him under guard. Odds are he’s in the cargo hold of the ship.”

				“Is he armed?”

				The unspoken should I kill him? crawled along Henrietta’s spine. Not trusting a man and encouraging his death were two very different things. “He shouldn’t be. Just watch him and pay attention in case he takes anything.”

				The woman nodded and jogged toward the ship.

				Henri turned back to the sky, her heart thrumming as the glider neared the ground. It wasn’t Carson, couldn’t be Carson, and it was beyond ridiculous how much she wanted it to be. Nothing had changed. She was still going back to Philadelphia to build her new life. Yet, she hadn’t felt herself since walking away from him the way she had. At the very least, she needed to right that wrong.

				The women had cleared a path for the contraption to set down, and even now it eased toward the ground. A gust of wind swept Henrietta’s hair forward to block her vision. She tugged the curls free and gasped. The air current caught one of the wings, tipping it just as the wheels touched down. The glider twisted as the other wing snagged in the long grass. Struts cracked and fabric tore as it flipped upside down.

				Before the dust had settled, Henri was racing toward the wreck. To the man she now prayed wasn’t Carson Alexander.

				* * *

				Rivulets of blood ran down Carson’s face and into his eyes as he staggered from the shattered remains of the glider. Swiping strands of blood-soaked hair from his eyes, he frowned. The warrior women had closed ranks in front of him and he’d lost sight of Henrietta. Lips curled into a snarl, he pushed forward. And then they circled around him.

				Weapons leveled at him in every direction. He shoved at the barrel of the shotgun in front of him. Another took its place and a spear joined it. Then he felt the cold press of steel against the back of his neck.

				“What the hell do you think you’re doing? I’m—”

				The hammer of the gun against his spine ratcheted back, and his own pistol was freed from its holster.

				No one spoke. No one moved. Every woman he could see stared at him with the kind of calm that preceded storms. The instant he shifted or opened his mouth, another weapon flashed into sight. Minutes ticked away with the drip, drip, drip of blood. When the world began to gray at the edges, he ignored the guns and the blades.

				“If you’re intent on killing me, just do it already. Letting a man bleed to death for the crime of crashing your little party is a bit much.”

				“We’re not going to let you die.” A golden halo came into view as Henrietta shoved her way through the warriors. “At least I’m not.” She frowned at someone standing behind him. “Really, Mahala? Was this necessary?”

				“T’ain’t much in life’s necessary ‘sides air, food and water. Seemed wise, though, since none of us knows who the fool is. ‘Sides, I was the one who stopped him from impaling himself on a blade.”

				The gun barrel dropped from the back of his neck.

				“Thank you for that. Now if you’d be so kind as to get the stretcher from the infirmary, you and Noah can help me get him inside.” All business, with barely a glance his way through any of the conversation.

				He had no intention of letting Henrietta off that easily. “We need to talk, Dr. Mason. So I’ll walk.”

				Two shuffling steps forward, and the world started to swim. No one, not even Henrietta, moved to help him when he stumbled over his own feet. On his hands and knees, Carson stared at the grass crushed beneath him, watching as crimson striped its surface.

				“Obviously not. I’ll see you in the infirmary.”

				She left him there on the plains, his blood soaking into the earth. Damn it to the seven hells, had he imagined the connection between them? Surely if she cared at all, she wouldn’t be acting so distant.

				Before he managed to do more than get one leg under him, a young man with a shock of dark hair raced forward, bearing a stretcher. A negro woman with tight braids followed close on his heels. Somehow, even with her shorter legs, she didn’t seem to be running. In seconds, the two of them had rolled him onto the rough stretch of canvas.

				The black woman took the poles near his head and nodded at the boy on the other end. As one, they lifted him in the air, his legs dangling and banging against the kid’s shins. Overhead, the woman shook her head. “You’re a blamed fool, that’s what you are.”

				Closing his eyes against the harsh sunlight, he started to speak, fell into a fit of coughing and tried again. “Are you talking to me?”

				“You see any other idiot man being carried by a couple of slaves around here?”

				“Speak for yourself, Mahala,” the boy called from near his feet. “If I’m going to be someone’s slave, it sure ain’t going to be the idiot crash landing in the middle of Spencer and Ever’s reunion.”

				The world rolled around Carson as he swayed with their every step. “Who? What?”

				“Oh, just shut your yap already. You done pissed off the cap’n and his woman. Nobody done know why you’re here, and ain’t none of us overmuch fond of surprises. Decent chance you’re just boarding the Hawk for a quick trip to a shallow grave.”

				The woman, Mahala, didn’t respond when he tried to talk to her again, and the attempt made his head ache. He lay in silence once they finally stopped moving, opening his eyes only long enough to spy a pristine room with gleaming wood paneling and gaslamps along the walls. Another damn ship. He let out a low groan.

				“Complaining already? I haven’t even touched you yet. Maybe you aren’t as tough as the government believes.” Henrietta knelt next to him with a bucket of water. Her fingers probed the cut on his head. “This isn’t as bad as it looked.”

				A needle pierced his skin without warning, making him hiss. “I don’t know, it looked pretty bad from where I was standing. And then kneeling. The other one hurts more though.” His hand moved to the gash in his side. She didn’t respond and, for a moment, he didn’t care about St. Clair or even Lupo. Between two of the stitches, he twisted his face toward her. “Are we going to talk?”

				“Yes. Now please hold still.”

				Not moving sounded good. At this angle, he could watch her as she worked, see the line form between her brows as she concentrated. And the clockworks in her hair and on her clothes. Delicate sweeping lines like the butterfly he still carried in his pocket. He needed something to focus on beyond the pain. “The clockworks. Did you make them all?”

				Her lips twitched into a ghost of the smile he remembered from the gala. “I’m good for more than just party masks.”

				After swiping his forehead with a stinging antiseptic, she moved on to his other injuries, easing his shirt off and rolling up his pant legs. The women standing in the corridor glanced appreciatively at him, but Henrietta didn’t even pause in her examination. She started stitching the cut in his side, all hints of the woman from the ball gone.

				Fine. He didn’t like it, but he could be all business too. “I assume Tobias St. Clair introduced himself, or the two of you wouldn’t have been quite so close as I flew in.”

				He winced as her fingers jerked and she poked the needle too deep near his ribs.

				“Mahala might argue that you were flying at all. But yes, I have made Mr. St. Clair’s acquaintance.”

				“I’m here to take him in.”

				“For what, precisely? He’s been...going through my father’s things.”

				How much did she know? “St. Clair is in league with some dangerous people, Henrietta.”

				She surveyed his chest and abdomen. Only the fiery spark in her eyes hinted that she was looking at his muscles more than her handiwork. A spark was enough—it meant she hadn’t totally wanted to walk away from him either. “You’ll need to rest and get some food and water into your system, but you’ll live.”

				As she turned, he grabbed her wrist. “Henrietta...”

				For a handful of breaths, he would have sworn she trembled under his touch. When she spoke, her voice wasn’t quite as sure and strong as it had been a moment earlier.

				“Spencer and Ever will be here in a moment. We’ll discuss things when they arrive.”

				When he touched her, he hadn’t been thinking about St. Clair. Or Lupo. For a few seconds, all he’d thought about was the feel of her in his arms at the gala and how much he wanted to have her there again. His callused fingers against her soft skin brought a rush of heat that he wanted to cling to, but the way she stared pointedly at his hand told him in no uncertain terms that she didn’t feel the same—or didn’t want to. Though it pained him more than any of his injuries, he let her go.

				Mahala eased into the room, her gaze shifting from him to Henrietta. “Something going on here folks should know about, Henri?”

				Henrietta clenched her teeth into a feral sort of smile. “Don’t you have somewhere else—anywhere else—to be?”

				“Nope. Cap wants me here for the interrogation.” Mahala tipped her head toward them and settled against the wall, arms crossed loosely over her chest.

				“Interro—”

				Carson opened his mouth to calm Henrietta down, but just then a wiry man with the haunted eyes of one who’d seen too much death strode into the infirmary. Close on his heels followed a Badlands warrior woman with steam coming out her ears. This didn’t look like it would go well at all.

				“Let’s get past the pleasantries first. I’m Captain Spencer Pierce and, for the moment, you’re a guest on my boat. This here is Ever, Commander of Queen Laurette’s Border Guard. I want to make it very clear that neither of us is in the mood to be toyed with. And that goes for you too, Henri.” He held up a hand when Henrietta opened her mouth, and she snapped it shut without making a sound. “You might still own this thing on paper, but we had an understanding, and that ain’t about to change today. As for you, who the hell are you and why are you here?”

				Carson forced himself upright, his back against the wall, a poor mirror of Mahala’s pose. “I’m U.S. Marshal Carson Alexander, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t speak to Henrietta that way.”

				The warrior woman, Ever, snarled something, her fingers going for a weapon. Captain Pierce laid a hand over hers. “I’ll take that on advisement. But since you two obviously know each other, maybe you can both fill us in on what kind of shitstorm’s brewing.”

				Before Carson could open his mouth, Henrietta blurted out the worst of it. “The marshal and I met at a gala I attended before leaving Philadelphia. As for why he’s here...he wants Tobias. I’m guessing it has something to do with the mafia and my father’s work.”

				Carson let out a slow sigh. At least he didn’t have to explain her father’s business arrangement to her. He reached out toward Henrietta, his fingers brushing along her arm. “I don’t know what web of lies he’s spun for you, but he’s the last link we have to Lupo’s organization. Tobias St. Clair is the only person alive who can bring him down. Which means, regardless what he thinks, they’ll never let him live. He knows too much.”

				“But the research. He said there are things the mafia wants. If that’s the case—”

				“It is,” Carson said matter-of-factly. The captain groaned, and the warrior woman closed a fist around the handle of a blade strapped to her waist.

				Henrietta worried at a fingernail, something that looked far too much like fear for Carson’s liking inching over her features. “Then they aren’t going to stop when you take Tobias back. They already shot at us once. God knows what they’ll do if or when they get their hands on us.”

				The urge to hold her and tell her everything would be okay was almost too much to resist, but he wouldn’t lie. He’d lost Lily to Lupo’s army. He wouldn’t let Henrietta dismiss the danger they faced. “Maybe if you can play stupid, they’ll let you off, but if they have any idea that you could take your father’s place... It would just be wise to hide your knowledge of mechanicals.”

				For the first time since they’d launched into their explanation, the captain spoke up. “What if we sent the research back with you? Would they leave Henri alone?”

				Carson shrugged, the motion pulling on the stitches along his side and making him wince. “It’s possible. A lot will depend on what they know about her. If they think she’s just a physician? They’ll only go after the research. But if they know she’s capable of duplicating her father’s work, they’ll do anything to get their hands on her.”

				Henrietta shivered, looking far too small and delicate to have this thrust at her. Then she glanced at the others in the room—her crew—and set her jaw. “Tobias has no idea who you are or why you’re here?” When Carson shook his head, she continued, “Since I don’t know what the mafia wants, I suggest we keep it that way. Let him finish his blasted search while you recover from your injuries. As soon as we have what’s needed, you can take him and the files back to the Union.”

				Something in the way she said it told him she’d sacrifice a lot to keep her friends safe. That, more than anything she’d said or done so far, made him want to learn even more about Henrietta Mason. “It could work. But after what happened in the hangar, we need to move quickly. Joe Gambini isn’t known for giving up.”

				Henrietta squared her shoulders. “Unfortunately for him, neither are we.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				After the others had left, Henrietta lingered in the infirmary. Though everyone—except perhaps Mahala—had believed the excuse that she needed to clean up the mess from tending to Carson, she couldn’t lie to herself. She hadn’t wanted to leave him. Unlike the gala in Philadelphia, here she could only flee so far from his presence.

				If she truly wanted to forget him, she had to confront at least some of the issues standing between them. Perhaps tackling the first would make the others disappear. Straightening the supplies in her bag, she asked, “Did you find me at the gala because of my father’s connection with this Lupo person?”

				“Look at me.” He sighed when she didn’t turn. “Henrietta, look at me.”

				If she did, she’d fall into his eyes and believe whatever he wanted her to. She knew she would. His face had crept into her dreams every night since the gala. It had been hard enough keeping her distance when she tended his wounds. Without the distraction of her work, he would be too real, too close, for her to stay objective. But if she wanted to forget him, she needed to know.

				Staying on the other side of the room, she twisted toward him. “Did you?”

				Still propped against the wall, he gave a slight smile and shook his head. “No. The information I had on you said you were somewhere in Europe. I went to that thing for no reason other than to keep my superiors happy. Even when you told me your name, I didn’t make the connection. All I could think about was the strange society woman who talked to me like a person and not just some...thing.”

				No. Wrong answer. Couldn’t he make this easy? Tell her what she needed in order to move on instead of the words that secret place inside her wanted to hear?

				“When I met you, I mentally went off duty for the first time in years. I wasn’t thinking about the mafia. And I certainly wasn’t thinking of your father. Not until after you ran off and I found out your whole name. Then my biggest worry was that someone else would get to you before I could.”

				Her hands started shaking and she clutched at her skirts. His eyes were so earnest, so gentle, she wanted to cross the room and fold herself against him. Out here what society thought didn’t matter. In the Badlands, no one would care that it wasn’t proper or that he wasn’t an appropriate match. “And so you commandeered a military airship to come find me?”

				Pain crossed his face as he laughed, and he pressed a hand to his side. “Only after that idiot St. Clair dropped me onto the roof of the hangar.”

				“What?” For a second, she gave serious thought to turning Tobias over to the mafia herself.

				“Don’t worry, it hurt less than landing here. As for the airship, I called in a favor. If things go badly, I’ll probably be in more than a bit of trouble for it.” He shrugged.

				What was it about people who carried weapons as part of their jobs that made them always neglect the worst that could happen? She worried at the fabric in her hands. “Carson, if things go badly, we could all end up dead. I don’t know much about the mafia, but I’m aware they tend to be rather unforgiving of people who get in their way.”

				Carson shifted, swinging his legs over the side of the cot and scooting toward the edge. Considering how much blood he’d lost, she didn’t know how he was even holding himself up. She rushed to his side. He grinned at her, the kind of smile that was both genuine and horribly disarming.

				“I really didn’t think that would work. So much more effective than asking you to come here.” He wrapped an arm around her waist when she started to get up. “Don’t. Please.” Carson didn’t speak again until she settled back onto the cot. “In my line of work, pretty much every day could get you killed. And you’re a medical officer on a trading ship that seems to see more trouble than any I’ve heard of. Death is always a possibility.”

				Henri shivered in his embrace. Death shouldn’t be that commonplace in anyone’s life. “It’s another reason I want to go back to Philadelphia. I don’t want blood on my hands unless it’s from saving someone.”

				With a gentleness someone his size shouldn’t possess, Carson took her chin in his hand and forced her gaze away from the blood that still coated her fingers. Looking at him fully, a strange calm settled on her, one that felt too much like contentment. He ran his thumb over her cheek and she tipped her head toward the caress, letting her eyes drift shut.

				“Unless you pulled the trigger or held the blade, Henrietta, you haven’t killed anyone. Saving a life doesn’t always involve stitches and bandages. Sometimes it’s as simple as reminding someone that they have a life to live.”

				He didn’t understand. She’d brought death to the Badlands—to Zeke—and here she was, possibly doing it again by trying to hide her father’s research. No matter what Carson thought, how favorably he saw her, she hadn’t needed a trigger or knife. She had her own stupid pride.

				She straightened, abandoning the warmth of his touch. “At the very least I can do what I promised and go through the crates in the hold, find what you need. That should save more than one life if I’m lucky.” He reached for her hand as she stood, but she turned toward the door, moving her fingers out of reach. “Noah will bring you some dinner, and I’ll be back to check on you later. Get some rest.”

				Every step toward the cargo hold, Henrietta wanted to spin around and return to the infirmary. As awkward as being with Carson was, it also felt good. Right.

				Too bad what she wanted was secondary to what had to be done. She trudged to the crates where Isabelle stood watch over the lawyer as he searched. Henrietta approached the warrior woman first. “No trouble, I trust?”

				She stretched, cracking her back, and stowed the knife she’d been twirling between her fingers. “None. He has been quite dull.”

				That was something at least. “Good. Thank you for your assistance.”

				Isabelle nodded and ducked out of the hold, heading off to her own people and dinner.

				“Does this mean I don’t need a watchdog anymore?” The words were harsh, but Tobias smiled as he said it. Unlike Carson’s, this was the kind of smile Henri didn’t trust, mainly because it seemed to ask her to do just that.

				“It means I won’t keep her from her meal. Whether or not you’re to be under guard is up to Captain Pierce.” She settled next to him, taking a sheaf of papers from the crate. “Have you found anything else useful?”

				“A couple bits and baubles I’d like you to look at.” He indicated a small pile of brass and copper. “I thought you owned the Dark Hawk. Why is the captain deciding anything while you’re aboard?”

				That he knew she owned the dirigible wasn’t a surprise, and truly the question shouldn’t have been either, but it set her on edge. “I make the business decisions. Captain Pierce has the run of the ship. He’s more a partner than an employee.” She sifted through the scraps, pulling out two pieces to examine more closely. “This could be a piston for a mechanized appendage. An arm or leg, perhaps. Likely the former due to size, but the rest have no logical use in prosthetics.”

				He took the metal from her fingers and placed it in the box they’d set aside for the items going back to the mafia. “Speaking of finding things...who is the man that was brought on board? I feel it’s only right to let you know he looks very much like someone I saw during the escape from the hangar.”

				Freezing with one of her father’s notebooks half open on her lap, Henri studied Tobias. Was this truly how he wanted to describe his part in things? Regardless of the way Carson had dismissed it, the fall from the Dark Hawk could have killed him. Whatever guilt she’d felt about turning the lawyer over to him vanished.

				“In fact, you did. It seems you weren’t the only one intent on telling me I was in danger. His interest, however, is somewhat less business-minded than yours.” Let the slimy liar sit on that for a bit.

				Tobias arched an eyebrow at her as he discarded another pile of parts back into the crate. “You do realize the man’s a ruffian, hardly a suitable match for someone of your social status.”

				The pages crinkled in her hands as she fought the urge to throw the notebook at him. He of all people—considering his blasted connection to the mafia—was hardly the person to lecture her on what was appropriate. Doing her best to keep up the charade of friendliness, she forced her society smile into being. “Then I suppose it’s a good thing we aren’t in Philadelphia. I would hate to give the dowager gossips anything more to prattle about. After all, at the rate we’re going, they’ll have plenty to discuss over my corpse when your friends are finished with me.”

				* * *

				While the boy, Noah, had given him extra bedding when he’d brought supper, Carson’s night in the infirmary was far from comfortable—or restful. He dreamt of Lily’s death again, only this time, the woman in the coffin had had Henrietta’s face.

				“Please wake up before you hurt yourself.” A gentle hand gripped his arm.

				His eyes shot open to find Henrietta alive and well and leaning over him, close enough to breathe in. Almost close enough to kiss. “Sorry. Bad dreams.”

				Biting her lip, she brushed hair off his face, her fingers lingering several seconds longer than necessary. Then she stood and straightened her corset. “Are those common for you?”

				He tried not to miss the warmth of her touch. She was alive, and for now that was enough to chase away the pieces of the nightmare tangled in the last cobwebs of sleep. Slowly he sat up. Hopefully she’d let him off the cot today. “Sometimes. They come with the job.”

				“And here I was hoping you might be able to help me deal with mine. They have nothing to do with my work, though.” She picked up a bowl from the desk against the wall. “Breakfast.”

				When he reached for it, she shoved his hands away and sat next to him. “You’re still recovering.”

				As much as he liked having her close, he felt ridiculous as she lifted the spoon. “I have a couple gashes and bruises, Henrietta. I’m capable of feeding myself.”

				“Humor me.” When he frowned at her, she lowered the spoon and settled her gaze on the bowl. “Can you just pretend for a moment that I need to do something with my hands that has nothing to do with finding research and clockworks for the mafia?”

				Pretend? That meant she wanted to do it for some other reason—and the only one he could think of was as an excuse to be close. He’d happily oblige. “I can do that.”

				They sat in silence for a while, her feeding him and wiping his lips. Then she sighed and glanced toward the door. “We have a slight problem. And the truth is I’m not sure what to do.”

				The damn woman tried to carry the weight of the world on her shoulders. “No one, least of all me, expects you to figure out everything on your own. What is it?”

				“Tobias and I are almost finished searching through what’s on the ship. We’ve found half a dozen bits and pieces of equipment and one notebook that might have something of use in it. It’s not going to be nearly enough to convince the mafia that you have everything.” She clutched the bowl in her hands so fiercely her knuckles turned white.

				He tugged it away from her and set it on the cot, taking her hands in his. “Just hold your cards tight when dealing with the lawyer after we take off today. As long as he doesn’t figure out that we’re headed east instead of west, he’ll be none the wiser. Then fill the box with junk when we get back to Philadelphia. As long as it looks like I have everything and we have St. Clair in custody, they should leave you alone. Besides, they’ll have their hands full trying to deal with law enforcement. They won’t have time for you.”

				“Why can’t I believe it’ll be that simple?” She stared at their hands, her long, soft fingers twined in his rough grip.

				Carson raised them to his lips and kissed her knuckles. “Because you’re stubborn and refuse to accept that fate might be on your side every once in a while. I used to be like that. Then when I needed help, fate stepped in and brought me a beautiful butterfly to fix my cufflinks.” He squeezed her fingers gently before letting go. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

				He only hoped it was a promise he’d be able to keep.

				* * *

				For a long moment, Tobias stood frozen in the corridor outside the infirmary. He still didn’t know the man’s name, but obviously Henrietta’s patient was here because of more than affection for the good doctor.

				Take him back to the Union “in custody”? He thought not. From the beginning, Tobias hadn’t given Henrietta Mason enough credit. He’d treated her like any other society woman—frail and helpless and witless. A mistake on his part. And the blond stranger had thrown a rather large wrench into his plan.

				The mafia could reach him in a Union prison even more easily than they could here. No. He needed the senator’s research if he wanted to live. But he didn’t have nearly enough of it yet, especially since Henrietta had taken the notebook to examine more closely. The mechs on hand were next to useless.

				He peeked out the doors of the loading bay, surveying the camp. Hiding would do no good. While he detested the idea of running, they were leaving him little choice. The rest of the research was the only thing that could save him, and it was all hidden somewhere atop the mountains. The horses were too far away—the women had let them wander after the glider incident. He’d never manage to run to them without being caught.

				Scrubbing at his face, Tobias pondered how far he would get crawling through the tall grass before he’d be located. Beyond that, how much time did he have until Henrietta came looking for him? Could he make it to the horses?

				The scent of meat cooking on an open fire made his stomach rumble and drew his gaze to the center of camp, where he caught sight of the edge of a wide, high wheel. His lips twitched. It was a way out, and likely faster than the horses anyway. He’d grab a couple of the better pieces they’d found. Then it was only a matter of getting to the fortress, finding what he needed and turning it over to Gambini, or preferably Lupo. He shuddered as Gambini’s face hovered in his mind.

				That was one man he’d prefer never to have to deal with again.

				Plan in place, he strode back inside and plunged his hands into the box of mechs they’d separated.

				“What are you doing?” Henrietta stood less than ten feet away, staring at him with her head cocked to the side, her vicious clockwork dragonfly glittering amongst her curls.

				The look in her eyes told him far too much. No matter what lie he spun in that moment, he’d be under guard—heavy guard—if he didn’t leave now. As it was, he already needed a diversion.

				He pulled the ocular implant from the tangle of other parts. “I remembered something about this piece from when I assisted your father with his earliest work on animals.” Tobias didn’t bother to suppress the shudder that memory brought on. The implants were so crude that they’d driven the animals quite mad. “If you look at this piece here...”

				The instant Henrietta leaned toward the ocular, he yanked the deadly clockwork from her coiffure and shoved her to the deck. The howl of outrage that followed echoed in his skull, sounding far too much like the scream of an insane wild cat.

				* * *

				What was the crazy man doing? He had to know the Badlands warriors weren’t about to let him go free. Then Tobias jumped on the terrain vehicle and ignited the steam engine. Like a flaming dirigible, reality crashed down on her.

				When the fool St. Clair put the vehicle in gear and pulled away, he did the one thing that was truly unthinkable. He lifted his hand, her clockwork hairpiece between his fingers. Henri couldn’t see the vibration of the wings, but she knew he’d activated it. She raced out of the Dark Hawk and shouted to all in earshot, “Get down. Now.”

				She flattened herself on the ground, pulling the nearest women down with her and praying the others followed suit. The rogue clockwork buzzed overhead, slicing at hair, clothes and anything else that got in the way.

				Henrietta had trained the machine to respond to her touch alone in order to avoid others being able to use it against her. Unfortunately she hadn’t taken into account the possibility of it being stolen and thrown randomly. When Tobias activated the damn thing, it had no direction and didn’t know when to shut down. It was essentially flying blind.

				Around her, women fired at the machine, but it was too small and moving too fast. As much as she hated the idea, there was only one possible way to stop it. She tried to stand, but someone grabbed a fistful of her hair and pulled her down until her face connected with the grass, dirt filling her mouth.

				“You brought one of those things into my camp.” Ever’s voice dripped with accusation, even as her muscles jerked on Henrietta’s scalp. “We had a deal.”

				“It is for personal protection, something I thought you’d appreciate. I wouldn’t have brought it here without your permission except for the fact I forgot I was wearing it at all.” That wasn’t entirely true. From the moment Tobias had first mentioned the mafia, she’d kept herself armed. Henri jerked away and cringed as she felt countless strands of hair yank from her skin. There was absolutely no need to mention the other, similar clockworks hidden in her clothes.

				Ever released her hold, and the hairs blew away on the breeze. “You were aboard the Dark Hawk. Do not try to tell me you need protection from the crew.”

				Of course, the princess would taste the damn lie as soon as it was on the air. “No. It was—” The terrain vehicle lurched its way through the camp, rolling over the fire and knocking down a tent.

				“And now your lawyer friend has stolen the transport you gave me? My one concession to your technology?” Ever growled and shot to her feet, weapon already in hand.

				It was all Henri could do to pull her to the ground before the dragonfly sliced through her neck. “Stay down. I think I can stop the clockwork. Or at the very least make it simple for you to destroy it and me in one fell swoop.”

				At the warrior woman’s shrug, Henrietta sucked in a desperate breath and stood, her arms outstretched. She couldn’t see the clockwork, but its progress was impossible to miss as it sliced its way through one blockade after another.

				The whirring of the brass wings was getting louder. Whether standing up had called it to her or not, it would be on her soon enough. She braced her feet and steeled herself for impact.

				There.

				Sunlight glinted off something in the air in front of her. Henrietta reached toward it, clenching her teeth against a scream as the blades bit into her outstretched fingers.

				Crimson coated her hands by the time Henrietta managed to secure the clockwork. Its blades had stopped spinning after first cutting her, but the slices were deep. Plus, with Ever around, she had no choice but to shut the thing down entirely or the woman would have destroyed it.

				“Why do you even keep such a monstrosity? Look at what it did to my camp.” Ever seethed as she brushed herself off and waved at the destruction. Tents shredded or, worse, collapsed when the clockwork cut through the poles holding them upright. Multiple warriors with blood oozing from cuts of their own.

				As much as Henri felt remorse over the damage, a part of her thrilled at how much havoc her little clockwork had managed in mere minutes. Still, with the warrior woman staring her down, she needed to focus on the former emotion. “I am sorry, Ever. I will do what I can to repair the damage.”

				“It is not the damage that concerns me, but your utter lack of respect for our agreement. Beyond that, your friend—”

				Henri glared at the empty space where the transport had stood. “I never called him my friend. In fact—” In fact what? He was her enemy? She didn’t quite believe that. A stupid, desperate man, but surely if he’d really been their enemy he would have simply shown the mafia exactly how to get to them.

				Heedless of her own injuries, Henri squeezed the clockwork until its wings bent. Had he done just that? The mafiosos had attacked from a distance at the hangar rather than trying to board. It gave Catherine time to get to the gun... Dear God, had he been working with them all along? Sneaking on board to use the crew of the Dark Hawk to direct him to Laurette’s fortress?

				Reeling, Henri started to move, but Ever didn’t take dismissal well. The warrior blocked her path. Eyes narrowed, she gripped the hilt of the blade she’d threatened Tobias with the day before. As Henri tried to sidle past, Ever grabbed her elbow, fingers digging in deep. “You brought death on my people once, Henrietta. I pray you are not doing it a second time.”

				Henri sighed—lies and evasion might come naturally to her, but they’d never done her an ounce of good. Her voice turned to ice as she remembered the night on the mountaintop once more—and Carson’s assertion that she hadn’t killed anyone. “I believe you have me mistaken for my father. The only death on my conscience was that of one of my people. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

				Snatching her hand away as if it burned, Ever frowned. Henrietta didn’t care what the woman thought. She hadn’t brought her father or his madness out here initially. As much as she regretted the death of Queen Lavinia, she hadn’t caused it. An image of Zeke filled her mind as she strode toward the ship. Toward another big blond man with a fondness for weapons.

				One who had to know what they should do next because, in all the talk of gangsters, Henrietta still had no idea exactly what they were up against.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Henri tore into the infirmary, blood already soaking through the fabric she’d hastily wrapped around her hand.

				Carson twisted himself to sitting again. “You’re hurt.”

				The blasted man was going to pull out his stitches if he kept pushing.

				She shrugged and started slamming through her medical supplies. “There was an issue with one of my clockworks. Truly, this isn’t that bad. You should see what it did to Ever’s encampment.” She unwound the cloth and blood began oozing again. Hopefully Mahala would be here soon—Henri couldn’t stitch herself up. “One hazard of being a crazed scientist. We’re prone to underestimating people we think aren’t as smart as we are. In other words, I let my guard down.”

				“St. Clair. That slippery bastard has done enough damage for ten men.” He stared at her hand, frowning.

				“Yes. And I’m unlikely to make a similar mistake in the near future.”

				Carson’s hands flexed as though he wanted to choke the life out of the lawyer. “What did he do?”

				There was no point in lying. He could hardly kill Tobias now anyway. “In his attempt to save his own neck, from you presumably, he stole one of my clockworks and let it loose in the camp.”

				“Blast it! Do you know where he went?”

				She gritted her teeth as she dunked her hand in a bucket of water. “I have a good idea.”

				Carson waved for her to join him on the cot. “Care to share?”

				Biting her lip, she perched on the edge—close, but not close enough. She wanted to lean into him, have him promise that everything would work out, but she had to be strong. “I need Mahala to tend to my hand. We’ll talk when the others get here.”

				As if the words summoned her, Mahala eased into the room, her gaze shifting from Carson to Henrietta. “I done thought the air was heavy with lies with that lawyer aboard, and now there’s a damn cloud of bottled-up words. If’n things are ’bout to get as bad as I reckon they are, you two need to let ’em out.”

				Dropping a new, already bloodied wrap into the bucket of water, Henri turned to Mahala. “I don’t think that is any of your concern, so if you’d please keep your ridiculous intuition to yourself, I would consider it a kindness.”

				She rolled her eyes and grabbed the needle. “I will never, so long as I live, understand white folk.”

				“Ain’t true, Mahala, you understand me perfect.” Noah poked his head in as she jabbed Henrietta with the needle. “Just wanted to let you know, the cap’n’s coming, and Ever’s mad as a wet hen without a nest.”

				“Thank you,” Henri said from between clenched teeth.

				Mahala finished stitching and slapped a rag into her hand. “You can clean up your own messes.”

				“Mahala, wait,” Spencer said as he and Ever stopped in the doorway. “I get the sense I could use your talents for a minute or two.”

				She darted a glance at them but nodded. “Sure thing, Cap’n.”

				With everyone inside, the infirmary was too close, too volatile. As if the tiniest movement would spark some sort of fire.

				“I told you to destroy your father’s work in the Union,” Ever fumed, her fingers twitching toward her weapons as she glared at Henri. “That man brought nothing but trouble on my people. I warned you what would happen if you were the cause of more death here.”

				Henrietta nodded, moving away from Carson, and stood. Setting her jaw, she twisted her tumbled curls into a tight knot at the back of her head. “Then there’s a simple answer. We stop Tobias before he reaches the fortress. If we send him back with Carson, there’s no reason for the mafia to chase us. They’ll think he has what he came here for. Given enough time, I can find what they want and destroy it, or give it to Carson if that’s preferred. But our first step needs to be getting Tobias back and continuing with the ruse.”

				Spencer didn’t try to stop Ever when she lunged for Henri’s throat and pinned her against the wall. Carson struggled to push up from the cot, but the hammers drawing back on a trio of pistols made him freeze. Spencer she understood, but Noah and Mahala joining in with their weapons made it clear just how big a mess she’d made of things. Henri saw Carson’s muscles trembling, and she waved him back. This moment would not be solved with violence, not if she had anything to say about it.

				“The Dark Hawk cannot find him while he is on land.” Ever ground her teeth together. “How do you propose we go about stopping this...lawyer before the Badlands needs to find another queen?”

				It was as if the ship itself held its breath, waiting for Henrietta to respond. None of them, least of all Ever, wanted anything to happen to Laurette. Not only would it be the loss of her sister but, by blood, the throne would be hers—and she wanted nothing to do with it. If Henri had any desire to be able to sleep at night, she needed to lay the ghosts of the dead to rest. That meant finding the sort of courage she’d never required before. She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin.

				“What I suggest is that the two of us go after him on horseback. The transport won’t be able to take him all the way to the fortress. If we ride hard, we can catch him and either bring him back here or blindfold him so he can’t reveal the location of the fortress, where the Dark Hawk can meet us after repairs are finished on the airbag. The last thing we want is for him to lead the mafia to the queen’s front door.”

				Carson piped up from the cot, his voice ringing in her head. “This is the worst plan in the history of bad plans. If there’s any chance the mafiosos crossed the border, they’re going to be looking for both St. Clair and you. These aren’t normal men, Henrietta. Whatever your father did to them makes them nigh impossible to kill. I’ve personally seen them shot in the chest and then come back for more.”

				Though Ever started, fingers going to the phoenix tattoo on her cheek, Henri ignored his words along with the urge to explain herself. No matter how terrified she was, she had to do this, had to prove she had the best interests of her friends and the Badlands at heart.

				The muscle beneath the tattoo on Ever’s cheek twitched, and Henrietta did her level best not to tremble. She didn’t have another plan to offer. It all came down to whether or not Ever believed they could do this, or if the warrior woman decided to wash her hands of the Mason family once and for all.

				Spencer stepped up behind Ever, and Henri had a moment’s hope that he believed her. At least until he spoke. “Mahala?”

				She was doomed. Mahala hated her.

				“You know I think Henri’s nothing but trouble at the best of times, but I don’t think she’s lying.” Mahala jerked her head toward Carson. “Then again, he ain’t either. Which means one of ‘em’s wrong.”

				“Shit.”

				“That ’bout sums it up.”

				Spencer rested his hand on Ever’s shoulder. “These are your people we’re talking about. You have to decide who you trust more—the marshal or Henri.”

				The kiss of death to be sure. Her plan against the warnings of a federal marshal? Ever would always trust the person with the weapons first. A blade pressed against her belly, and Henri closed her eyes, sending up a silent prayer. She’d done what she could to right the wrongs of her father. No one could ask more of her than that. Then the knife moved, and a quiet tearing reached her ears instead of the sound of her own screams. She opened her eyes just in time to see her bustle skirt slit open, the front fluttering freely.

				Ever nodded at the cut. “Now you can ride. I will fetch two horses. You have ten minutes. We travel light. Do not bring anything you do not absolutely require.”

				Henri nodded, and everyone filed out of the room, leaving her alone with Carson and the concern written all over his face.

				* * *

				She might have been able to hide it from the others—after all, they’d seen her so much the tiny changes wouldn’t even register—but Carson recognized Henrietta’s fear. The vein in her neck jumping and the way she reached toward her stomach and clenched her hand into a fist before letting it fall once more.

				As soon as the others left, he tried to allay her worries. “Henrietta, you don’t need to go. Ever’s a warrior—she’s equipped for this sort of thing. Hell, tell me what to look for, and I’ll go with her.”

				“Don’t be stupid. You’re still too weak from blood loss. You need to rest and recuperate. Besides, Ever wouldn’t tolerate you slowing her down.” Instruments clattered as she put things away. “Not to mention, I can’t tell anyone what to look for since I may not even recognize it.”

				“And she’ll put up with you? The two of you hardly seem to be friends and you’re a city girl...” He trailed off, realizing she was unlikely to take that view well. “I know you’re a more than capable doctor, and from what I’ve seen an incredible inventor.”

				She scoffed, but considering how much damage her unholy machine had done, he knew otherwise. He fluctuated between wanting to destroy the contraption that had been loosed on the camp and pondering what he could do with one. Maybe something like that would finally take down Joe Gambini and the others like him. Surely something chopped to pieces couldn’t come back to life.

				He shook the thought away. There were more pressing issues to deal with—namely keeping Henrietta alive. “You’re talking about tracking down a man who’s running for his life—with a woman who has already threatened you once. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

				She leaned against the dry sink, the muscles in her thin arms tight as her fingers dug into the wood. “I don’t want to get hurt either, but I cannot allow someone else to get hurt for me. I brought the research here. I led Tobias out here. And I might have lured the mafia too. I brought this on them. I need to do everything I can to fix it, no matter what the cost.”

				“Damn it, Henrietta. I just found you.” He swung his legs over the bed, his feet barely missing the bucket of bloody water. Memories of Lily’s death choked him and he had to focus on Henrietta’s face, which was lined with something like pain. “For the first time in years, I feel things again. Good things. I want to see where that can lead. I can’t do that if you’re dead. I care about you in ways I don’t even understand yet.”

				Her eyes squeezed shut for a minute, then she blew out a breath and faced him. “What you want is impossible.”

				“No it isn’t.”

				Shaking her head, she stooped to pick up the bucket and promptly knocked it over, sloshing water and blood onto his trousers and the floor. “Damn it.” A fistful of rags in hand, she dabbed at his pant legs before moving on to the floor.

				“Leave it.”

				“You heard Mahala,” she said, her voice cracking, “it’s my mess. I need to clean it up.” She thrust the rags back and forth on the floor, her movements jerky. Finally she stopped, and her body heaved as her breaths threatened to turn to sobs. “I can’t let myself figure out what madness I feel for you.”

				Reaching down, he trailed his fingers along her cheek and tipped her chin up so he could see her face. She hadn’t shed a tear, but her eyes burned with redness. “Why not?”

				“Because, even if I survive this insanity, you don’t belong in my world.”

				The words should have come like a slap to the face, but he thought about the way she’d behaved here and the way she’d been at the gala, and the only thought that sprang to mind was which world?

				He opened his mouth to ask when Ever poked her head into the infirmary. “I have the horses. It is time to leave.” Then she was gone again.

				Abandoning the mess on the floor, Henrietta stood and stared at her hands and the slight film of bloody water there. She scrubbed them on her ruined skirt. “I’ll have to thank Ever for rescuing me from being forced to continue this conversation. Please do take care en route to the fortress. I’m sure everyone would prefer you in fighting shape—in case the trouble you predicted comes to pass.”

				His mouth dropped open. She planned to walk out without another word? Fine. He didn’t need her to say anything. “Henrietta, there is one more thing you should know, and it’s not something I want to share with the others.”

				“Yes?”

				He jerked his head toward the door as if someone might be lurking, and she gave a resigned sigh and bent so her face was right next to his.

				“I never give up without a fight.” His hand cupped the back of her neck, his fingers tangling in the gently curling strands of hair, and he pressed his mouth to hers. For a second, her hands pushed against his chest, but then she stopped, her lips stroking tentatively against his. He wanted more, wanted to taste her and hold her and trace the lines of her face until he memorized every inch, but he held back and pulled away from the kiss. “Besides. I believe I still owe you a dance.”

				She trembled under his touch, her cheeks flushed and her lips rosy from the kiss. He released his hold on her neck, but for a moment she didn’t move. Her eyes searched his, and she licked her lips, looking as if she might kiss him again any moment.

				Then the warrior woman’s voice echoed through the ship. Henrietta wrenched away from him and raced from the room. Carson leaned back and closed his eyes, his tongue tracing his mouth.

				She tasted like honey.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				The airship in Lupo’s employ had been too small to fuel a trip deep into the Badlands, but it was no matter. It brought them far enough. Gambini and his men would prefer the direct confrontations with the ground troops as they made their way. The losses at the hangar proved they needed the practice as well.

				He spun around, watching as his men loaded onto the transport vehicle. It would take them to the Rockies and beyond, as long as the terrain didn’t do them in. According to the tracker, however, the Dark Hawk had landed prior to the mountains. If things went smoothly, he wouldn’t have to test the transport’s capabilities at all.

				Noise from the north grabbed his attention and he glanced up in time to see a trio of women on horseback bearing down on their position. Only three? What a disappointment. Of course, the women were accustomed to only dealing with prisoners who crossed the border singly. Nor were they used to the men coming onto their land well armed.

				He let out an exasperated sigh. This was not the time for distractions or delays. “Marco?” The man at the controls of the transport looked back at him, and Gambini waved an arm toward the women. “Take care of that.”

				“Yes, Capo.”

				He turned his back on the women, mentally counting the seconds while he rolled and lit a cigarette. As he sucked in a deep breath of tobacco, the explosion of the incendiary reached him, the blast of air buffeting his back. A frown crossed his face as he joined his soldiers on the transport. He reached out and flung a bloody arm from the front of the vehicle. It joined the remnants of the women and their mounts on the plains.

				“Nineteen seconds, Marco. That will never do.”

				Marco engaged the engine and the transport lurched ahead. “Yes, Capo.”

				* * *

				“Work, you mechanical monstrosity.” Tobias tweaked the bellows as the transport coughed and sputtered. He managed to urge another few hundred yards from the thing before it shuddered to a stop. After kicking the machine as he dismounted, he scowled at the incline before him.

				Close enough he could smell Mason’s damn research.

				With a grunt, he hefted a rock and propped it behind the transport’s wheel. At the very least the thing wouldn’t roll away on him, and he could use it to coast back down the mountain. Or at least part way down. He didn’t want to look behind him for fear the foothills were closer than he thought.

				Though it didn’t have enough power to move the machine, the engine still gave off little whiffs of steam. After carrying him through the first day and late into the next, he was impressed it had anything left.

				Now he needed to make a decision. He’d quickly discovered Henrietta had altered the machine to produce the necessary steam from a variety of fuels—some more efficient than others. He could surely find something on the mountain to keep it going, but it would take time. And likely not run for long.

				Better to hike from here, maybe use a horse to get back quicker.

				Tired as the long hours on the transport had made him, Tobias clambered into the seat again and disengaged the engine, listening to the steam whine through the chambers as it cooled. He would settle in here for a brief rest. Then he’d make his way to the fortress Henrietta had mentioned. He had a fair idea of where he was going—thus far, the path up the mountain had been simple enough to follow. Surely the rest of the journey would be of similar ease.

				* * *

				The first day, they’d ridden the horses until Henrietta was certain her legs were too numb to hold on any longer. When she’d thanked Ever for stopping at last, all she’d gotten in response was, “It was to save the horses, not you. We ride again at first light. Go to sleep.”

				She’d tumbled to the ground and fallen into an exhausted slumber. Visions of the mountains in the distance haunted her dreams, painting them with blood and death. Faces shifted and morphed from one to another, death touching everyone she knew—Mahala, Noah, Ever, Spencer, Laurette...Carson.

				Henri woke with her arms wrapped tightly around her waist, hands cramped around her old injury and the contraband clockworks hidden in the folds of her bustles. If Ever knew... But if everything went well, there was no need for her to discover them at all.

				Ever had thrust some vegetation into her hands and told her to eat. They’d been back in the saddle moments later. Now, even with the prairie grass swishing and tickling her ankles as the horse moved and the sun beating down on them, the silence started to wear more than anything else.

				Left alone with her mind, her thoughts kept drifting back to the dreams. If she managed to shake those for a second, her brain shifted to Carson and the kiss, and she yearned for another. She cleared her throat, desperate for conversation. “How long do you think the horses will last at this pace?”

				“Not long.”

				It was almost worse than being interrogated by the woman. At least she expected threats of violence now and could deal with them. Having been born and raised in the city, even the Dark Hawk bordered on too quiet for Henri. This would drive her mad. “Then should we rest them? We’re not close to the fortress yet and—”

				“There is an encampment in the foothills where we will get fresh mounts.” Ever glanced over her shoulder and shook her head, the sun-bleached streaks in her hair catching the light. “And find you more suitable attire.”

				Henrietta bit her lip as she stared at her ruined skirt and its hidden treasures. “I hardly think new clothes should be a priority.”

				“And I hardly think you are in any position to make decisions. Shut your mouth and ride. I already find myself tired of your blathering.” Her back straight, seat sure, Ever surged forward.

				Nothing Henrietta said for the next half an hour got a response.

				Then, exasperation in every syllable, she said, “Ever, would you—” and found a pistol pointing in her direction. Ever hadn’t even turned in the saddle, and Henri knew all too well she didn’t have to. The warrior could pull the trigger and choose at the last second whether or not to make it a kill shot. Either way, it would pierce her body exactly where Ever intended.

				Swallowing her nerves and questions, Henri finally allowed herself to wallow in thoughts of Carson. If she wanted to cling to that last bit of her former life and remain a member of Philadelphia’s high society, she couldn’t be with him. Hero or not, he’d never be an acceptable husband for someone like her—someone already borderline unacceptable herself. But his mouth on hers... Just thinking about it made heat rush through her body to pool in the lowest reaches of her core. The movement of the stallion between her legs intensified the feeling but also made it more enjoyable. What would it feel like if Carson touched her there?

				No. No, you cannot think such things. Thoughts like that are not the thoughts of a lady. The admonishment didn’t help. In fact it only made her want to feel more. She shifted against the horse, driving the tingling heat higher with every motion, until pleasure bloomed inside her, the sensations traveling through her body like waves.

				And the memory of Carson’s kiss burned like fire on her lips.

				Then she did it again.

				By the time they reached the camp, Henrietta felt some strange combination of exhilaration and disgrace. What kind of wanton hussy did what she’d just done? She didn’t deserve society life if she couldn’t even contain her basest wants. And she couldn’t deny that she wanted it again—it and more, so much more.

				She slumped from the saddle and took the food offered her with little more than a nod. Leaning against a scrub tree, she spooned stew into her mouth, tasting none of it. Even dismissing what she’d done on the ride, maybe she didn’t belong in Philadelphia and the high society that frowned on her very nature. But here...

				God, what was she doing out here? History had shown trouble followed her, and this mess had proven no different. The Dark Hawk didn’t need her, not really. Hunting for a new medical officer was just an excuse. Mahala and Spencer had enough skills to patch up the crew’s basic injuries.

				And now? On a quest to stop Tobias and the mafia? She wasn’t a hero. As much as she’d promised Ever she could find what the men were after, she really wasn’t certain. Tobias had told her a lot, but was it everything? Perhaps he’d kept some secret back. Perhaps even the real research they wanted. Then again, what could be worse than unkillable gangsters?

				Still lost in her thoughts, she started when a hand fell on her shoulder.

				“Believe me, if these men you fear arrived in camp, the women would not take it so quietly.” Ever tilted her head sideways, eyeing Henrietta and making her tremble. They stood like that for a long moment before Ever broke the lull. “Follow me.”

				Abandoning her empty bowl by the fire as they passed, Henrietta trailed close on Ever’s heels. No matter how many times she’d healed the Badlands troops, few of the women liked her. And the men who now numbered in the border guards leered at her as though she was something tasty to eat. Ever might want to kill her most of the time, but at least Henri knew that death would be quick. She couldn’t be sure about the rest of them.

				Like a coward, she ducked under the tent flap as soon as Ever held it open, glad to be hidden from view and out of the burning sunlight. Then, as her eyes adjusted, she saw the reason for their visit: Ever had started rifling through a small pack of clothing.

				“I told you already. I don’t need other attire, what I’m wearing is fine.” She could reposition the clockworks to conceal them, but...

				Ever leveled that unnerving gaze on her again, the calm one that made Henri wonder if her death would come from a bullet, a blade, or one of the warrior’s beloved crossbow bolts. “You are not a fool, Henrietta. Why do you do this to yourself?”

				“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

				“That is a lie. You know precisely what I mean. Your finery and frippery. What purpose does it serve you?”

				Henri lifted her chin, keeping her bearing as proud as she could manage, and attempted to shift the conversation. “Why do you have your tattoos?”

				For once, Ever turned away. “They are a mark of my victories in battle. It is the way we measure success in the borderlands.”

				It was the first time Henri had ever had the warrior woman at a disadvantage, and as much as she knew she should stay silent, she couldn’t resist prodding. Lips twitching, she crossed her arms over her chest. “Now who’s lying? They’re reminders, Ever. Each one is a life you’ve taken—for better or for worse.” She stepped forward until she was close enough to reach out and touch the other woman. “And I bet you remember the man that belongs to every single one of them.”

				Ever jerked upright, a pair of breeches in her hands, and edged away as if to measure them against Henri’s height. “Ridiculous.”

				Henri closed the distance between them again, backing Ever against the canvas wall of the tent, and touched the uppermost chevron on her left arm. “This one. What was his name?”

				“I do not recall.” The lithe woman tried to duck around Henri but, when she refused to budge, Ever balled the clothes in her hands, her face purpling with rage...or embarrassment. “I rarely know their names. He was a boy. Barely old enough to be free of his mother’s discipline, but foolish enough to think he could escape.” She stared at a corner of the tent, her eyes distant and glassy with tears Henri knew would never fall. “Stupid enough to rush at me with a drawn blade. He was dead before his body hit the ground.”

				Remembered pain hung heavy in the air, and Henri had to choke down an image of Zeke’s body before she could speak again. She pointed at another chevron, one whose lines were not quite straight. “And this one?”

				Swiping the backs of her hands across her eyes, Ever ground her teeth together and glared. “What is your point?”

				Henrietta hadn’t planned on answering, hadn’t even really known the answer until that moment. When she opened her mouth though, the words poured out, and the truth in them pierced her soul. “Only that we all have to remember the pain we’ve caused. You wear your reminders under your skin. I just wear mine on top.”

				Tears welled in her own eyes at the admission. Her heart had always felt the truth, but saying it aloud—to Ever of all people—gave it power. Was she truly clinging to the trappings of society life as punishment?

				The warrior woman met her eyes, the ache of memories replaced by something else, something close to respect, and held out the breeches. “Keep your corset, but the skirt is ruined already and ill-suited for the climbing we may need to do.”

				“Thank you.”

				“I will attempt to find you other boots as well.” Ever brushed past her, pausing as she swept open the tent flap. “Even here in the Badlands, no one completely covers themselves in their pain. When you learn to accept what you’ve done, you will understand that.”

				As the canvas swished shut and Henri fingered the folds of her skirt, she wondered if that moment would ever come for her. Holding the clockworks in her hands, she only knew for certain it wouldn’t be today.

				* * *

				Even with food and a good night’s rest followed by more food, Carson still felt weak. He cursed under his breath as he tried to slide one of the crates from the stack in the cargo bay.

				“Hey, Marshal Alexander, let me help you with that.” The kid rushed across the loading bay and grabbed the other side of the crate, hefting it with him and easing it to the floor.

				“Thanks...” He shouldn’t have needed the help in the first place, and now he couldn’t even remember the kid’s name to thank him properly.

				“Noah, sir, I’m the mechanic on board. It’s why I wasn’t around much yesterday—fixing the airbag so we could take off.”

				The flight-worthiness of their ship was ensured by a boy who barely looked old enough to be out from under his mother’s skirts. Carson tried not to think about it. Then again, he had questioned Mahala as the ship’s pilot as well, and the flight so far had been smoother than on the military vessel he’d left behind. And at least Captain Pierce wasn’t questioning his mission.

				He nodded at Noah. “Call me Carson. I try to keep the ‘Marshal’ nonsense for official business, and then only when necessary.”

				The boy popped the top of the crate with a crowbar. “Glad to hear it. We don’t stand much for formality on this ship, it’s how Henri became Henri.” When Carson raised a brow—more interested than he should have been, considering the way she’d left things...again—Noah laughed. “She came aboard all high and mighty and full of herself. First time the cap’n called her Henrietta, she let it pass, but then Mahala did it one night at dinner and her face just ’bout turned purple she was so angry. Announced then and there that the crew was not to call her Henrietta. We all knew she expected us to use Dr. Mason or Miss Mason or some such nonsense, but Zeke just stood up and said, ‘Whatever you say, Henri.’ Been her name ever since.”

				Carson’s lips twitched, imagining Henrietta, fresh out of school and society, dealing with this motley crew early on. No wonder she’d been so quick to verbal sparring. She’d honed her words with a group who likely gave her no quarter at all. He needed to dive into what was left of the research stored in the crates and boxes but, with thoughts of the cheeky doctor in mind, he couldn’t resist the lure of finding out more. “What’s she like?”

				“Henri?” At his nod, Noah let out a low whistle and hopped up on a crate. “How long you got? I mean there’s Henri the Brilliant who knows medicine like I know every seam on the Dark Hawk and can make machines out of nothing but a pile of scrap. Then there’s the uptight bitch she used to be before Ever came around and the world went to shit. I think more than anyone else, Ever was the one that changed her.”

				“The warrior woman?”

				“Yeah. She makes you look like a right gentleman. She’s a danged princess, but she leads the border guards and is tough as they come. Killed more men in her time than anyone I ever knew. Story is she even had to kill one man twice if you can believe that.”

				Carson couldn’t look the boy in the eyes. He could well believe it since he’d seen more than one of Lupo’s men fall just to come back and fight again. Gambini wasn’t the only one who had a hard time dying. He was simply the most resilient of the lot.

				“When Ever first came on board, bloodier than you were and still fighting, I didn’t think anyone could tame her, but the cap’n has. Well, least as much as a wildcat can be tamed. That’s a match that makes ’em both better people. Hell, between you and me, if Queen Laurette ever wanted to step down, the two of them could do a fine job ruling the Badlands.”

				Carson didn’t care who sat on the throne. As far as he was concerned, the monarchy had done a better job than anyone could’ve expected when the Union started sending prisoners across the Mississippi. But the information on Henrietta was another matter entirely, and he only wanted to know more.

				They talked a while longer, but the kid didn’t provide any more insight into the good doctor. Eventually, Captain Pierce called Noah to the bridge and Carson dove into the crates. At first, he unloaded mech after mech with care and replaced them in a similar fashion. Soon enough, frustration ate at him and he began tearing through the remnants of Senator Mason’s life with a vengeance, desperate to find what they needed to protect Henrietta and put Lupo behind bars. A couple hours later, he slid down the wall near the ladder, landing with a thump amid a mess of straw and clockworks.

				Tremors rang through the ladder and a tin cup appeared at his shoulder. He took it without looking up. “Thanks.”

				“Did you find what you sought?” The accent and gruff tone identified the speaker before he even looked up: one of the warrior women, Catherine.

				“No. Nothing that the mafia would be after. There are still the papers, but I’m not sure I’ll recognize what I’m looking for within the scientific jargon. It’s why I’d hoped to have an actual scientist here with me for the hunt.” He looked in the cup then drained it without a thought. Water. He’d really wanted something stronger.

				Catherine took the cup, twirling it around her finger like a gunslinger showing off with a pistol. “Noah mentioned you asked about Henrietta.” When Carson started muttering, she laughed. “He is a talkative one. Secrets are not his strong suit—especially if he does not know they are secrets. However, if you have exhausted yourself here and still wish to learn more about her, might I suggest searching her quarters?”

				“What makes you think I want to learn more about her?”

				Her lips twitched up into what might have become a smile on someone else. “I am the security officer on this ship. I see and hear everything, Marshal.” She let out a snort of laughter. “Especially when people leave the door open during moments they mean to keep private.”

				Hells, he hadn’t thought about someone watching them kiss. Raking a hand through his hair, he wanted nothing more than to rush from the hold and find everything he could about his golden butterfly. Instead, he stared at the mess. Nothing to show for the damned effort other than more confirmation that William Mason was a brilliant, sadistic madman who created monstrosities for fun and profit. “I don’t think the captain would approve of me going through her things.”

				Catherine stepped away from the wall and reached a hand toward him. “The Masons have brought nothing but trouble to the Badlands. My position aboard the Dark Hawk at the moment gives me the authority to allow you wherever you need to investigate. If Captain Pierce dislikes it, he can set me down on the plains or the mountains. I wanted off this flying contraption at camp.”

				With one last glance at the disarray in the loading bay, Carson gripped her fingers and pushed to his feet. “Lead on.”

				As they climbed the ladder and made their way down the corridor, he couldn’t help but wonder what he’d find in Henrietta’s quarters. What sort of things did the daughter of an evil scientist keep close?

				Catherine pushed open a door and waved him in. “Though I do not mind the idea of being grounded, I will attempt to keep the captain occupied long enough for you to have a thorough look around.”

				“Thank you for this.”

				“Just keep the idiocy of the Union from invading our borders any further than it already has and protect our queen. Do so, and I will consider the debt for any favors I provide paid in full.” With that, the door closed heavily behind her.

				Carson breathed deeply. A light note of jasmine hung in the air under the scent of wood and gear oils. His lips twitched to the side. A lady amidst the weight of the machines around her. Like the gala only different. If he closed his eyes, he could see her in the room. But he needed more than that.

				Nothing under her neatly made bed. Her desk provided a trove of papers and a box of clockworks that he left to peruse after examining the remainder of the room.

				He opened her closet, feeling a bit vulgar about the invasion but desperate to know everything about her. Skirts and corsets hung in an array of color. Some were brand new. Others must have once been vibrant, but the dyes had faded and the material frayed in places—many patched or mended with more care given to durability than appearance. A box on the floor held the sewing supplies and a thin book.

				At her desk, he spread out the papers. Notes on projects and more diagrams than he wanted to count. He couldn’t help but compare them to the designs he’d seen in the crates below. Where the senator’s machines were coarse with hard edges, these drawings had softer, more graceful lines. Where his were machines that distorted life, hers imitated it in every turn of a wire and placement of a gear.

				Carson freed a half-destroyed clockwork from the box in her desk. At its core, he could see the influence of her father’s work. The guts of the thing were harsh and utilitarian, built for purpose with little thought to anything else. A mangled needle poked from one end, and as he twisted the device, he saw both its form and function—an insect for stitching. Considering her position aboard the ship, likely medical stitching. Why it was crushed so badly, he didn’t know, but the care put into designing it still shone clear in the delicate wings, the wires shimmering in the glow of the gaslamps.

				Not the work of someone who hated life, rather someone who revered it.

				It brought to mind other mechanicals he’d seen, and not those on the few of Lupo’s men whose bodies had been recovered by the authorities. No, these were older...

				“And you’re certain this machine can cut away all of the tumor?” He frowned at the contraption on the table, so delicate, so small.

				“Absolutely, young man. As I told Lily’s parents, this surgical procedure is groundbreaking, the equipment even more so. I promise you, lad, if anything can save the lady’s life, it is this glorious invention.” Senator Mason clapped him on the shoulder.

				Would Mason and his machines be constantly on his mind when he looked at Henrietta? Would she forever be a reminder of Lily? He couldn’t think about it now, not after he’d made it clear he wanted to pursue her.

				Spying the thin tome on the bed, he discarded the clockworks and drawings and opened the book, hoping for something to make him see her as more than the daughter of the man who’d saved Lily’s life then helped the mafia take it. Page upon page of tight, neat script lined the paper. He turned to one headed April 20 and settled in to read, his brow furrowed at the personal nature of the entry.

				Today we laid Ezekial to rest. Against Ever’s judgment, Spencer returned him to Texas. The moment we crossed the border, it was as if I could feel him around us, urging us toward his home. It gave me a brief moment of peace to think that, if he came to say goodbye, he hadn’t excluded me from the farewell. Like he didn’t hate me for the end I’d brought him...

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				Tobias came to lying on the ground. The sun barely touched this corner of the mountain, yet its glare lent a haze to the air, making it waver. He must have fallen from the transport while he slept. His entire body was weak and aching. How was he supposed to make it the rest of the way like this? When had he eaten last? Exhaustion, hunger, thirst all played havoc with his senses.

				And now hallucinations preyed on his mind.

				What other explanation existed for the slight woman with windswept chestnut hair and wide brown eyes who stared down at him. She reminded him of the princess...Ever, only without the tattoos or the cloud of hostility.

				“I would ask if you are injured, but that seems clear enough. What is your name?”

				When the vision spoke, the sun cast a halo around her and a spike of fear punched through his chest. He hadn’t been hurt in the escape. He couldn’t be dead, not from one day without food and water. But nothing other than an angel or demon would present itself to him in the guise of a softer Princess Everette.

				“Are you mute? That will prove troublesome until we can obtain paper for you to write. I trust by your attire you are a learned man at the very least.” She tipped her head to the side and raised her gaze, looking beyond him and into the shadows of the mountain. “As I said, he seems harmless enough, but this is my sister’s transport which means he has much to tell us.”

				Now a different woman stepped forward, her arms lined with marks as Ever’s had been, her face just as hard. “Do you wish for us to interrogate him here, Your Majesty?”

				Majesty? The other sister. The queen. Then the warrior woman’s other words hit him and fear flared again, holding him mute. Interrogation?

				The queen glanced at Tobias once more, the expression he’d mistaken as softness revealed for what it really was: calm certainty. “No. If he has friends—or enemies—they may not be far behind. Collect him, hydrate him and take him to the fortress. I will participate in the questioning as it clearly concerns Everette’s welfare. In the meantime, I want the advance guard doubled.” Her eyes got a faraway look as she shifted her gaze to the horizon. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

				Half a dozen warriors slipped from the shadows and surrounded Tobias, blocking out the sun, and he couldn’t help but share the queen’s attitude. This didn’t seem promising at all.

				He didn’t know how long it took for them to reach the fortress—time passed oddly as the warriors jostled him on the makeshift stretcher. An hour, perhaps two or more, but he lost track of the minutes so long ago he couldn’t even guess at how many. The sun was sinking to the west when sounds of other people met his ears at last. He lifted his head, gaping at the sight before him. They crossed through a fence that was less man-made than manipulated nature. Branches and bushes wove together until one couldn’t be discerned from another.

				His neck too weak to support the weight of his head, he let it fall to the side, watching as people darted past, no one taking any note of the man on the stretcher, as if such things were normal here. Then he realized they all thought he was a common criminal, someone sent across the border to rot in their prisons.

				They’d given him water at intervals on the trek and, now, his voice worked fine. “I’m not a crim—”

				“Shut your yap. The queen has gone ahead and none of us needs to hear your stories.” The woman leaned so close, her short dark hair tickled his cheek. “But if you did anything to Ever, not even Queen Laurette will be able to protect you from us.”

				The choice of silence seemed wisest, so he snapped his mouth shut and took in as much of their surroundings as he could. He counted as the women walked. The yard between the forest barricade and the inner gate measured roughly five hundred paces. Approximately three hundred yards of open ground with only the occasional tree to break things up and provide minimal coverage from anyone searching by air. Short enough to run, but wide enough to be caught if any guards were watching. Not exactly the easiest path out once he had what he needed. A smart man would try a different tack to gain his freedom—perhaps by winning the support of the queen.

				His captors stepped into the fortress proper and the doors clanged shut behind them, encasing them all in darkness. The women moved as if nothing had changed, and he realized the stone walls were cast with a dim glow. As they moved farther in, he could discern colors: red, green and gold. These were no gaslamps. The walls themselves were awash in light.

				Tobias managed to keep his mouth shut until the women left him alone and untied in a small room. The glowing walls beckoned and, though dizziness still rocked him, he stood and approached the nearest light. Not the wall itself. Instead something grew on the stone in fuzzy, glowing patches. Tobias reached out to touch one.

				“I wouldn’t recommend that. They can react badly to unfamiliar touch.” Tobias jerked his hand back at the quiet, throaty voice. “I’d hate to have the guards rush in because you plunged us into darkness. Come. Sit.”

				Turning, he gazed on the queen as she stood before the table in the middle of the room. “The guards allowed you in here alone? Does that mean you’ve realized I’m not dangerous?”

				She leaned against the wall behind her and laughed, trailing her fingers in one of the patches of light. It glowed brighter at her touch. “While they are always watching me, being queen does have its perks. Such as reminding everyone that I have other means of protection.”

				For a long moment, he stared at her, waiting for her to draw a weapon or show some other sign of wariness. When none came, he moved to the table and pulled out a chair. Only when he sat and felt the brush of fur through the rips in his trousers did he understand that she hadn’t come alone after all. Tobias cleared his throat, resisting the urge to find out what precisely hid beneath the table. “I didn’t realize we had company, Your Majesty.”

				The queen’s lips twitched into a smirk. “Cy is my most faithful companion and never leaves my side when she is in the fortress. And I grow more tired of majesty every day. For now, call me Laurette.”

				“Your people won’t appreciate the familiarity of that.”

				“My people aren’t here. Only myself, you and Cy.”

				Tobias watched her for a moment, searching for a change in her stance or expression, anything that would indicate deceit. The entire time, she just gazed at the animal under the table, making soft noises that meant nothing to him. Perhaps getting in her good graces would be a simple matter after all. He just had to be confident...and not show fear or weakness by looking at the creature. “Thank you, Laurette. If I may ask, what is the source of your light? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

				“You may ask whatever you like, but I see no point in answering when you may well be dead by sunrise.” Bracing her arms on the table, Laurette leaned toward him, the friendly regality replaced by a savageness that hovered as if preparing to disembowel him. “Who are you and what the hell did you do to my sister?”

				Her change in demeanor shocked the words from his throat.

				“It isn’t what you think...” As he prattled on, weaving a pattern of truth, half-truths and outright lies designed to fool even the most discerning jury, he watched her, waiting for some sign to judge his success or failure. Laurette returned to her place against the wall, crossed her arms and gave away nothing.

				Words poured from Tobias’s mouth in a rush and, despite the coolness inside the mountain fortress, sweat beaded on the back of his neck and dampened his filthy shirt. “The princess was alive and well when I left her. I swear.”

				The queen stared at him for a long while, and his breath came in short gasps. He’d plowed through his explanation like a man with a gun held to his head, yet there she stood, calm, impassive even. He felt like an idiot. This trip was making him act all out of sorts. This kind of display in court would have him laughed out of the building. At least he’d stuck to the story he’d scripted while he waited for the interrogation.

				Her chin jerked as if she’d just woken from a dream, and Laurette began pacing across the room with long strides. The animal under the table moved, standing so one heavy paw pressed against Tobias’s foot. “If what you say is true, you’ve come in advance to aid us against this enemy. Refusing to abandon a fight does seem very like my sister.”

				A shuddering breath left him as his heart started to return to its normal rhythm. “Precisely. She said her presence was more necessary there—”

				“But it is very unusual that she would send you alone. You—a man. More than that, a man with at best the barest knowledge of our location.” Though her face remained impassive, Tobias felt the leverage he’d gained slipping away. “Still. If you spoke any truth, it would not behoove me to keep you from your search. You will be under guard at all times and, as a precautionary measure until I receive confirmation of your story, you will spend all time beyond your search in the prison here.”

				She turned toward the door and motioned with her hand. As Tobias stood, the animal under the table padded to her side.

				“What in the name of God?” He stepped backward and fell into the chair again, his eyes wide.

				Laurette twisted her head toward him, her hand resting on the scarred shoulder of the puma standing by her side. “Cyclops is not the product of your God. She is what happens when fools who do not understand nature seek to control it.”

				She strode to the door, but the cat stared at him, the clockwork ocular affixed to its head swiveling as it focused. Though he managed to suppress a shiver of dread, the way the animal chuffed at him sounded altogether too much like laughter, and Tobias knew it could smell his fear.

				As it followed Laurette out the door, Tobias thought of all the hours he’d spent in Senator Mason’s lab. All the experiments—including the cat itself—he’d had a hand in. He could only hope the animal hadn’t recognized him as the one who had held the lamp steady while Mason cut into its skull.

				* * *

				On the slope in front of Henri, Ever held up a hand, calling for them to halt. Ignoring the motion, Henri trotted up next to her. “What is it?”

				“Next time I tell you to stop, you should stop.”

				Henri swept a hand over her forehead, wiping off sweat and clinging strands of hair. “Or what, Ever? You’ll kill me?”

				Few things irritated her more than the expression Ever routinely wore in her presence that said she’d like very much to do just that. “Not today. However, one of our lines was tripped when your friend rode through here. If you had continued, the explosives set on the path would have done a fair job of it for me.” She swung from the saddle, gathered her supplies and, after turning her mount around, swatted it on the ass. The horse took off down the mountainside at a run. “The signs are too difficult to see from horseback. We walk from here.”

				The mountain loomed in front of them, and Henri swallowed hard. “But the fortress is at the top.”

				“Get off the horse, Henrietta. You brought this madness here. You can certainly hike part of a mountain to remedy the problem.” Ever stalked into the trees at the side of the path.

				Alone with her mount, Henri couldn’t help but wonder how real the threat was. She wouldn’t put it past Ever to make her trudge up the Rockies as punishment or some warped test. Sliding from the saddle, she made sure the clockworks were safely tucked under her corset. They pinched there, but at least they remained hidden.

				“I am glad we reached an understanding so quickly,” Ever said as the other horse trotted away. “Since you are not accustomed to climbing, the path is our best option. Which means we have much ground to cover. Try to keep up.”

				With a mental curse that damned every man she knew—including the one she couldn’t stop thinking about—to an unknown circle of hell, Henri began numbering her steps up the side of the mountain. It didn’t take long until she not only lost count but stopped caring. Ever would halt their progress periodically to disengage sprung traps, allowing her to rest. The peaks never seemed any closer.

				When Ever returned this time, Henri wanted to ask how much farther but knew it would only lose her what little respect she’d earned by not complaining on the trek thus far. They had been on the path for another ten thousand or so steps when Ever said, “We will have to make camp soon, but we should reach the fortress by tomorrow.”

				“I wish we could have gone the other way.” Henri cursed her lack of mountaineering skills. Had they been able to go through the woods like Ever wanted, they probably would have reached the fortress by now.

				“And I wish we did not have to go at all. I wish for a time when you cease to bring the Union and its greed to our land.”

				Henri clenched her hands into fists and spun on the warrior, tired of the hostility, tired of shouldering the blame for what her father had done. If Ever wanted her to shrug off that guilt, she might as well start now. “I’m trying to help your people.”

				“Yes, please aid us against the menace you led here.” The scowl on Ever’s face melted into something less angry, more pleading. “You once said you did not truly belong on the Dark Hawk, that you were bred for more than that. Perhaps it is time for you to give the ship to Spencer as you promised and make a home for yourself in the Union.”

				The dismissal stung, but the suggestion of doing exactly what Henri had been planning and giving up her role with Spencer and the crew hurt worse. Especially since it might be for the best. Thoughts of Carson sprang to mind, and any secret hope she’d had that a life out here might be one he could become part of evaporated with the image. She belonged nowhere, with no one. Her family, her passions, her own foolish mistakes... They’d taken everything from her and left nothing behind.

				She didn’t care about resting anymore, only about reaching the fortress and being done with everything—the Dark Hawk, the Badlands, the clockworks. She’d have no choice but to build a life in the Union. With thoughts of a loveless marriage to some stuffy politician suffocating her, she shoved Ever with all her might, spun on her heel and stalked up the mountain.

				A minute later, Ever yelled, “Henri! Stop.”

				“No. No more of your authoritarian...bullshit.” The curse felt so good rolling off her tongue that she didn’t notice herself trip or hear the footsteps rushing up behind her. The weight of Ever’s body slammed into hers, forcing them both to the ground in a tumble. Just as they hit, she heard a muffled boom in the distance.

				That wasn’t so horrible.

				The thought had barely entered her brain before Ever was dragging her to her feet. “Run!”

				Only then did she hear the low rumble and look toward the side of the mountain at the wall of rock hurtling toward them. “We’ll never make it.”

				Ever shoved her. “Not if you do not move.”

				Henri’s legs and lungs burned by the time the first pebbles began to rain on them. Panicked, she glanced up at the rockslide. “Ever...”

				“There. Keep going.” Ever pointed at an opening in the hillside a few hundred yards ahead of them.

				Henri knew in her heart they wouldn’t make it; she’d seen how close the rocks were. With the choice of run or die, she pushed on, every bit of energy she had left pumping her legs as the rumbling turned into the crashing and groaning of trees snapping under the barrage.

				Ever grabbed her by the arm and flung her bodily the last few yards into the cave, diving in herself as a boulder hit the ground outside the opening.

				Scrapes and scratches and aching muscles plagued her, but Henri let out a deep breath, happy to just be alive. Whatever the stupidity earlier, she still had time to figure out her life. “We made it.”

				The entrance was blocked by rocks of every size. Ever pushed herself partway up, her voice tight with a tremor Henri had never heard before. “Yes.”

				The sound, so unlike the warrior she knew, sent an icy chill coursing through Henri’s veins. “Ever, we did make it, didn’t we?”

				“We’re alive.” She rolled over, bracing her back against the cave wall. “For now.”

				Henri ducked under a low-hanging rock and made her way to the warrior woman’s hazy form. Debris blocked most of the cave opening, but thin slivers of light shone through cracks between the rocks. Enough to make out shapes but not see clearly. She found Ever’s pack and dug through it, searching by touch for the fire-sticks she knew Laurette forced all her troops to carry. “What happened?”

				Just as Ever responded through gritted teeth, Henri found the torch and scraped it on the ground. “A boulder hit as I entered.”

				In the sudden flare of light, off-white bone punched the air. It had speared through Ever’s fitted pants, the end of the femur jagged and bloody. More blood stained the tan breeches. Henrietta swallowed hard, thinking of all her medical supplies on the Dark Hawk—the ones she had neglected to grab when she rushed from the infirmary to escape Carson and his kiss. The ship was probably close, but not close enough to matter. With what she had on hand, she might be able to keep Ever from bleeding to death, but she couldn’t do anything to mend the break or even stabilize it enough for them to make it the rest of the way up the mountain.

				And knowing that, she also had to accept the fact they might well die in the cave, and no one would ever find them.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				“Capo? There’s an encampment ahead.” Marco rubbed a hand over his eyes. Tiredness was clearly setting in. Marco would never complain, but he had fewer implants than most of Gambini’s soldiers, and the others had more chance to rest in the back.

				As much as he disliked the idea of stopping when they were this close, Gambini said, “Then it looks as if the Badlands has provided us the perfect location to sleep for the night.”

				Marco drew the transport to a stop and disengaged the engine.

				“Men? It seems we get to have a bit of fun. The only one we need alive is Mason’s daughter. If she’s here, she lives. Otherwise—” he motioned toward the small circle of tents ahead where women were already rushing forth, weapons drawn, “—take care of them.”

				Amid yelling and exhilarated hoots, his soldiers leaped, guns blazing as they dove into the mass of women. Gambini stepped nimbly from the transport, his feet swishing through the tall prairie grass as he strode into the camp. Soon he came upon the first body.

				Bullet to the brain. Nice. Clean. Quick.

				The next wasn’t so lucky. A close range shot to the gut. In other circumstances, she could have yelled for help. Here it didn’t matter.

				Messy, boys. Too messy.

				That’s what practice was for though. They’d learn.

				The next woman he came upon made him smile with pride. Sure, this one could scream as well, but the beauty of it made up for the risk. Both kneecaps had been shot out, the mass of tendons in her wrists sliced so her weapons were useless. Blood slowly soaked into the ground as she spat the curses of the dying at him.

				Gambini would have to compliment her killer. She would die slowly and in pain.

				At the central fire, his men stood in a circle, their wounds oozing blood.

				“Good work. Now, get yourselves patched up.”

				None of the men moved from their places, though a few removed caps and held them solemnly. As Gambini neared, he saw the body kneeling in their midst. Marco. He held his hands in front of his face, the young man’s one and only implant cupped inside them as blood and other, less natural fluids leaked from the hole where an eye had once been.

				“What happened?”

				Marco looked up at him with his one good eye. “She got me with a knife before I could finish with her wrists. I did her up good for you, Capo, but she got me.”

				Gambini glanced around. One of his youngest soldiers lay at the edge of the circle of tents and didn’t stir. Unnerved, Gambini twitched. None of the women had survived the massacre by his people but, artful as he was, Marco had let one get the upper hand. He stepped closer to the boy. “It was beautiful work.”

				“Thank you, Capo.”

				Nodding benevolently, Gambini swept his gun from its holster, placed the barrel in Marco’s empty eye socket and pulled the trigger. The women of the Badlands had cost him two men. That would never do.

				* * *

				“We have to try to set your leg.” Henri stared at the offending bone as if saying the words would put it right again.

				“Do what you must.”

				“It’s going to hurt.”

				“You say that as if it does not hurt now,” Ever said through clenched teeth. “I am accustomed to pain, Henrietta, but I am also accustomed to the use of my legs. Whatever you need to do to repair it, you might as well start.”

				The simple fact that Ever remained conscious made Henri forget for a moment how much agony the warrior woman had to be in. “Without proper facilities and supplies, it’s also dang—”

				“Shut up and do it. I know leaving it open has dangers as well.”

				Henri squeezed her eyes shut. There was no good answer. Without medical supplies of any sort, there was no safe path. Squaring her shoulders, she blew out a slow breath to calm her nerves. “I know screaming is unlike you, but just in case, I’m going to remove your weapon belt so you have something to bite down on. I need to be able to concentrate.”

				The feeble light peeking between the rocks had begun to wane, and already the fire-stick was burning down. Ever’s face, damp with sweat, gleamed in its glow and gave her a maniacal air. “You are delaying the inevitable.”

				And losing light. After removing the weapons, Henri handed Ever the belt. “Keep your back against the wall and try to hold still.”

				After positioning herself, Ever folded the belt, slid it between her teeth and nodded.

				Henri wished she felt as calm, but one glance at the swelling in Ever’s leg told her she didn’t have time to waste on mental preparation. She crouched near Ever’s foot, took hold of her leg just above the knee and pulled. Ever moaned past the leather in her mouth, but without someone to hold her steady, all Henrietta managed was to pull her away from the wall.

				Sitting back on her heels, Henri scrubbed at her face. This would never work. Someone had to brace her body and leg from the opposite direction.

				Ever yanked the belt free, panting. “What are you waiting for? Do it again.”

				“There’s no point. I can’t get the proper leverage.” Henri stared at the injury, trying to find a solution. She blinked and shifted her gaze to her patient’s face. If it was anyone else, I would never consider it, but Ever doesn’t feel pain quite like the rest of us. It was worth a try. Henri crawled to Ever and stuffed the leather between her teeth again, then placed her hands on the warrior’s leg. “You need to pull on your thigh. Keep it as stable and tight to your body as you can.”

				Brow furrowed, Ever nodded and gripped her muscles. Judging by the sweat pouring down her face, she would pass out soon enough. She’d lasted far longer than any normal person. Hopefully, she’d stay conscious long enough for this. Henri worked one foot behind Ever’s hands and used it to pin the other woman’s body against the wall of the cave. Fingers trembling, she gripped the leg again and pulled.

				Even biting on the belt, Ever’s scream echoed in the cave, bouncing from one surface to another until a symphony of pain surrounded them. Still, she held her leg steady. Blinking back tears of frustration, Henri kept pulling.

				Please. Please just go back into place.

				Then, with a jerk, the bone did just that. Henri didn’t even have time to breathe before thick, hot fluid spurted from the wound. Without thinking, she yanked the belt from Ever’s mouth and wrapped it around her leg, cinching it tight.

				Ever’s head lolled to the side and she blinked slowly. “Thank you, Doctor.” Then her eyes drifted shut and didn’t open again.

				Henri collapsed to the floor of the cave and held her head as more tears fell. At least Ever wouldn’t see her break down. By morning, she’d have to regain her composure enough to mention the torn artery. And that removing the tourniquet would cost Ever her life. Too bad leaving it on could cost her the leg.

				Backing to the wall, Henri wrapped an arm around her, pillowing the other woman’s head on her shoulder. A sob wracked her body as she thought of all the pain she’d brought on the Badlands. It was no wonder Ever loathed her; she was starting to hate herself.

				In the confines of the cave, night came and went with little more than the shifting of light through the cracks in the rock. Ever woke when Henrietta moved away. “It is quite cold this morning.”

				While not summer hot, the cave was far from chilly. The heat radiating from Ever, however, did little to warm Henrietta. Infection had already set in somewhere. If she didn’t get Ever to the fortress soon...

				How are you going to do that? The entrance is blocked. The horses are gone. And, even if you could carry her, there are more traps between here and the top of the mountain.

				No. She had to try. The family had suffered too much death because of her already. “I’ll light a fire-stick for you.”

				The stick would do little to help Ever, but it wouldn’t hurt at this point either. With that done, Henri turned to the rocks blocking the entrance. If they could see daylight, the layer of stone couldn’t be that thick. She flexed her hands into fists. The prospect of what she was considering frightened her as she felt the softness of her skin and the filthy bandage around her hand, but the rocks wouldn’t disappear simply because she wished it.

				Knowing if she thought too long she’d give in to the despair, she climbed as high as she dared and shoved against a rock the size of a child’s head. It rolled free, but Henri jumped out of the way as gravel rained down through the hole. Her heart pounded as she waited for something to fall in place and cover the opening she’d made.

				Instead the flow of pebbles stopped, the hole allowing in a stream of sunlight so bright Henri turned her head away from its glare. Grinning with pride, she looked toward Ever. The smile dropped from her face.

				Beneath the tear in Ever’s breeches, cyanosis had set in, the skin already tinged with blue. Henrietta didn’t have time to celebrate her tiny success. She had to widen the hole and get Ever out. Losing the limb had already passed from possible to likely.

				She scrambled back to the stones and set to work, ignoring the pain as her fingernails tore and sharp edges of rock sliced into her skin. In a few hours, she stopped long enough for a drink of water from one of the canteens. Standing back, she surveyed her work. The hole gaped wide enough that she could crawl free, but dragging Ever out was another matter entirely. Even if Henri could lift her, the attempt would do more damage to her wound.

				And she wouldn’t think about what would happen if the tourniquet came free. She could still feel Ever’s blood in her hair and see its stain sprayed across the front of her corset.

				What did I hope to accomplish by opening the way? I can’t get her to the fortress and medical supplies. The only thing I managed to do was give myself a path to abandon her.

				If she asked Ever, she knew the woman would tell her to go to Laurette and do what she could to save the Badlands. Queen and country above all else. But that would mean leaving her to die in the cave...alone.

				That was one thing Henrietta couldn’t do. Somehow she’d figure out a way to...

				A scream ripped through the air that sounded alien but somehow all too human at the same time.

				“What was that?” She backed away from the hole, slipping on the pebbles beneath her feet.

				Ever snorted, but the laughter turned to a cough. “That, as your people are so fond of saying, is the cavalry, and I for one never thought I would be so happy to see her sorry face.”

				Her? The scream, or whatever it was, had sounded like a woman, but why would Ever seem pleased at the sound? Henri moved toward the gap in the rocks just as an animal leaped into the cave. Golden brown fur rippled over sinuous muscles, a deep scar marring the skin over one shoulder. Just below one rounded ear, metal rivets shone in the sunlight as an ocular twisted and focused on them.

				Henri’s heart stopped. My father’s design, the one we found in the crate. Her gorge rose, even as the animal hissed at her. Could the thing smell her father on her? Did she stink of him?

				Ever coughed again. “Cyclops, do not be difficult.”

				“You know this animal?”

				“I hate this animal, and she thinks little better of me. She does, however, worship my sister. I can only assume Laurette sent her after me for some reason.”

				That was all well and good, but how could the creature help them? “Can we send her back to Laurette with a message to bring help? People to carry you out of here?”

				Shivering even as the cave grew warmer, Ever chuckled. “Whatever else the creature can do, it cannot speak. She can lead you back to the fortress though.”

				“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not leaving you here.”

				Ever fixed her glassy-eyed gaze on Henrietta, the fever shining through her eyes like fire. “Let us not pretend with each other. I am sick. I cannot walk. I can either die here with you by my side or you can follow the demon-cat, send back medicine and troops and possibly save my life as well as warn my sister since we are assuredly too late to intercept the lawyer now.”

				“The Dark Hawk should be there any time. They can warn her. They’ll send help.”

				“Laurette sent help. It is why the demon-cat is here.” When Henri didn’t respond, Ever reached behind her. In an instant, one of her guns wavered in her hand, pointing at Henri more often than not. “Protecting my sister is not up for negotiation. The cat will lead you back to the fortress. She is smart enough to avoid the traps. Follow her as closely as you can.”

				Shaking her head, Henri stepped farther into the cave. “And how are we supposed to find you again? Follow the cat?” If she could get the gun away from Ever, perhaps...

				Ever cocked the weapon. “Yes. My sister will send it back for me and you can ensure that a rescue party comes with it. You swore to protect my family. Watching me die protects no one.”

				As much as she hated to admit it, Henri knew the warrior woman was right. “I’ll send help.”

				“I know you will.” Ever half hissed, half growled at the cat then said, “Take her home, Cy.”

				The animal chuffed and climbed over the rocks. Knowing if she waited, she risked changing her mind, not out of any sense of right but out of fear, Henri scrambled out of the cave after the puma, hoping in a twisted way that she’d have the chance to amputate Ever’s leg after all. If only because it would mean the woman had survived.

				* * *

				The queen hadn’t lied about sticking Tobias in with the prisoners. Fortunately, he’d been given a cell to himself. For all he knew, he’d been responsible for sending some of the other men in here across the border. Facing them alone in a locked room didn’t appeal to his sense of self-preservation. Of course, when the guard unlocked his door in the morning, instead of rushing forward to get out, he stepped back, his mouth open.

				The guard peered into his cell. “Are you coming out or not? The queen said I should take you to the room where Dr. Mason was storing her things.”

				“B-b-but...” Tobias tugged on the hem of his shirt in an effort to compose himself. “But you’re a man.”

				Chuckling, the guard smoothed his beard. “Last I checked. Don’t let that fool you, though. Women still rule here. Quite frankly, I don’t want it to be any different.” He waved a hand toward the corridor.

				Tobias picked up his jacket and dusted it off before stepping from the cell. “Why? It would seem once prisoners are released they’d band together to take power.”

				“That’s Union thinking.” The man waved at another guard—a woman this time—who led them into an open area surrounded by guardrooms. Once they entered, she moved to a door on the opposite wall and unlocked it, releasing them into the fortress proper. They twisted and turned down more corridors than Tobias could track, but perhaps that was the plan. The guard opened another door at last, reached in and swept a hand gently over the dimly glowing lichen on the walls, making them flare to life.

				He leaned against the door, arms crossed over his barrel chest, and Tobias couldn’t help but feel dismissed. Inside the room, he found himself facing the impossible. It looked much like the loading bay of the Dark Hawk only fuller, with boxes and crates lining the walls. In the middle of it all stood a stone table that seemed as if it had been carved straight from the mountain rock.

				Moving into the depths of the room, he picked up the first box, planning a methodical search. Henrietta had clearly taken all her father’s records, intending to sort through them later. Tobias searched a dozen boxes and everything he found was either failed or in-process experiments that had nothing to do with Mason’s work for the mafia. Nothing he could appease Lupo with.

				He lifted the lid from another box and pulled the notes free, glancing at the equipment beneath. Nothing of interest there, just more parts and old clockworks. He flipped pages, eyes passing over diagrams and formulae that all began to blur together. An air of futility settled on him like a weight, making him sink lower and lower, and he nearly missed the sheet. Only after he’d turned the page did the note scrawled at the top register.

				For I.L.

				For Ignazio Lupo.

				He casually turned the sheet back, trying not to draw the guard’s attention, and perused the chemical equations and experimental data. What he saw made him salivate. Even if he found nothing else, this would keep Gambini and the other dogs off him. Slipping the page free, Tobias folded it and slid it into his pocket. With renewed vigor, he searched the remainder of the papers in his hand. Nothing.

				A commotion in the corridor grabbed the guard’s attention.

				“What is it?” Tobias asked, hoping whatever happened would allow him the opportunity to keep looking...without the surveillance.

				“Sounds like a sentry just caught sight of the Dark Hawk. Looks like you’ll have help soon. ’Course it also means unloading the rest of Dr. Mason’s things. If we’re going to get grub, we need to do it now.”

				Time was up already. Henrietta Mason knew too much about the part he played in all of this. If any of her crew—or worse, that Ever woman—found him here, he’d not only be back in a cell, he’d be in chains. The formula would have to be enough. He closed his fist around a cylinder from the box—small enough to hide, solid enough to hurt.

				“Certainly. I haven’t eaten since I was first brought in. I’m quite ravenous.” Tobias stepped to the door and waved his empty hand into the corridor. “I’ve no idea where we are. Lead on.”

				This time he paid attention to their path, marking in his mind every turn that seemed the least familiar. When the guard rounded one last corner, he realized he needn’t have bothered. In front of them, a door stood wide, opening onto a different yard than where he’d been brought in. One large enough to allow an airship to touch down.

				And on the far side stood a corral...teeming with horses. For the first time since Gambini’s men had fired on the Dark Hawk, a smile crossed Tobias’s face and he swung his metal-enforced fist at the back of the guard’s head. A strange sensation rolled through his body as he took off running.

				It reminded him vaguely of hope.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				Carson leaned against the side of the gunboat, watching over the edge as they descended. Another hundred feet and he’d see Henrietta again. His time aboard the ship had made him understand the first threads of the turmoil wrapping around her soul. As soon as he was able to shove this mess with St. Clair out of the way, he’d make her understand she didn’t have to live by anyone’s rules but her own. That building the gilded cage herself wouldn’t make it any less of a prison.

				Closer now. Trees pierced the sky all around the tiny patch of cleared earth. It didn’t look big enough to land in, even without the surrounding trees threatening to puncture the airbag overhead, but he had to trust in Mahala’s ability to fly this contraption. The rest of the crew had survived her landing the ship here before. It was only a new—and terrifying—experience for him.

				The trapdoor to the gondola opened, and Noah popped his tousled head through. “Cap’n really wants you up here for landing. Says staying in the boat’s even more foolhardy than anything Ever would pull and, to be fair, from him that’s really saying something.”

				The boat rocked as Carson moved to stand beneath the opening. “I respect your captain, I really do. So if you’d be so kind as to—very respectfully—tell him to stuff it, I’d be in your debt.”

				Noah snorted. “Yep, you even kinda sound like Ever.”

				The door slammed shut above him and Carson shook his head. With all the stories he’d heard of the warrior princess, he couldn’t tell if the comparison was meant as a compliment or an insult. In the end, it didn’t matter. He made his own decisions, and something in his gut said he needed to be down here.

				Their movement slowed as the treetops grew nearer. From above, the fortress seemed so small, a building barely large enough to house the queen and her troops...and not in comfort. If not for the fact that he’d been informed it was actually carved into the mountain itself, he’d never believe it was more than a small outpost. While Noah told him the fortress wasn’t new, the fact that Queen Laurette chose this as her base of operations impressed him. The odds that Gambini, or any of Lupo’s men, would find it by chance were more remote than the fortress itself.

				Thinking of the mafia boss made him focus on the building again. Somewhere inside were the papers that would link Ignazio Lupo to the unkillable mafiosos and hopefully provide information on their weaknesses. And if he had any luck at all, Tobias St. Clair would be inside as well. Hopefully in chains.

				And Henrietta...

				A draft swept past, and his muscles tensed as he watched the trees swing closer. But it was only the gunboat that moved sideways. The ship proper rose with the current, rather than fighting it, as if one with the air. He had to give Pierce credit. The man had one hell of a crew.

				Inch by torturous inch, they drifted lower. He peered over the edge. A handful of people stood against the building, waiting to tie the ship down. Another ten feet or so and they’d be landed.

				Carson started to pull his head back into the gunboat, but movement—and the distant yells of “stop him”—jerked his gaze back to the ground. A man in a tattered suit rushed from the open doorway and across the landing area, ducking under the Dark Hawk. The ship itself cut off the pursuers as it landed, filling the space. Carson rushed to the other side of the gunboat and watched as the man climbed into the corral.

				“Blast you to the seven hells, St. Clair!”

				The man would be on a horse and away before they touched down. The warriors might manage to stop him, but Carson wasn’t willing to bet his lone witness on a maybe. With a jump, he swung his legs over the top of the gunboat and fell to the ground, landing in a crouch that twisted his ankle. Snarling past the pain, he pushed to his feet and ran-hobbled toward the corral in time to watch St. Clair and his mount leap the fence and race around the side of the building.

				By the time he made it to the horses, warrior women had already been there, grabbing mounts and tearing after the damnable lawyer. Calming an animal long enough to mount it with his fresh injury proved difficult. The Dark Hawk was tethered before he cornered one and clambered onto its back. Once out of the corral and around the building, he galloped down the path.

				He raced past trees and rocks, all the scenery a blur as he sought to catch up with the warriors. A loud rumbling gave him half a second’s pause, but even as his mount shied from their path, Carson urged it forward. Nothing would stop him from getting St. Clair. Certainly not anything as stupid as a bit of thunder. Soon enough the noise was more than he could ignore, and all pretense it was just a storm disappeared. It wasn’t long before he was met by the women returning, their mounts trudging back up the mountainside.

				“What are you doing? Go after him.” He tried to surge past them, but one made a strange sound—half whistle, half click—and his horse dug its hooves into the dirt.

				The woman trotted over to him and laid a hand on his shoulder. “The prisoner sprang a trap a short way down the mountain, not far past where we first found him. Either he is dead or we will have to wait until the dust settles to pick up his trail. Nothing can be done now.”

				Rage built inside Carson as they rode back. Once he slid off his mount, one of the women took it, leaving him plenty of room to pace and dwell on his worries. All this time. All the stupid, careful planning had given him what? Mason...dead. St. Clair...dead. He’d already searched the cargo on the Dark Hawk. If the papers the courts needed weren’t here at the fortress, he had nothing.

				And odds were, if he didn’t bring in enough to convict Lupo, he’d lose his badge for coming out here in the first place. Hell, even if he had the evidence, it was still a risk. And what of Henrietta? If Lupo found her...

				No. Carson couldn’t focus on that. He’d protect her—it was the only course of action he could stomach. Hide her away from the mafia somewhere. Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. He didn’t want to cage her either, so he prayed that together they could find enough to put Lupo and his army in prison.

				Still, he fumed. The lawyer shouldn’t have run. He had to know nothing he did would be enough for the mafia. All his flight had done was threaten more lives. If St. Clair survived whatever idiocy happened on the mountain, he’d be lucky if Carson didn’t beat him to within an inch of his life. The fool didn’t have to be in one piece to testify.

				A short while later, Noah informed him that Henrietta and Ever hadn’t reached the fortress yet. Fear settled into place and tried to smother his rage. As much as he wanted to destroy Lupo, the idea that something had happened to Henrietta tore at his heart. He wanted to go out and search for her, but he didn’t even know where to begin. Instead he stalked by the fire outside of the fortress, hoping and praying that she was okay.

				Mahala came out a brief time later to replace the stitches he’d torn when he jumped from the gunboat. Then Noah, and even Catherine, had come to the courtyard to try to lure him inside. When neither food, his injury, nor even Mason’s things tempted him in by sunset, they sent Captain Pierce. The smaller man matched the length of Carson’s hobbling stride and handed over a cup. Carson lifted it to his lips then raised a brow as the scent of whiskey met his nose.

				Spencer shrugged and held up his own cup. “I figured you could use it. I know I sure as hell want a drink.” He took a swallow and tipped his head toward the gate. “Henri and Ever are still out there somewhere.”

				Despite the heat of the season, the fire blazed high in the courtyard, and Carson let Spencer lead him to sit near it. He couldn’t think about Henrietta, couldn’t stomach the possibility that their one kiss might have truly been the last. Better to focus on the captain. “You really love her, don’t you? The princess. Regardless of all the quasi-insults you spout when you talk about her.”

				“If you knew Ever, you’d understand that if I stopped saying those things, she’d lose respect for me. One of the reasons we fit so well together is, no matter what, we always mean what we say. She knows I think she rushes into danger. I know she thinks I talk too much and don’t fight enough.” The flicker of flames danced on Spencer’s skin as he let out a long, slow exhale. “And yes, I really love her, for those reasons and a lot more.”

				Carson thought of Lily and all they’d gone through together, only to have it ripped away by a moment of violence. And now perhaps something similar was happening with Henrietta. Torn apart by the machinations of the same damned man. He downed the whiskey in a single swallow. “Be careful with her. You never know when someone will take her away from you.”

				Spencer tossed the last of his drink on the blaze and it flared as if set to burn the sky itself. “Sure, I could cage her, keep her from all those demons she feels she has to fight.” Carson shuddered at the echo of his earlier thoughts. “But you know what? She wouldn’t be Ever anymore if I did. She’d lose the fire that makes her so incredible. I don’t want a shell of the woman she is, I want her. And if this mess means the moments I had with her at the camp were our last then I’ll hold on to them because Ever and I never pretend that forever means a long time. We don’t worry about being careful because we don’t want to waste the moments we have together arguing about what that means.”

				“So you’ll be fine if she doesn’t come back? Is that what you’re trying to tell me?” Carson knew better. Hell, he didn’t have Henrietta, and he couldn’t bear the thought of losing even the possibility of her.

				“Hell no. I’ll rail to the heavens and probably do my damnedest to kill you and every other person connected to this mess. But I won’t live with regret. I’d live with the passion and fire she would want me to have.” Spencer stood and stretched. “Whoever drove you to do what you do, ask yourself if this is truly how she’d want you to live.”

				Gritting his teeth, Carson stared at the flames. He was doing the right thing. No little airship captain would convince him otherwise.

				“I almost forgot—” Spencer called over his shoulder as he walked away, “—Queen Laurette requests the honor of your presence.”

				And what the hell would the queen say that he didn’t already know? He wasn’t an invited guest. Just someone here to deliver bad news and search her storerooms. As much as he knew he should go in, that propriety demanded it, he sat at the fire and dwelled on Spencer’s words.

				What would Lily want for me?

				She’d never believed in violence, he knew that much. But would she understand? He wasn’t just avenging her death, he wanted Lupo put away to protect other people too. But ignoring that, she sure as hell would have wanted him to move on by now. He could almost hear her voice berating him for not having a woman in his life.

				Henrietta. In his mind, her full lips, swollen from his kiss, curled up into the most glorious smile he’d ever seen.

				And what would she want him to do?

				Carson shook his head, the whiskey burning through his blood. The musings about life and love would have to wait—the queen wanted to see him after all. With a groan, he started toward the building. Then, from the corner of his eye, he caught sight of an animal slinking through the courtyard. A goddamned cougar. None of the warrior women standing guard so much as flinched at the sight, so he decided it must be normal here in the mountains.

				The sound of someone gasping, “Thank God,” sounded very much out of place though. Ankle protesting, he spun around. Blond curls torn loose from her coiffure and covered in blood, Henrietta shuffled through the gate.

				“Henrietta?” He rushed forward, catching her as she tripped over a rock.

				She gave him a tired smile—nowhere close to the one he’d imagined, but beautiful nonetheless—her fingers tangling in his hair. “You made it.” Her hand paused and she frowned. “Tobias?”

				He shook his head. “He took off as we landed, triggered some sort of rockslide.”

				“I heard it as the demon-cat led me up the mountain. It doesn’t matter. I need to see Queen Laurette right away.” She shoved away from him and promptly fell on her ass.

				“Seven hells, woman, you are a piece of work.” He reached out a hand, having the good sense to realize she wouldn’t want him to pick her up and carry her.

				She clutched his fingers, and he pulled her to her feet. Dusting off the seat of her breeches, she smirked. “And you, while familiar with Shakespeare, obviously have not studied your Dante. There are nine circles of hell.”

				Clenching his hands into fists, he pushed his frustration down. She might have died, and instead she stood here bantering with him. “We can discuss literature later. For now, we need to check you for injuries. Then there’s your father’s research—”

				“It can wait.” She staggered around him, heading toward the fortress, where a handful of warrior women stood watching their exchange. “I need to speak to Laurette immediately. She’d never forgive me if my dallying resulted in Ever’s death.”

				Spencer’s woman. His heart clenched for the man, and he wrapped Henrietta’s arm over his shoulder. “Let’s get you inside then.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				The scene in the queen’s throne room fluctuated between fear and joy, a visual echo of Carson’s earlier turmoil.

				“If this is a throne room, I regret every one of my childhood dreams about being a princess,” Henrietta whispered.

				Carson could see why. The walls here, like the rest of the fortress, were stone lined with the queen’s glowing lichen. No pomp. No circumstance. Not even a proper throne—just a chair at the front of the room where Laurette sat.

				Still, the command emanating from the queen was palpable. The moment she sat down and gazed on them, the room fell to hushed silence. “As Cy has returned, I expected to see my sister. Instead, you are here alone. While I’m not unhappy to see you, Henrietta, I must ask where Everette is.”

				With every eye in the room turned toward her, Henrietta stepped forward and stood tall, shoulders square, head high. The politician’s daughter for a moment. “We were caught in a rockslide caused by one of your mountainside traps, and she was injured. When...Cy found us, Ever sent me to have the cougar return with help.”

				Captain Pierce’s face had paled when the puma slunk through the room to sit by Laurette’s side, but it went positively white at Henri’s words. “Where is she? Will she be okay?”

				The puma snarled and the room fell silent once more as Laurette scratched the cat behind its ears. “Catherine, Spencer, form a team to go after her immediately. Cy found her once, she will lead you back now.”

				While the queen whispered to the animal, Henri grabbed Spencer’s arm. “Whatever you do, do not remove the tourniquet or she will die.”

				Once the captain left, Carson leaned closer to Henri. “You left her with a tourniquet on? She knows to loosen it periodically, right?”

				Her chin lifted a little higher and she stared straight ahead at the wall of harsh, bare rock. “She can’t loosen it.”

				“But—”

				“I know precisely what it means and, if she survives, she’ll know soon enough too.”

				He gaped at her, but the only reaction was the slight tightening of her jaw. Before he had the chance to say any more, the queen addressed him. “Marshal Alexander, with Dr. Mason here, I assume your search can proceed without delay?”

				Obviously while he’d been outside wallowing, Spencer or one of the others had filled her in on the issue. “Yes. It’s my hope we’ll have what we need by morning and be able to depart.” Knowing it was uncouth in most societies but not caring one iota, he brazenly met the queen’s gaze. “Assuming your people have found Tobias St. Clair or his body.”

				She reached down, moving as if to stroke the puma, but the animal had left with the search party. Her long-fingered hand twirled in the air before coming to rest on the arm of her throne. “As I’m sure you’ve been informed, I cannot guarantee he will be found. What I can say is Mr. St. Clair told me much the same story as Spencer did earlier—slight differences to hide his part in everything, obviously, but he did warn us that others would be coming for the research hidden here.”

				Women. Even here, they were too damned trusting of a pretty face in an expensive suit. “And that means what, Your Highness? That I have it all wrong and he’s an upstanding citizen?”

				He could feel Henrietta stiffen next to him, and more than one pair of eyebrows had risen on the women standing along the sides of the room. He didn’t care. The moment for subtleties and politeness had passed a long time ago, and he wasn’t taking any chances by sliding back into that tactic.

				Queen Laurette didn’t react to his tone at all. She simply sat still, her face impassive, until the minor disturbance passed through the crowd. “No, Marshal. What I am suggesting you take into account, if you manage to apprehend Mr. St. Clair, is that while he should, of course, be punished for his part in the crimes committed, a desperate man will do many foolish things. And a wise man may learn to make amends.”

				She didn’t understand. People like St. Clair didn’t change. They looked out for themselves, nothing more. So what if he’d noticed the tide shifting? It didn’t mean he wouldn’t drift back to the deep if given the chance. But obviously, Carson couldn’t expect as much help from the queen as he’d hoped.

				“Is that all?”

				With a quiet smile on her lips, she nodded and waved toward the door. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to keep you from your work. By all means, carry on.”

				Spinning on his heel, he rested his hand on Henri’s back and steered her toward the hallway. At least now they could do something productive. The queen’s voice stopped him at the door.

				“Oh and, Marshal Alexander, if Mr. St. Clair is found alive, I respectfully request he be sent into the Badlands after his conviction.”

				The muscles in his cheeks twitched. Sure. Send him here so the queen could baby him. He wanted to see St. Clair dead or rotting in a Union prison for leading him on this ridiculous chase. “I’ll be sure to mention that to the courts.”

				Without another word, he led Henri into the hallway, ushering her as quickly as he could.

				A hundred yards after turning into a different hall, she dug in her heels. “Unless you know some sort of shortcut to the storage room, you’re going the wrong way.” Her eyes narrowed as she glanced at him. “Not that I’m all that fond of him, but I do think Laurette is right. As much of an idiot as Tobias has been through all this, the Badlands is the best place for him.”

				“Not you too,” he growled. “Henrietta, you know better. Men like him are more interested in power than right.”

				“And what better place to change that attitude than one where he will lose every ounce of his power until he grasps the idea of right?”

				“You mean what better place than one where he’ll spin his web of lies and convince everyone he’s harmless even as he kills them?” She huffed out a breath and stared at him like a patient parent waiting for a child to finish a tantrum. Hell’s bells. “Just take me to the storage room so we can do this.”

				With a graceful shrug, Henri turned and walked back the direction they’d come. The way the soft suede breeches hugged her body, it was almost impossible for him not to watch her hips sway as she moved. He tore his gaze away and focused on the back of her neck instead. At the spot where a single curl had fallen loose and caressed her skin like a lover.

				Damn it to the seven—the nine hells.

				He stepped up next to her. Feeling the heat of her body so close was preferable to his reactions at the view from behind. “I have to know. How did that snake get you to trust him at all?”

				“Whatever you think, Carson, you’re wrong. I’m hardly the type to fall for the first handsome face I see.” She altered her path slightly to put a bit of distance between them, but he didn’t miss the flush rising in her cheeks. “We never really trusted him. None of us, including me. However, I do believe he wants to get away from this Lupo character.”

				Carson hadn’t realized how close they’d been until she moved—close enough to touch. A fact the society girl in her would find completely improper. Not that it had mattered before, and not like something so insignificant would deter him. He lengthened his stride until he walked next to her again, his fingers brushing hers as their arms swung. He never moved closer than that, and though she clenched her hand into a fist, she didn’t move away either.

				In the storeroom, she veered away from him to the opposite side of the stacks of boxes and crates. As Henri removed the lid from the first one, she said, “I want to get rid of as much dangerous material as possible. What precisely do you need for your case?”

				“Anything that would connect your father to the mafia or Ignazio Lupo himself and any research regarding the implanted enhancements that created Lupo’s super-soldiers. In short, if it looks like it might be evidence, pull it.” He jerked the lid off a crate only to find that the contents had already been rummaged through. St. Clair.

				“You need to understand a couple things. First, the moment Ever is returned, she is my priority, not this search.” Carson nodded. Obviously, saving the princess’s life took precedence. “Second, as I said, I won’t turn all the research over to you.”

				He spun around, the lichen fading with his sudden, harsh movement. “Henrietta...”

				Lifting her chin in the way he couldn’t decide if he found infuriating or endearing, Henrietta met his gaze, her own blue eyes as stony as his probably were. “I’ve heard about how much power that research gave to your Mr. Lupo and his men. No one should have that kind of power. Not the mafia, but not our government either. I will go through everything we find with you, but we will destroy anything that could allow the Union to replicate the experiments.”

				“Are you saying you don’t trust the United States government?”

				“I’m saying my father, the very man who created this madness, was part of that same government for far too long. I’m saying I don’t trust anyone.” She turned back to her open box, her hair a golden halo around her. “Quite frankly, Marshal, you need me to decipher most of these papers. It wasn’t a request. It’s a requirement for my cooperation with your search. Do we have an accord?”

				This wasn’t a Philadelphia society girl or the senator’s precocious daughter. While the softness remained visible, there was a certain strength beneath it. Not a woman to be dismissed. Not to be trifled with either. Every moment they spent together made her earn a little more of his respect. This golden butterfly had a stinger.

				“Fine. And it’s Carson. For you it’s always been Carson, you know that.”

				The hues of the lichen shifted, but even that couldn’t hide the blush creeping up her cheeks. “Then I suppose I’ll have to allow you to continue calling me Henrietta.”

				“Nah. I think I’ll stick to Henri, thanks.” Her back stiffened, and he couldn’t help but smile as he returned to the contents of the crate in front of him. He might respect her, but part of that meant keeping her honest and not letting her slip into some other “more proper” persona. He wanted to know the real Henrietta Mason.

				Even if she ended up killing him in the process.

				* * *

				Tobias staggered down the slope, his torn trousers catching on one of the dead branches littering the ground. All his plans had blown up, leaving nothing but the scrap of paper in his pocket behind. The damn explosion had cost him his mount. And left him bleeding. He wiped blood from his eyes—again—searching for the path.

				Even without the haze of scarlet, the trees wavered in his vision. He peeled his tongue from the roof of his mouth. There was a river somewhere, wasn’t there? There had to be. Once he thought of his thirst, he couldn’t focus on anything else.

				Inhaling dust from the explosion had dried what little moisture was in his mouth, and that was hours ago. He tried to remember what happened since then and could only recall snippets. Being thrown from the horse. Rushing past trees. Noises brought on by the darkness. More running. More falling.

				The path. I should look for the path.

				He leaned against a tree, catching his breath. Each inhalation burned like the dust had set fire to his throat. Blood ran onto his face again. Pushing off from the tree, he tried to tug off his jacket, but the movement upset his already precarious balance. His fingers reached for the tree but just scraped the bark as he teetered and, tripping over his own feet as he fought to stay upright, tumbled down the slope.

				Briars caught in his hair and clothes. More dead branches snapped as he rolled over them, the slope increasing. Obstacles impacted with him, not slowing his descent at all. Low bushes. Sharp sticks. A rock that made something in his arm snap. Dirt filled his mouth as he opened it to scream. His body crashed sidelong into a tree, providing another agony, but at least it slowed him down.

				The slope evened out, and when his body came to rest at last, Tobias found himself on cleared dirt. Still able to move his head, he swung it from side to side, checking his surroundings. What he meant as a laugh came out a choked sob. He’d found the path after all.

				He only tried to stand once. Hitting the tree had done something to his leg. It wouldn’t support his weight, not even to crawl. Certain death would find him right here on the mountain. Tobias collapsed and cradled his broken arm, waiting for the animals or dehydration to finish him.

				Moments...hours later, he stirred as something trickled down his cheek to coat his cracked and bleeding lips. His swollen tongue poked from his mouth, searching for it.

				Water.

				Expecting rain, he forced his aching muscles to roll him onto his back and opened his mouth as wide as it would go. The deluge that poured could have drowned him if his body hadn’t decided it wasn’t ready to give up on life quite yet. He coughed and sputtered until he could breathe again.

				The sun kissed the path. Then a man leaned over him, blocking the worst of the glare. “Hey there, buddy, you’re not looking so good. Need a hand?”

				Silently rejoicing that help had found him at last, Tobias reached up with his uninjured arm.

				The other man gripped his forearm and yanked him to his feet, rapidly pressing the canteen to his lips. Only when he took a breath from sucking down the water did Tobias notice the man’s strong features: chiseled jaw, heavy brows, straight nose, olive skin...and the clockwork implant where his nostrils should have been. Gears spun as the thing sampled the air, scenting it like a bloodhound. The leg that barely held Tobias gave way and he tumbled to the ground again.

				“Hey, Capo,” the man yelled. “Think we found that stray you were looking for. Don’t think he’ll be running off again anytime soon.”

				Tobias wanted to run, wanted it very badly. When he’d planned this encounter, he’d been in a position of strength. Not like this, not at Gambini’s mercy.

				“Toby, Toby, Toby, do you know how long I’ve been looking for you? How much fun I had to give up to chase your ass to the fucking Badlands of all places?” Gambini stepped from around a curve on the path, stubble shadowing his jaw. Tobias expected to see a gun aimed at him, but what Gambini held frightened him more. The length of metal, sharpened at both ends, spun between the man’s nimble fingers as the mechanics holding his hand to his arm shifted. “We didn’t even have time to take advantage of any of the women who welcomed us so hospitably to this—” he waved his arm and the rod in a circle, “—fair nation. We’re all aching for a little fun, Toby. So give me one good reason our fun shouldn’t start with you.”

				Fingers trembling, Tobias reached into the pocket of his jacket, praying he hadn’t lost it in his trek down the mountainside. The paper crinkled and he allowed himself to breathe again. Pulling it out, he unfolded it and held it up. “It’s the formula.” When Gambini’s expression didn’t change, he pressed on. “To make more of Mason’s dissolution solvent.”

				Gambini snatched the paper from his fingers, eyeing it intently. “The potion?”

				“Yes.” He didn’t care how stupid or inaccurate the name was, if that’s what Joe Gambini wanted to call it, Tobias wouldn’t argue.

				The gangster passed the paper off to the man with the canteen and leaned closer, clockwork eye so like the puma’s, twisting and refocusing. “Don Lupo will be happy to have that, but you know what? I don’t think it’s good enough.”

				The metal rod spun, knocking Tobias across the jaw. He fell backward, managing to catch himself on his good arm. Stay down. Let him win. Whatever you do, don’t try to run.

				Broken arm pinned to his abdomen, he sat on the ground, desperate to still the racing heartbeat he knew Gambini could hear through his implants. Tobias closed his eyes, and the instant he did, he knew it was a mistake. He heard movement before he had time to open them again. Then the rod pierced through the hand bracing him and drove into the ground.

				His screams echoed up the mountainside, and he had a fleeting thought of the people at the fortress, hoping they could hear him. Hoping they’d understand it had become too late for any of them to run.

				* * *

				Noise in the hallway woke Henri, but having gone the first night in a long time without nightmares, she kept her eyes closed, hoping for a few more minutes of rest. Besides, she was so comfortable, as if she had a brand new pillow that perfectly conformed to her. She snuggled against the fabric.

				Then it moved.

				Her eyes flew open and stared across a faded gray shirt stretched over a broad, solidly muscled chest. Carson’s breath ghosted over her forehead, shifting the single curl that rested there. Her fingers trailed over the cotton, absently tucking between the buttons. A few more minutes wouldn’t hurt. After all, it was such a good dream.

				But if it was a dream, why were they lying on the rock floor of Laurette’s fortress? Henri jerked upright and Carson moved, stretching his arms overhead, muscles everywhere flexing in ways that made her blush.

				“Relax, Doc. If the place was under attack it’d be a lot louder.” He didn’t try to pull her back against him, but if the way his eyes bored into her was any indication, he was simply waiting for her to lie down of her own accord.

				Pushing to her feet, she held a hand out to him. “That might be true, but I need to be ready when Spencer comes back with Ever. And we still need to burn the documents.”

				Carson groaned but grasped her fingers. “I still don’t like how much of it you want to destroy. What if—”

				“We had a deal. This goes beyond what one mafia don has done. If other people know how to do the same thing...” She shuddered. “No one should be able to cheat death. It ends here, at this fortress.”

				“There will always be someone else performing similar experiments.”

				“Perhaps, but this belongs to me. What we have here, I can end today.” She stepped to the table where two stacks of papers rested. The smaller one, along with some clockwork pieces she’d removed the active mechanisms from, Carson would take back to the Union with him. The larger stack she hefted into her arms.

				“Let me carry that.”

				She met his gaze without blinking, wanting to be certain he understood exactly what she intended. “There are a great many things I’ll permit you to assist me with, but at the moment I don’t trust you where these papers are concerned.”

				Neither of them spoke as they made their way outside. At the fire, she took a section of the papers, holding them in the blaze while they caught, repeating the process until the last of them had turned to ashes that rose on the breeze and drifted away.

				She stared at one piece that canted on the wind, still burning. A shiver ran through her body, thinking of all the atrocities she’d found in her father’s papers—all the awful things he’d done in the name of science and profit. If only for a moment, she needed to think about something else, and only one topic seemed likely to distract her. “Why was I sleeping with you?”

				“When we finished up last night, no one we found knew where to direct us to bunk down.”

				“I remember that much. We spread the packing straw from the boxes on the floor, but I know I wasn’t near you when I lay down.” She didn’t know Carson, not really. Regardless of how attractive she found him or how safe she felt with him nearby—how drawn to him she might’ve been—he was a virtual stranger. She knew some of the prisoners in the fortress better. But she hadn’t ever wanted to wrap herself up in any of them, hadn’t ever dreamt of the way their lips felt on hers.

				Carson raked a hand through his hair and licked his lips as if tasting the words before he spoke them. She wanted very much to have that tongue trace her mouth again. “You cried out in your sleep. Started shaking. I know it wasn’t proper, but I couldn’t leave you like that. So I settled in next to you. I’m sorry if you find it offensive, but I thought it was the right thing to do.”

				The flames danced in his eyes, making them come alive but at the same time revealing their dark depths, showing her just how closed off parts of him were. She frowned. He was hiding something. Either that or holding her through the night just to keep her from crying had been as awkward for him as waking up in his arms had been for her. Embarrassed at the realization that a part of her had hoped for more, Henri turned back to the fire. “Thank you. It was the first time I’ve slept well in months.”

				He rested his hand on the small of her back, the heat from his skin traveling through her to pool between her legs. “Good. Besides, I never would have been able to rest with all that racket.”

				Henri spun toward him, her arousal forgotten and a retort at the ready in case he wasn’t joking. She couldn’t deal with such a blatant rejection. Rather than meeting her eyes, he stared toward the gate, his forehead wrinkling as he squinted past the glare of the sun.

				“Better get ready, Doc. Looks like your patient is back.”

				The time for banter with Carson had passed. She had a more important distraction. “Bring them to the room two down from where we went through my father’s research. Spencer will be able to help you find it. I’ll go gather my things. And for all that is good and holy, do not tell Ever she’s about to lose her leg.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				A group of warriors carried in the stretcher while Spencer held Ever’s hand, alternating between telling her he loved her and berating her for getting hurt. Carson followed behind. Henrietta caught his gaze as she tried not to look at her patient. The expression there drove straight into her soul. His eyes were soft with a level of understanding she’d never seen before. Like her, he knew what had to be done here.

				“Spencer, it might be best if you wait outside.” She scrubbed her hands with lye soap and ran them under water from the stream-fed spout.

				“I’m not leaving her.”

				She wanted to argue but, before she opened her mouth, Carson stood next to her, his hand squeezing her shoulder, sharing a warmth she needed more than she could explain.

				“He won’t go,” Carson said. “Better to let him stay than have to chase him out later.”

				As much as she hated to admit it, he was right. Spencer would find a way back in. “Fine. If you’re willing to help, I need the pot that is boiling over the fire outside brought in along with whatever heating mechanism Laurette managed to find. And blankets. She’s likely to go into shock and we’ll need to keep her warm.” She tugged on Carson’s sleeve as he turned to go and whispered, “And straps to tie her down.”

				“You aren’t going to sedate her?” Understanding disappeared, replaced by something darker, something that could drive away whatever he might feel for her.

				Henri shook her head, twisting his sleeve in her hand. He couldn’t believe that of her. “Of course I am, but this is Ever. Every time I plan to do something where she’s concerned it never works. Please just do as I ask.”

				At his nod, she busied herself with the equipment. He took the women with him, as if he knew she wouldn’t want them there. Then again, his broad shoulders and muscular build were deceptive. Carson wasn’t some man who relied on his strength for everything—clearly he had a brain to go along with it and had deduced that Ever’s troops would fight the procedure on her behalf.

				Once the others had cleared out, Henri picked up her bottle of ether and a cloth. “The procedure I have to perform will be painful. Beyond anything you’ve ever experienced in your lifetime. And I may require the use of some mechanicals.” At Ever’s pained glare, she continued, “I’ll avoid that if I can, of course, but if it’s a question of using them or letting you die, I think we can agree the clockworks are the preferable option.”

				Ever pressed her lips together and turned away. Spencer simply nodded, not even meeting her eyes.

				“The point is...I will need you unconscious.”

				“I hardly think that is necessary. I have suffered pain.”

				“Not like this. And every movement you make, no matter how small, will make what I have to do more dangerous.” Uncapping the bottle, Henri poured some of the chemical onto the cloth, careful not to breathe it in herself.

				Ever glared at her again, eyes narrow, penetrating. “What are you not telling me?”

				She poured more, just to be sure. “That I don’t want to do this, and I hope you’ll forgive me.” Without waiting for a response, Henri slapped the anesthetic over Ever’s nose and mouth, holding it there as the other woman thrashed.

				Spencer grabbed her wrists. “Stop! What are you doing?”

				Henri fought against his grip and tears sprang to her eyes as Ever’s body stilled. When she met his gaze, he froze. “What I have to. I can do nothing, and she might live. Might. Even if she does, the leg will be worse than useless. It will hinder her. Slowing her down and making everything she does more dangerous.”

				“But she healed from the torn tendon. The one you said would never—”

				“This is different. She’s been in a tourniquet for over twenty-four hours because of an arterial bleed. It had to be done, but that much time means the limb is dead.”

				His eyes had gone glassy, distant. “What are you saying?”

				She opened her mouth but couldn’t form the words for him any more than she would have been able to for Ever. Instead, tears streamed silently down her cheeks.

				“The doc’s going to amputate her leg. You can either help or hold your woman’s hand, but it has to happen.” Carson set the pot of boiling water and implements by Henri’s feet and pulled a blanket from under his arm, holding it out to Spencer.

				His hand shook as he reached out for it. “She’ll never forgive me for this.”

				“If you force my hand, Spencer, I will have Carson knock you unconscious too. I don’t want to do this to her. No matter what she, or you, think of me, I’d never do this to someone if I had another choice.” Henri bit her lip and smoothed back Ever’s long, sun-streaked hair. “I could really use your help.”

				Spencer’s jaw worked, emotions obviously battling for dominance inside him. “What do you need me to do?”

				“Just keep her unconscious. Don’t use more ether unless you have to, but she needs to stay still until I’m finished.”

				Carson tied her hips and chest down with a length of rope, shrugging apologetically. “It was the best they had. Catherine’s on her way with the heat source.”

				Henri nodded. “Meet her outside and bring it in. Do not let Catherine in here.”

				With Carson guarding the door, she fished her scalpel and other tools out of the water with a pair of tongs, laying them out to cool. Spencer paled when she drew out the saw but set his jaw and held Ever’s hand tighter. Slipping a knife beneath the bloody fabric, Henri sliced the leg of Ever’s breeches open, showing the dead, blackened limb for the first time. She couldn’t glance at Spencer to gauge his reaction. If she looked away from the wound, she’d never be able to make herself turn back.

				Scalpel in hand, Henri cut through the skin several inches below the tourniquet, gagging as pus oozed out. At least removing the leg would take away the majority of the infection. Choking down her nausea, she bent Ever’s leg at the knee and began cutting the skin on the back of her thigh.

				A moan escaped from the warrior woman’s mouth and Spencer cursed under his breath, the wet slap of the cloth on her face following closely behind the last syllable.

				Carson set the flaming brazier against the wall—within Henri’s reach, but out of the way. “What do you need me to do?”

				“Scrub your hands as clean as you can. Mostly I’ll need you to hand me tools, but if the anesthesia wears off too much, she’ll have to be held down.” Henri didn’t look, and he didn’t respond. Soon enough the pungent odor of lye soap drifted from the back of the room.

				She peeled back the skin, severing its connections to Ever’s muscles, until she’d folded it past the tourniquet. With care, she cut into the dead tissue, excising anything nonviable. By the time she finished, the broken bone that caused all of this came into view, the edges violently jagged.

				The broken leg didn’t cause this. You did. If not for you, the rockslide would never have happened.

				Henri squeezed her eyes shut, willing the voice in her head to silence before she opened them again. Wishing she could have Carson hold onto her the way Spencer held Ever, she said, “Saw.” With the tool in hand, Henri took up position, the teeth biting lightly into the bone. “Now hold her leg steady.”

				Fear and self-loathing choked her, reminded her of everything she had brought on this family of women. It should have been her leg. She should have been the one to pay.

				Strong fingers gripped her arm, squeezing until she looked up and met Carson’s unwavering blue gaze. He tucked a curl behind her ear, his fingers lingering there as he spoke. “Whatever is going on in your head, deal with that later. You need to take care of Ever now.”

				With a deep, tremulous breath, Henri drew back on the saw and started cutting.

				* * *

				Carson stood back as Henrietta finished stitching the flaps of skin closed over the stump of Ever’s leg. Her hands had remained sure and steady from the instant the saw scraped over the bone. In fact, other than that momentary hesitation prior to cutting, she’d been amazing to watch—like a painter, certain each stroke of her brush would create something beautiful. Unfortunately beautiful didn’t describe what she’d had to do here, and the pain that lined her face would also be etched somewhere deep inside her soul. Scars that no one would ever see.

				As soon as she tied off the last of the sutures, she squared her shoulders and looked at the captain. “You can let her wake up now. I’ll give her something for the pain and infection, but—” her gaze shifted to Ever’s still form, “—no one outside those in this room other than Laurette can know what happened in here. I have a plan, but I need time. So you have to keep her hidden and keep it quiet. She’ll fight that, which means she’s going to need you. So let her hate me. Encourage her to hate me.”

				“You said she would have died—”

				“That’s true, but for now, I also took her life away from her. Not the one she was born with, but the one she’s worked for. She’s going to need to hate someone. Better me than you—at least until I can fix it.” She strode to the back of the room, lathering her hands and arms with soap until Carson feared the lye would start eating away her skin.

				He opened the spout, nudging her hands toward the water. Knowing Spencer needed some tiny glimmer of hope, he kept his voice low. “You can’t fix this. Her leg is gone, Henri.”

				Drawing her violently pink arms from the flow, she shrugged. “Her leg may be gone, but there are always ways to fix things.” She dried her hands and trapped him in her gaze. “Not unlike whatever it is you must be trying to fix with your quest. Because we both know that whatever you’re doing out here, it isn’t performing the duties of a federal marshal. I think before we go out hunting for Tobias, you need to be honest with someone.”

				The words made him start, and he stood speechless a moment. There was no way around it. He wasn’t St. Clair and wouldn’t spin a lie out of thin air to cover himself.

				“It’s personal.”

				“Obviously,” she scoffed. She cast one more glance at Spencer and Ever before dropping the towel. “Besides, isn’t everything?”

				After injecting something into Ever’s arm, she strode out of the room, and Carson followed. “Fine. Then what personal issue are you dealing with?”

				The only answer she gave was a steely glare before whipping her head back around and marching down the hall.

				“All right, let’s try a different question. How do you plan to ‘fix’ this?” As short as Henri’s legs were, Carson had to lengthen his stride to keep up.

				She skidded to a stop in front of him and he slammed into her back. Henri twisted in his arms as he caught her. The way she smiled at him, with an evil gleam in her eye, made his heart beat in double time. “By tracking down Tobias and putting an end to the madness that started all of this. Which means for the moment, my personal issues align with yours.”

				It didn’t matter how badly he wanted to know what else there was to it. For the moment, her feeble reason needed to be enough. Clearly he would have to share his demons with her before she would open up to him.

				* * *

				Within the hour, they stood at the ramp to the Dark Hawk in front of a group of Queen Laurette’s finest warriors.

				Mahala and Noah blocked their way. The pilot stood with her fingers inches from the weapons at her hips as if daring them to try to cross her even though she had to know she was outgunned. “Ain’t no doing. The cap’n didn’t give no orders, so she ain’t flying.”

				Carson knew enough to let Henrietta handle this. If anyone could get them the ship, it sure as hell wouldn’t be him. He could only hope her position on board meant something.

				“Mahala, Spencer is with Ever. He won’t come out here to tell you what to do, but he agreed to help Marshal Alexander track down Tobias.”

				“Don’t matter a stitch to me. S’far as I’m concerned, we done our duty and brought him here. That little greasy lawman is in the mountains somewhere. The Dark Hawk ain’t going to be any use to you. ‘Sides, I told you—we ain’t going up without orders. Hell, she ain’t flying without the cap’n s’far as I’m concerned.”

				Noah took a step forward, positioning himself in front of Mahala, and threw his shoulders back as if he thought it made him look more formidable. “You don’t got a pilot and you don’t got a mechanic. And I know damned well you can’t fly the ship. She only belongs to you on paper, Henri. Like it or not, you need to get that through your skull.”

				None of the warriors knew how to fly the ship either—Carson had made sure to ask. The closest was Catherine, who had seen the ship in operation enough times that she thought she might be able to keep them from crashing and suffering a fiery death. Of course, he’d only been looking for Mahala to have a co-pilot. He hadn’t anticipated this kind of outright refusal. By the veins popping out on Henri’s temples and neck, she hadn’t either.

				Laying a hand on her arm, he gently steered her away from the ship and shook his head. “Forcing her to take us up at gunpoint might work, but she’s right about one thing. If St. Clair is dead or not all the way down the mountain, he’ll be practically impossible to see from the sky.”

				“Fine then. We go on foot.”

				Walking meant it took a while, but eventually, they came upon the trap St. Clair had sprung. Catherine glanced at the path, worry creasing her forehead. “I hate to delay us by following the trail, but the traps need to be reset properly or we will have more accidents.”

				Carson didn’t want to lose any of the women to busy work. They knew this mountain far better than he or Henri did. At the same time, dying in a rockslide would put an end to his vengeance and his courtship of Henri in the worst possible way. “How many people do you need?”

				Catherine crouched near the dirt, staring at tracks he couldn’t even begin to see. “We already passed one or two that need to be checked, but we can worry about those upon our return. For now I am more concerned about what is here and ahead. It would be easiest to send a pair to each as we pass them. Those that finish should be able to move faster than the group and catch up.”

				One glance at their party and he knew they couldn’t afford to lose more than a couple people at a time. What Catherine was suggesting could have their numbers dwindling at a time when they were most needed. Especially since he couldn’t accept the idea that Gambini had just given up and stayed in Philadelphia.

				Henrietta touched his arm, her fingers feather light but her voice like steel. “I’ve seen these women in action. They won’t dawdle or desert their post with us.”

				“Fine, but I want no more than four gone at a time.”

				Catherine shrugged. “Your Mr. St. Clair survived the blast. Or at least his body did. It rolled that way.” She pointed down the slope then left, presumably to send two of the warriors off to disarm the first of the traps.

				He stared down the mountain, wondering if St. Clair was actually dead.

				“Why are you so worried all of a sudden?” Henri asked. “You seemed much calmer before we left the fortress.”

				The fact she read him so well didn’t unnerve Carson nearly as much as the knowledge that she was right. He had been more sure of their success just a handful of hours earlier. “You know how some people who suffer an injury will feel it ache long after it’s supposedly healed?”

				Henri’s arm wound around her abdomen. “Yes. It’s most commonly attributed to changes in the atmosphere corresponding to incoming weather fronts.”

				“It might not be common, but just like those people can anticipate the weather, I sometimes feel when things are going to happen.”

				Even though he braced himself for her to mock him, she only nodded and twined her fingers in his. “And what are you feeling this time?”

				So she wouldn’t see the play of emotions on his face at her touch, he turned back to the marks of St. Clair’s passing—the ones that looked just like the rest of the forest to his eyes. “Like we’re going up against more than one injured man on the run. Like we’re going to war and will need all our wits about us.”

				Henrietta edged closer as he spoke and shivered against his side. Moving on instinct more than thought, he wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

				“In that case, I suggest when we find a spot to camp, we get as good a night’s sleep as we can.”

				He pulled her even closer, needing to feel her in his arms if only for a moment. While the advice was sound, he couldn’t help but think it wouldn’t do them any good at all. Not when every instinct screamed that death was coming for them—in the guise of Joe Gambini.

				* * *

				Leaning against a towering pine, Gambini watched as his men slumbered. A few skirted the edges of their camp, weapons ready. Like him, they’d had more enhancements than the others and needed less rest.

				For the third time since they’d stopped, he glanced at the tracker in his hand. The device shot onto the airship as it took off had allowed them to follow it to the mountains, and it hadn’t moved since yesterday. It looked so close, but he wasn’t deceived. A couple thousand yards west on a map still meant hours, if not days, of hiking.

				A low moan and a whimper drew his attention to the other side of their camp. His ocular implant twisted into focus. The lawyer. Somehow the fool really thought giving him the formula for the potion would make him show mercy. He scowled across the clearing. The man should count himself lucky to be alive. Maybe if they obtained the rest of what Don Lupo wanted, the lawyer would get an implant or two to fix his broken hands—or the eye Gambini had taken. Then he might understand what loyalty really meant.

				At least St. Clair had spilled some useful information before losing consciousness. They would make it to the landing site by tomorrow...as long as they avoided the traps rigged along the way. The idiot had tripped one of them on his way down. They’d already found a couple and skirted around them, but the lawyer had no idea how many more they’d encounter.

				Other than acknowledging that the ship was atop the mountain, which they already knew, and Mason’s research was stored there, he’d been oddly mum about what else they’d find or why the path would be booby-trapped in the first place.

				One more hour and Gambini would wake his men. The ocular implants captured more than enough light to see by. Those with them could lead those without.

				In less than twenty-four hours, he’d be one step closer to becoming the greatest thing the mafia had ever built. He’d be the first, his prize for bringing back the research and the senator’s brat. He flexed his hand into a fist, watching as the mechanism that used to be his arm shifted.

				One step closer to perfection.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seventeen

				Henrietta’s eyes opened, searching the darkness for whatever had disturbed her sleep. Something moved to her left and she jerked her head that way, her eyes adjusting quickly enough to make out shapes.

				“Lily...no.” Carson murmured, still asleep, his fingers clutching at the empty air.

				None of the others, including the women on guard, took any note of him. Henrietta frowned as he called out the woman’s name again. The anguish in his voice tugged at her heart, and she scooted across the few feet that separated them.

				Had it just been last night when he’d held her as nightmares plagued her sleep? He’d said it was to keep her quiet, but....

				She allowed indecision to war inside her, but only for a moment. His cries had pulled her from another dream of Ezekial’s death. Perhaps she could give both of them some sort of comfort. Damning propriety to the depths of hell, she moved closer, laying her hand over his stomach, her head on his chest.

				Strong arms wrapped around her, holding her close, and she listened as his racing heartbeat slowed and steadied. One of his hands reached up and caressed her hair. She tried not to think about the fact that he likely thought she was someone else. Instead, she closed her eyes and drifted off to the sound of his heart.

				Their moment of rest didn’t last until morning. Only the barest change in the sky to the east signaled dawn’s approach when Catherine roused them. Carson’s arms flexed around Henri for a second, pinning her to his body, before he wakened fully and released her, his eyes wide with questions she couldn’t answer.

				Instead, she turned to the warrior woman, whose hair was twisted and pinned up, revealing a half-circlet of tattoos on the back of her neck. “What is it? I thought we were moving at dawn.”

				Catherine jerked her chin toward what had to be the trail. “Those are not our people. And there is more than only St. Clair.” She nodded toward Carson. “I fear the others you mentioned may already be here.”

				Henrietta shuddered as she searched the area for a sign of whatever Catherine had seen. The man-machines her father had created. Here. It seemed so wrong for such a mechanical abomination to have made it this far into the Badlands. So against the nature that they embraced and cherished. She swallowed past her anger and fear. “Do you have any idea how many?”

				“Ten. Twelve. Perhaps more. We have more than that with us.”

				Maybe, but unlike some of them, our people can die.

				Carson cleared his throat. “I’d recommend retreating to the fortress for reinforcements, but that would lead them straight to Queen Laurette.”

				“Unacceptable, unless circumstances leave us no other choice.”

				Rubbing the back of her neck, Henrietta glanced farther up the trail. “Carson, what do you think our chances are if we stand and fight?”

				“Anyone but Gambini? I’d say fair. With him....” He shook his head. “If he’s part of the group, people are going to die here, and when I say people, I mean us. He’s one of the most modified of Lupo’s army and the most vicious, but the others have implants as well. Most are killable, but they’ll all be harder to take out than the average man. Finishing off Gambini will be near impossible.”

				Closing her eyes, Henrietta thought of rocks and broken legs and pain. There was a way...

				It’s risky to be sure, and they aren’t going to like it. But it just might work. She gave a curt nod, reassuring herself that the idea was sound. “I have a plan.”

				“What sort of plan?” Carson asked, his voice edged with concern as he twined his fingers with hers.

				“The sort Ever and Spencer would call brilliant...and crazy.”

				He opened his mouth to respond, but Catherine beat him to it. “Then it is likely perfect. I will alert the others.”

				Once on their course, the warrior women proved resolute. But after an hour of slinking up the mountainside, Carson was still hissing in Henrietta’s ear, his voice panicked in a way she hadn’t heard before. “This is beyond reckless. Plus, you’re taking them closer to the fortress, which I thought we all agreed was a bad idea.”

				She stepped around an old branch lying in her path, pointedly avoiding his gaze. If she let herself look at Carson, she’d curl against him for protection. No matter how frightened she was, she couldn’t do that. Not this time. God willing, after, but not yet.

				“If you have a better course of action, I’d love to hear it. Besides, if they followed us this far, I’ve no doubt they would find the fortress with or without our help.”

				His only response was the repeated clenching and unclenching of his fists. She took his hand in hers. The gesture brought her a tiny degree of comfort, but it also made her remember that this went deeper than one frantic plan on a mountainside.

				“In fact, it might be wise for you to go ahead of us and warn Laurette. Get the fortress ready in case we fail. Have Spencer give Mahala the order to fly you and the evidence back to Philadelphia.” Though sending him away was the last thing she wanted, Henri refused to stand in the way of his duty. Or his safety. She’d already caused Ezekial’s death on these same mountains.

				Carson pulled her to a stop. “I’m not going to leave you to be cut down by that monster.” Her heart warmed at the words until she saw the agony in his eyes. “I can’t.”

				Suddenly, she recognized the reflection of herself in him. She’d thought them such opposites—he in his gruffness while she clung to the promise of society life. Now, in the face of possible death, their true selves shone through. Her desire to move Carson from immediate harm had less to do with his duty and aversion toward her plan, and a lot more to do with her feelings for him and her failure to save Zeke. And Lily, whoever she was, motivated Carson more than he’d likely admit to anyone.

				No matter what fledgling emotions they might feel for each other, until this was finished, they’d never truly be able to examine any of it. If the situation wasn’t so dire, she might have laughed. Both of them so intent on protecting those they’d failed in their pasts, they couldn’t see those standing right next to them.

				Mirror images of each other, yet so very, very different. For the first time, she truly understood Ever and Spencer.

				“Then trust me, Carson. Just a little.”

				Catherine’s voice called softly from a bit farther up the slope. “We are here.”

				Henri waited for Carson to nod and let her go before trudging up the last few yards. She missed the pressure of his fingers, the solidity, the strength, but he wasn’t leaving and some part of that would stay with her to see the plan through.

				This section of trail looked no different than any other to her. Then again, neither had the one where she’d triggered the rockslide. “Okay, show me what exactly we’re working with and help me figure out how our people are going to get out of here alive.”

				* * *

				Something wasn’t right.

				Gambini called his people to a halt, his ocular focusing and refocusing on the path ahead. The gears in his hidden nasal implant turned as he inhaled and waited for the mechanism to register the scents.

				“Capo?”

				People. Several of them. Mostly women. Far larger numbers than they’d confronted up to this point.

				He couldn’t resist a smile. A real battle at last. “They’re waiting for us. Tie the lawyer to something and let’s say hello.”

				Moments later, Gambini rounded the corner, followed by his men. “I know you’re here. Shooting from the shadows is rather cowardly. The other women we’ve encountered from your fine land have died much more bravely than that, and they came at us only a few at a time. You outnumber us nearly two to one here.”

				His only answer was the breeze that drifted through the trees and made the pine needles chatter against each other. Then a lone woman in a tattered corset and riding breeches stepped forward, her hands raised, long blond curls waving with the wind. “Mr. Gambini, is it? I’m not sure you recognize me, but my name is Henrietta Mason. I believe you’re the proud owner of some of my father’s work.”

				He arched an eyebrow high, the motion tugging painfully on the skin around his ocular. “Indeed I am, Miss Mason.”

				“It’s Dr. Mason, if you don’t mind.”

				Haughty bitch. He’d make sure she knew her proper place when they were done here. “Of course, Doctor. I’m guessing you know why I’m here.”

				“For my father’s research, which I’m more than happy to provide.”

				His laughter echoed against the stone around them. “And that’s why all your friends are still in hiding.”

				She shook her head, more hair falling free, as she lowered her hands. “They’re simply here to insure my safety. We know how formidable a threat you are and didn’t want to treat you lightly. If you’d prefer, they can reveal themselves before we proceed.”

				“Yes. I’d prefer that.”

				She waved, and warrior women stepped out one by one, weapons pointed across the open space between them. All the while, she stood there, calmly staring at him as though he meant nothing.

				He couldn’t wait to use the potion on her. He wanted to hear her screams as he placed it drop by strategic drop on her body. “I’m not going to let you lead me at gunpoint to the research we need.”

				Blinking, she tilted her head to the side and furrowed her brows. “Lead you? I think you misunderstand me, Mr. Gambini. I’ve brought the papers and mechanicals with me. I merely wanted to make sure I returned to my ship safely after the fact.”

				He took three steps toward her, well aware his men followed. Then he stopped and focused on the people around her—all women. “I’m sorry, Dr. Mason, but I don’t have time for people who lie to me. Where is the man who’s with you?”

				For the first time, she looked nervous, her eyes shifting from side to side in the tiniest of movements. Without his implant, he never would have seen it from this distance. A man with long blond hair and broad shoulders stepped from behind a tree. Gambini laughed, understanding her fear.

				“Marshal. This is a bit of a surprise. Here to try again? I’m not sure I have the inclination to let you go with a warning slice this time. Tell me, do you still see the little bitch’s blood on your hands when you close your eyes at night?” He refocused on Mason’s daughter. “If he’s here, the research isn’t. As I said, I don’t have time for liars.”

				With a twitch of his hands, his men opened fire. The marshal grabbed Mason’s daughter and yanked her behind a tree, but most of the warrior women stood strong, shooting at his men from behind rocks and other minimal shelter.

				Bullets ricocheted off stone, thunked into tree trunks and occasionally met flesh, sending sprays of crimson to paint the air. Given time, most of his men would heal from a simple gunshot. Those who wouldn’t were replaceable. Metal impacted with his body, but Gambini barely felt the hits. He was more than human now, more than simple weapons could destroy.

				None of them understood. Not his men, not even Mason’s daughter.

				These fools couldn’t kill him, yet they kept trying.

				Another of the warrior women fell, clutching a wound in her thigh with one hand as she continued firing with the other. She staggered backward and yelled past the pain that had to be consuming her, “Fall back.”

				And now they thought he’d allow them to run?

				While the Badlands warriors dragged their wounded—and even their dead—from the fight, he motioned his own men forward. True immortality waited for him atop the mountain, and no group of women playing with guns would stand in his way. He was so intent on the warriors he almost missed Mason’s daughter stepping from her cover. Would have missed her had she not spoken.

				“Gambini.”

				He turned without firing. She was the one woman here Lupo might have use for. Damaged. Not dead. The sole reason he hadn’t issued a more devastating attack.

				A quiet smile spread across her lips, one that called to mind an expression he’d seen on his own face many times. One filled with malice.

				“The key difference between me and my father is that he never learned the art of subterfuge.”

				With that, she jerked two small brass pieces from the edge of her corset and flung them into the air. She dashed back the way she’d come, racing after the warrior women. Gambini followed the path of the projectiles, not bothering to duck as they buzzed by his head. Insects? Does she truly expect me to be distracted by her shiny toys?

				He sneered, moving forward once more, slowly so his men could join him. The warriors might have gained some distance, but they couldn’t hide from him. Time mattered little. The clockworks, a silly distraction, continued to dart around the clearing, bouncing from one obstacle to another. When he heard a metallic ting, he froze and glanced back toward the sound. His ocular implant twisted then twisted again, trying to focus while his aural clockworks registered a low rumble of unknown origin.

				At last he could see clearly. A pair of flimsy wires bounced and danced—one from a tree off the path, the other along the ground. Wires that clearly should have been attached to each other.

				Gambini whipped his head toward the sound he’d heard. Even the shouts from his men couldn’t drown it out. The falling rocks were too close for that. And far too close for him to run now. His men might live through many things, but only one person here was equipped with implants strong enough to survive a rockslide.

				From here, he’d have to go alone.

				Perhaps he shouldn’t have ignored the bitch’s toys after all. He holstered his gun and shoved his hand deep into his pocket, using the mechanics in his arm to lock his fingers in a protective shield around the vial of Mason’s potion.

				Sneering in the direction his prey had retreated, Gambini knew that whether or not he was allowed to kill her, he would make the bitch pay. Then the first of the rocks smashed into his shoulder, forcing him to the ground, and soon he knew nothing.

				But for the first time in years, he remembered pain.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				After the dust cleared, the warrior women went back to check for survivors. The rubble had buried them all—except Tobias, who had been tied on the far side of the blast zone. Despite his injuries, Henrietta had little sympathy for him. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to look him in the eyes...or eye, since one had been gouged out.

				Carson tried to engage her in conversation on the trek back to the fortress, but she ignored him—unable to speak in the aftermath of so much death—until he said, “You were right.”

				His admission, while appreciated, was vague.

				“About what?”

				Though his eyes locked on hers, he jerked his head back the way they’d come. “Stopping them. The plan was dangerous, but it worked.”

				She tore her gaze away, staring straight ahead again. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were genuinely worried about me.”

				“Who says I wasn’t?”

				With the name Lily ringing through her mind, she simply shrugged.

				“Silence again. Okay, then tell me this—why were you in my arms again when Catherine woke us up?”

				She turned back to him, her mouth open, but no words came out. Smirk firmly in place, Carson snorted. He’d managed to distract her from her pain once more, and the only thing on Henri’s mind in that instant was wiping the expression off his face.

				“The same reason I was there yesterday. I don’t think I made a peep in the storeroom, but you woke me from a dead sleep last night. Perhaps next time you’re in need of comfort, you should just ask for it.” Lengthening her stride, she surged ahead of him.

				He caught her before she made it very far, dragging her to a stop, and waited for the others to pass. “I was very worried about you. You asked me why I did this? Why I’m so intent on getting Lupo and his thugs behind bars? Eight years ago, his men killed the woman I loved. The only thing I’ve felt in all that time was rage and the need for vengeance. Until I met you.” His hands cupped her face, tipping it up, his thumbs tracing her lower lip. “With you, I feel alive. I want to live again for the first time since I lost Lily. The idea of losing you to those same...”

				Henri couldn’t think and didn’t want to. She didn’t want to examine his words or his motivations or her own worries. Instead, she acted on the instinct to take what she did want. Standing on her toes, she pressed her mouth to his and tangled her hands in his hair.

				To hell with propriety, to hell with pretending she belonged anywhere other than right here, wrapped in Carson’s arms. His lips parted, his tongue sliding over her lips and then between them as she opened willingly, hungrily for him. Heat flooded her senses, but she didn’t pull away from it this time. She sank into its depths, feeling it in every inch of his body pressed to hers. Her tongue danced with his, sending shivers of desire through her that only his heat could warm. And she knew, without doubt, that for the rest of her life, she never wanted to feel the cold again.

				As much as she wanted to linger, there would be time for exploring whatever this was later. Now they needed to make preparations to return Tobias and the research to Philadelphia. Once they entered the fortress, they drew away from each other, fingers touching until they had no choice but to separate. Carson and the warrior women went to discuss things with Queen Laurette, leaving Henri with the daunting task of talking to Spencer and Ever—alone.

				Squaring her shoulders, she pushed open the door. Something crashed into the wood as she ducked into the room. “Get out, you traitorous bitch. I will kill you!”

				Clearly the surgery hadn’t left Ever as exhausted as Henri had hoped. A piece of crockery smashed into the wall next to her head, shards pinging against her neck and arms before tumbling to the floor. At least the warrior wasn’t one hundred percent yet. Otherwise the thing would have hit Henri instead of the wall.

				“I came to check on you.”

				Spencer stepped around the cot, placing himself between them. “This might not be the best time.”

				“Check on me? You ruined me.”

				Part of Henri urged her to turn tail and rush out the door. Ever would never listen to her no matter what she did. A lady doesn’t participate in confrontation of this nature. That’s what her mother would have told her. And her father would’ve said she should have let Ever die in the cave.

				I am not my parents. I don’t belong in their world. Just like Carson didn’t. Perhaps there was somewhere she could be with him. A place in the world she could carve out for herself.

				But if that place was here with the Dark Hawk and the Badlands, it meant she couldn’t be a coward and run from Ever. If Henri turned around now, she’d never stop running. She balled her hands into fists and elbowed her way past a stammering Spencer. Ever had pushed herself to sitting and attempted to swing up from the cot. Henrietta caught her before she fell.

				“Stop being such a stubborn bitch. You aren’t well enough to stand yet.”

				“I will never be able to stand again.” Before Henri even registered movement, Ever’s fist connected with the side of her face. Pain blossomed there, sharp and immediate enough she almost dropped her patient. Instead, she staggered back a step but held on tight.

				Spencer tried to peel her hands away. “I told you it wasn’t—”

				Henri clenched her teeth, trying to hold back a whimper and speak at the same time. “Laurette needs you in her throne room, Spencer. I’d hop to that if I were you.”

				“I can’t leave you like—”

				“Now, please.” Ever’s entire body vibrated in her grip like an over-tightened clockwork spring—one wrong move on Henri’s part and she’d burst free and wreak havoc.

				Spencer grumbled something she couldn’t understand but strode to the door. “I can’t protect you if I’m not here, just remember that.”

				“I know.” Ten seconds later, the door clicked shut, and she nodded at Ever. “I’m going to sit you back down now.”

				No response.

				She eased the other woman onto the cot then perched on the edge of the chair Spencer had been using. “How is the pain?”

				“Excruciating.”

				At least they were talking now. “Would you like something for it?”

				“I would like my leg back.” Ever’s face was set in stone—hard, cold. Henri sat silently, knowing nothing she could say would make the other woman feel better. Not yet at least. Finally, Ever jerked her gaze away. “No. The pain keeps me focused. I do not like your medicines and the way they dull my reflexes.”

				Henri nodded, wiping her hands on her breeches. “I can appreciate that. Though, just this once, I also appreciate the fact that you weren’t completely perfect. I don’t think my face could have handled you at your best.”

				The lichen around them shifted in strange patterns, flaring for a second then dulling to something quieter. Still not looking at her, Ever said, “You did not utter a sound when I hit you.”

				“Would there have been a point? Your pain is bigger than mine was. The right to scream lay with you.”

				“How often have you been hit across the face, Henrietta?”

				A snort of laughter escaped, and the motion made her cheek flinch painfully—there would be a bruise there shortly. “I believe my mother slapped me once for using the same term you called me when I walked in. Besides that? This is the first.”

				“You are stronger than I gave you credit for.”

				Henri shrugged even as the praise made some part of her swell with pride. “Have I earned enough of your respect to discuss what happened without fielding threats on my life every other sentence?”

				“No. But you have earned enough that I will keep them unspoken as often as possible.” Ever winced as she swung back onto the cot, but Henri knew better than to offer help. More than medication for the pain, to heal Ever needed independence.

				As plainly as she could, Henri explained what had happened in the cave and why the limb couldn’t be saved. Then, sketching on the back of one of the useless papers from her father’s files, she laid out her plan.

				“And you are certain you can do this?” A muscle below Ever’s left eye twitched as she examined the diagram, rotating the paper to see different angles.

				“Fairly certain.”

				“I do not like it.”

				Henri took the paper with a quiet sigh. “I didn’t expect you to like it. Just consider it. You don’t need to decide now. While we take Tobias back, work with Spencer on getting around. Perhaps you’ll be able to adapt. If not, please let me try to help you.”

				She crumpled the paper in her fist, but Ever’s fingers tugged on the edge. “Can you leave this? I would like to be able to discuss it with Spencer. Formulate any questions I might have before your return.”

				Henri’s heart stopped and lodged itself somewhere in her throat, leaving her little more than the ability to nod and release the sketch.

				“I am tired now, and I am sure you should be on your way.”

				Dismissed as surely as if Ever had thrown something and screamed for her to leave, Henri stood. She turned toward the door but paused and picked the blanket off the floor, handing it to Ever. “If there had been any other way, I would have chosen it. Please know that.”

				Ever gave a curt nod, anger and pain still drawing harsh lines on her face. “I do.”

				There was nothing more Henri could do but work out the details of her plan, but that could wait for the moment. Knowing Spencer would order Mahala to take them to the Union soon, she cleaned herself up and went to the ship in order to patch the worst of Tobias’s wounds before they left.

				She found him chained to the cot in the infirmary, his face and hand still covered with blood, his broken arm field-dressed and strapped to his chest. And those were just the injuries she could see. She’d brought a bucket of water and clean cloths aboard with her but bustled around the cabin for a moment as she collected herself. Silliness. She could deal with Ever’s leg but not this?

				No. She wanted to heal Ever. Tobias she wasn’t so sure about, but as a doctor it was her duty.

				When she sat down next to him and pressed the first cloth against the cheek under his empty eye socket, she thought he’d passed out. Then his other eye blinked open. “Did you find it?”

				“Find what?” Dipping the cloth in the water, she watched the blood swirl around before dabbing at his face once more.

				“The research. Did you find the research for Ignazio Lupo?”

				Even if the pain hadn’t rendered him unconscious, he was clearly in shock. “I am giving nothing to that lunatic. We killed his men. You were there, you saw it.”

				Though it must have been agony, he shook his head. “No. You don’t understand. Gambini—”

				“Is dead. I made sure he was in the middle of the blast zone. Now lie still so I can—”

				Impossible as it seemed, he reached out with his injured hand and squeezed her wrist. “He can’t die. Do you hear me? He’ll be back.”

				The bones in her wrist ground together, and Henrietta winced as she tried to weather the pain. Again, unlike Ever, she wasn’t willing to put up with this from him. “Tobias, you’re hurting me.”

				“If you don’t give him the research, he’ll kill us all.”

				“Let her go.” Carson’s voice came from the doorway, calm and authoritative.

				Tobias’s eye rolled toward him. “You! You know what he is, what he’s capable of. Tell her.”

				In an instant, Carson’s bulk towered over them and he shoved his thumb into the gaping wound in Tobias’s hand. “I told you to let her go.”

				The lawyer cried out in agony, but at least he released her. Henri stepped back, massaging her wrist.

				Carson leaned closer to him. “No man could survive being buried in that slide. Not even Gambini.”

				“He’s not a man.”

				Shoving away from the cot, Carson held out a hand to Henrietta. “Give me something to shut him up. He’s going to be like this the entire way back to Philadelphia otherwise.”

				With a nod, she filled one of the syringes and gave it to him. As soon as Tobias lay still at last, she began working on him again. “Carson?” she asked, her voice trembling slightly, as he stepped toward the door. “What if he’s right?”

				“Then we kill Gambini again. Eventually death will stick.” He lingered outside the infirmary, a shadow waiting to leap to her protection again. The moment she finished with St. Clair, Carson wrapped his arm around her waist and led her down the corridor, straight to her cabin, and pushed open the door.

				Henri spun in the doorway, her hand pressed against the gleaming wood. As much as she’d been thinking of building a life that he could be part of, this was too fast, too much of a shift from lady to trollop. “Carson, I—”

				He brushed hair back from her face and gave her a tired smile. “First, I only wanted a place where we could talk in private. Second, I don’t think either of us have the energy right now to make what you’re thinking worthwhile.” Nodding, she retreated into the room, tugging him with her, and he eased the door shut behind him. “Not that I don’t want that moment with you, but I don’t want it to be something rushed and desperate. You deserve better than that.”

				The sentiment warmed her to her toes and made her yearn to kiss him again, but worries plagued her. Everything that had happened since he arrived on the plains had been extreme. Her normal life, even here, was more sedate than the past few days had been. “What if this doesn’t work out? What if, once everything settles down, you find I’m not the woman who attacked a group of mafia soldiers with a pair of dragonflies or the one who amputated the leg of a princess without compunction?”

				Sliding his hand over her shoulder, Carson cupped the back of her neck and drew her close. “Then I suppose all I’ll have left is the golden butterfly with the sharp mind and even sharper tongue that first grabbed my attention. I began falling in love with you that night, Henrietta. This...mess has just given me the opportunity to realize there’s so much more to you. More than I could learn in ten lifetimes, I’ll bet. I know I haven’t seen it all.”

				When he dipped his head, she crushed her lips against his. There were no words for how she felt in that moment. It was as if butterflies had sprung into being inside her and fluttered about, trying to lift her off the ground. Every caress of skin, lips and tongues sent her higher. She wanted to lose herself in Carson and forget everything they’d gone through except this one beautiful moment. She could have kissed him forever.

				But like all good things, it ended too soon. He drew away and set her back on her feet. His hand pressed against the wound in her side even as her fingers trailed along the scar on his neck. Carson pulled her hand away, kissing her palm gently. “I’d love to kiss you all the way to Philadelphia, but I promised I would explain some things, and I don’t want ghosts standing between us.”

				No, she didn’t want that either. The dead needed to be buried once and for all so that the two of them could move toward living again.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nineteen

				By the time they were skyborne, Henri felt lighter and freer than she had since the night her father had tried to kill them all. She’d even found it in her heart to check on Tobias again. He was as comfortable as she could make him. Though he’d lose some mobility in the hand, her clockworks managed to seal the hole. And the break in his arm would heal. The loss of his eye would be the one wound he’d carry to remember the hell he’d brought on other people.

				Stepping into the corridor, she shuddered at the image. This was what her father’s ocular implant should have been used for: victims of violence and tragic accidents. Every time she considered the piece from the crates—in the hold once more and on its way back to the Union—she couldn’t bring herself to contemplate offering it to him. Assuming it even functioned properly.

				She leaned on the railing, staring down at the hold. Not much cargo this time, just enough to convince the courts of what Ignazio Lupo was up to. To convince Lupo himself that it was indeed everything, she’d added many of her own useless clockworks, those for little more than decoration along with some mangled pieces.

				Carson had managed to find a list of names marked with the “enhancements” each man had received. There were many. The man she’d buried in the rockfall, Joe Gambini, had the most, but clearly her father had taught others how to graft the mechanisms with tissue because he couldn’t have performed all the surgeries listed. Too many men who were no longer men. She shivered again, wondering how many of them had been “killed” more than once.

				“Patient all bandaged up?” Carson’s voice jolted her from her musings and her hand jerked away from the railing.

				“Yes. I’ll have to allow him out of sedation long enough to keep him fed and hydrated, but he’ll survive the flight to the capital.” Now that the danger had passed, she ached for sleep. Her shoulders sagging, she swiped a weary hand over her eyes.

				Carson pulled her into a tight embrace. “I’ll deal with him. What you need is rest.”

				She snuggled closer, as if they might be able to meld into one person if she tried hard enough. “We both do, but I know I won’t sleep until I have all the things we brought organized and ready to present.” He let out a low groan. “You don’t have to help, but I threw my things in with my father’s and it makes more sense to have them separated. You know how easily the government gets mired in bureaucracy when things don’t make sense. It shouldn’t take more than an hour or two.”

				His lips brushed the top of her head. “Is it too forward of me to say that I want to hold you while I sleep?” Henri shook her head against his chest. “Then I’m not lying down until you do. Let’s get done so we can put work behind us for a day or so.”

				She gave a tired smile as he waved her toward the ladder. A few days with nothing to do but get to know each other sounded like a little slice of heaven. She climbed down to the hold, her limbs betraying her with their trembling. She was more tired than she’d thought, even seeing phantom shadows moving near Noah’s tools. Two steps later, she froze, alarm bells clanging in her skull.

				The delay before she turned to run was a second too long. A man dashed from the darkness and grabbed her before Carson’s feet hit the wooden deck of the cargo hold.

				Gambini was dead. Dead! Yet here he stood, dusty and battered, his clothes ripped to shreds. His body bore signs of the rockslide, flesh torn and oozing fluid, not all of it blood. Bits and pieces of his clockwork mechanisms dangled, and she could hear the grinding of gears even over her frantic breathing and thundering heart.

				“Doctor.” His jaw moved stiffly, something clearly broken inside. He waved a gun at Carson. “I’m sorry, Marshal, but I wouldn’t advise moving any closer.”

				Carson’s fingers twitched near the weapon in his belt, and Gambini’s mechanized grip tightened on Henri’s arm until she whimpered. “Carson...he has Catherine’s gun.”

				“The bitch is alive. She caught me as I was coming aboard from the gunboat. I threw her down there and barricaded the door. You’re far more important than one of those abominations from the Badlands.” He stroked her cheek with the gun and Henri struggled to breathe.

				“What do you want with me?”

				“You’re going to give me your father’s research and the worm in your infirmary, or everyone on this boat will die before we reach Philadelphia.”

				“We destroyed the research before we left the mountains, Gambini. There’s nothing for her to give you.” Carson hadn’t moved, but somehow just hearing his voice made him seem closer, as if he was protecting her.

				Or the damn crates at her back.

				In that case, Henri’s father would have told her to give in, side with the enemy in order to survive another day. One more way she’d have been a disappointment. Like Carson, Henri knew there wouldn’t be another day, not really. And she refused to serve a madman. Besides, she had to trust that Carson cared more for her than his evidence. Had to. She squared her shoulders and didn’t contradict him, praying all the while that he had a plan.

				“Somehow, Marshal, I just don’t believe you. Unless I can convince you to change your mind, Doctor, I suppose you’ll just have to learn to replicate your father’s work for Don Lupo. In the meantime, a little payback and motivation might be in line.” He dragged Henri to the very crates containing what he wanted and laid her hand on top.

				Carson surged toward them, but Gambini trained his gun on the marshal, making him skid to a stop. “Now, Doctor, if you hold still for my little demonstration, I won’t kill him. If you refuse to cooperate, I’ll put a bullet through his brain and we can test just how good a physician you are.”

				Zeke.

				They hadn’t laid the ghosts to rest after all. They haunted her as surely as the living.

				Ever.

				Carson.

				No. No more.

				“Fine. Whatever you want.” She held her hand steady, even as he let go. With what seemed exaggerated slowness, he pulled a vial of thick, sparkling fluid from his pocket. “What is that?”

				Gambini raised the vial so the light of the gaslamp shone through it, shattering into rainbows on the wood. “Another of your father’s creations. Our friend Tobias managed to provide me with the formula for this little gem. It’s quite brilliant really, but do hold still because this is going to hurt.”

				As he unstoppered the vial, Henri’s eyes widened and the first real pang of fear struck her, making her heart race. Her breath came in short gasps as she glanced at Carson, whose expression was so pained she worried he was planning something stupider than her explosion on the mountain.

				A drop of liquid fell from the lip of the vial and landed on her skin. The flesh on her hand began to bubble, and Gambini clamped a hand over her mouth to cover her scream. Whatever evil her father had wrought ate at her skin, burning like fire even as it flowed like water. It seemed to grow, feeding on the reaction with her flesh until it would consume her.

				“Reach into my pocket and you may pull out a handkerchief to wipe it off now.” Tears streamed down her face as she did what he ordered. The cloth, damp with sweat and who knew what else, cleaned the fluid off and the agony ceased. She sobbed against his hand. “That’s a good girl. Now let’s talk nicely, shall we?”

				She nodded and he released his hold on her, apparently trusting her not to fight back or run or scream. As if any of that would do any good. Blood oozed from the raw flesh of her hand, the single drop of solution having eaten away the skin and started on the muscle beneath. What would that entire vial do if he decided to pour it on her? On the crew? On Carson?

				Carson was shaking, reaching out. “I’m sorry, Henri, I shouldn’t have lied to him.” His eyes were dark, roiling with a storm of indecision.

				“It’s okay. I could have told him too.” Somehow she had to let Carson know that she’d play along with whatever strategy he had in mind. She rolled her lips against each other, choosing her next words with care. “I’d trusted that your plan would make him give up.”

				He nodded, her message seeming to get through. “The research is stowed in her cabin. What mechs were worth keeping are in those crates.”

				Gambini eyed Carson. “And you think I should let you go up and get the papers since you’re closest to the ladder?”

				“No. That would be stupid. I could help Catherine get out. Warn the others.” He didn’t act less worried, but his stance changed slightly. He held himself looser, as if his body was calm even as a battle raged inside it. “Clearly, you’re not stupid.”

				“You’re right. We’ll all go up.” He waved toward the ladder with his gun. “Ladies first, and remember I can kill him before you finish yelling for help.”

				She nodded as she crossed the hold, wanting to brush her fingers against Carson’s for a hint of comfort, but resisted. She needed to get through this on her own strength. She passed him, wrapped her hands around the rungs and started climbing. A few steps up, she heard Carson yell and Gambini’s gun clatter across the floor toward the shadows. Twisting her head around, she watched as the men’s bodies tumbled to the floor. Carson sprang up, moving away from the gangster. Henri descended a step, planning to go for the fallen weapon.

				“No. Go!” Carson yelled, his eyes pleading with her.

				She couldn’t stay. He’d end up worrying about her rather than focusing on Gambini. She started clambering up the ladder, wishing she had some clue what his plan entailed.

				* * *

				Carson would have been happier about the whole situation if he had a plan of any sort beyond getting Henrietta out of the hold. He fired at Gambini, hitting him dead center in the chest, but it barely slowed the man down. Five more bullets left, unless he managed to find the other weapon.

				As Gambini rushed him, he dove toward the shadows where he thought he’d seen it. Nothing. He looked up in time to see the gangster barreling down on him. At the last second, he raised his pistol and fired again. Point-blank range and the impact barely shoved the bastard back half a dozen feet. He didn’t even fall down.

				Carson scrambled to his feet again. The only advantage he had was speed. Gambini’s injuries and the damage to his metal parts slowed him down. Carson had to buy time and hope like hell Henri managed to come up with something brilliant. Because beyond this game of tag—which was destined to be short lived—he had nothing. And if he didn’t find the other gun soon, he’d be out of ammo.

				His foot caught on a raised lip of wood, nearly tripping him. A trapdoor.

				He dodged Gambini, racing to the other side of the hold, and wasted another bullet in the man’s forehead. As soon as the gangster got close, Carson dashed to the trapdoor, searching for its mechanism. A reel of rope sat near the wall next to a lever. He sent up a short prayer and pulled.

				Chains clanked and air whooshed into the hold as the door slid toward him. If he could just get Gambini near the thing and then shoot him...

				A new sound made him turn. And the metal rod hit him in the arm instead of the chest. The angle meant it only sliced off a chunk of flesh, but it gave Gambini the advantage he needed. A heartbeat later, the gangster threw himself on top of Carson, and their bodies slid toward the open hatch.

				* * *

				The scream lodged itself in Henri’s throat as Carson’s body slipped toward the abyss. There was no time to run for the others. She was the only one who could help him.

				Bracing herself, she slid down the ladder as she’d seen Ever do. The metal tore her bandages free and burned against her palms, but she didn’t care. If she failed, that pain would be meaningless compared to what Gambini had in store for her.

				As soon as her feet hit the deck, she spun around to find the gangster with his mechanical fingers clenched around Carson’s throat. They rolled away from the open hatch but weren’t anywhere near safe. Carson kept pulling back the trigger on his gun, but the chambers were empty and the hammer clicked on nothing. His face, still contorted with rage, had started to turn purple and fear danced in his eyes.

				She had seconds. And she needed more than that.

				One of Noah’s crowbars lay on the floor. She grabbed it as she raced forward and swung it as hard as she could. It hit Gambini across the back, the impact making the metal shake so hard that it fell from her fingers. As she bent for it again, the gangster turned his mad gaze upon her and backhanded her.

				The blow had so much force behind it, Henri flew across the hold, crashing into the boxes. Papers and ruined clockworks rained down on her. The world grayed at the edges, but she struggled to her knees. She might not have hurt Gambini, but he’d had to release Carson to hit her. Though she couldn’t see, she had to believe he was breathing again.

				As she pushed herself up, something bit into the wound on her hand and she gasped. One of her little butterflies, its brass and copper wires crushed from her weight pressing down on it, stuck out of her hand. All around her lay the remains of years’ worth of work—pieces of her life scattered about. A piece of her here, a piece of her there...

				And nothing to hold her together.

				If Gambini had no flesh, he’d be nothing but parts.

				Gritting her teeth against pain and fear, she forced herself up and dumped the boxes onto the deck, searching through the wreckage of her life. There. She snatched up the clockwork—still stained with her blood—and, as quickly as she could, pounded the wings of the mangled dragonfly flat. Then she scooped up a handful of the butterflies.

				Sending up a silent prayer, she activated the butterflies and pinched the switch on the dragonfly, breathing a sigh of relief when its wings whirred to life.

				“Gambini!” The man’s mechanical eye focused on her as Carson’s pleaded with her to run. But there was nowhere left to go. They lived or died based on what happened now. “When you planned this party, you forgot one thing. I never attend one alone.”

				Flinging the clockworks, she watched as his human eye widened. These weren’t targeted at some wires in the distance. They shot directly at Gambini, buzzing his head. The butterflies were little more than a distraction, but the dragonfly’s wings sliced at what was left of his flesh. As soon as he released Carson to bat at the clockworks, she rushed him.

				Gambini threw her to the ground, but not before she yanked on the torn edge of his pocket. The vial of solution tumbled to the deck and rolled toward the open hatch. Henri dove, kicking something toward Carson’s still form, and her body skidded on the floorboards, her flesh burning with the friction. Just before it was lost to the air, her fingers curled around the vial, but her body kept sliding toward the opening. She scrambled for purchase on the slick wood.

				His breath still coming in tremulous rasps, Carson grabbed her by the arm, yanking her to a stop. Shaking, he raised a gun—Catherine’s—and gave her a weak nod. Henri clambered to her feet as Carson emptied the gun into Gambini’s body, but he needn’t have bothered. The gangster was still tearing at the air, trying to stop the clockworks. Two mangled butterflies lay on the deck, but the dragonfly’s blades continued to dance across his skin, spraying blood in their wake.

				It’s the only way.

				Knowing didn’t make it any easier. Killing from a distance was one thing. This...something else entirely. Henri charged forward, plowing into Gambini and smashing the vial against his face.

				Sparkling fluid coated his skin, and he let out an unholy scream as he tried to swipe at the solution with his sleeves. Henri fought to pin his arms down even as some of the liquid dripped from his face to land on hers. Tears fell from her eyes and she clamped her lips tight against her own screams as her skin began to boil. In front of her, the solution fed on Gambini, devouring his flesh and burrowing into the muscle beneath.

				Only when he stopped trying to fight her did Henri let go and stagger away from him. Keening cries that sounded like they came from someone else erupted from her throat. Carson caught her as she stumbled and yanked off his shirt to clean the mess that was left of her face. Her attack on Gambini had happened too fast for Carson to do anything to stop—or help—her.

				“You saved my life. You crazy woman.”

				The admiration in his voice was clear, but all she could think was that he’d never be able to look at her again. It had only been two drops, but she’d seen the damage one could do, and she’d felt the way they’d run down her face. The raw flesh still burned. Tears filled her eyes anew, but she swiped at them violently. She’d done what she had to. No point in shedding tears over it.

				Gambini lurched blindly around the cargo hold. Henri buried her face against Carson’s chest. “Get him off of the ship. Please.”

				“Okay.” He kissed the top of her head and shoved to his feet, still a bit wobbly after what the gangster had done to him. Taking care not to touch the man’s face or the fluid that had started to run down his body, Carson punched and kicked, herding him toward the open hatch. She knew he’d wanted to bring Gambini down, to kill the monster himself, as a way of slaying the demons of his past. Finally, Gambini teetered on the edge.

				Carson shoved him. The gangster’s arms didn’t even windmill as he fell through the opening. Just a dead body dropping from the sky.

				Dead. She never thought she’d feel so much joy thinking that word.

				Trembling, Henri allowed Carson to help her to her feet. He pulled her close, and she sagged against the warmth of his embrace. It’s over. Truly over. “We probably should have kept his body—for the authorities.”

				Carson shrugged. “If they need it, I’m sure we can send someone back to pick up the pieces.”

				The word reminded her of the scattered mess on the deck. Which, in turn, reminded her that they needed to let Noah and Mahala know everything was okay—judging by the pounding footsteps overhead, they’d heard the gunshots—and haul Catherine up from the gunboat. Henri gave a shuddering sigh. All she wanted to do was sleep for days and forget about what her father’s solution had done to her. “We have some work to do.”

				* * *

				Catherine had begun to stir by the time Carson opened the trapdoor. Amid protests about the dead coming back to life, he led her to her cabin and eased her onto the bed. Only when he assured her Gambini was truly dead and off the ship did she relax. When he mentioned sending Henri to check her wounds, she started screaming again and threw a book across the room as he ducked out the door. Apparently, she felt fine.

				Henrietta’s cabin door stood open, and when he glanced inside, he found her sitting on the floor, a pile of broken glass and the remnants of her mirror in front of her. In her hands was a small stack of papers. She didn’t look up when he rapped lightly on the doorframe, her gaze roving over the words in front of her.

				A long, raw wound ran from the corner of her right eye and down her cheek. A matching one started on the other side of her jaw. The solution hadn’t worked deeply enough to cause more than surface damage, thank God. New skin would form there, he was sure, but she would forever bear the scars of saving their lives. And she had never looked more beautiful in his eyes. The butterfly had transformed into something stronger, something stunning. Something that he hoped and prayed could one day be his.

				Her mouth dropped open and, when he cleared his throat, she finally glanced up. She ran her tongue over her lips and swallowed hard before holding out the papers.

				He frowned as he took them, expecting more diagrams and chemical mumbo-jumbo, and tipped his head toward the broken mirror. “What is it? What happened?”

				“My father. He gave me the mirror. I-I-I finally decided to let the dead rest. I wanted everything to do with him gone, but when I took it down, it slipped. That was hidden inside. I didn’t know about it, but when I broke the mirror... It details everything he did for Lupo. I was supposed to use it if anything ever happened to him.” Carson scanned the pages, flipping through them as fast as he could. When his eyes met Henri’s again, he saw hope burning there. “Please tell me it helps.”

				“This is enough to put Lupo away for life, and that’s if he can bargain his way out of the death penalty.”

				Henri pushed to her feet, ignoring the glass. A bit of distance stood between them when she reached out for his hand. “They’ll send him into the Badlands. You know they will.”

				He smiled and tugged her close. “And I’ll be certain to make sure your friends arrange a welcoming party.” He dipped his head to kiss her, but she pulled away, hiding her face in the loose tangles of her hair. “What’s wrong?”

				“I saw myself in the mirror before I took it down. You don’t have to pretend—I know what I look like now.”

				“Philadelphia society might not approve of scars on beautiful women, but I thought you’d decided that wasn’t the life you wanted anymore.” He tried to tip her chin up, but she jerked away from his touch.

				“I don’t care about society, Carson. I don’t want that anymore.” She started trembling and tears splashed on his hand. “All I wanted was you, and now I’m hideous and—”

				“Hey. Don’t you dare try to tell me what to think. I saw you.” This time he forced her to meet his gaze. Tears streaked down her face and her eyes were shot through with blood. “I see you now. These scars don’t make you hideous. They’re the marks of a hero, and they could never in a million years take away an ounce of how beautiful you are to me.”

				She shook her head, trying to press her chin back down. “You’re just saying that.”

				“Never. When I met you, you wore a mask, Henrietta. It was lovely, but it was a mask. I started to fall for the woman beneath it sight unseen. When you first patched me up, I got a look at the real you, and you were gorgeous, but not because of your smooth skin or those incredible lips of yours. It was the you I saw inside, struggling to be free, that I wanted. The one trapped by convention and propriety and rules.” He swung her into his arms and rested his forehead against hers. “That was the person I first truly started to fall in love with. And she looked...exactly like you do right now.”

				She sobbed and clung to him as if her life depended on it, but she still tried to turn away.

				“You are beautiful and brave and smart and noble. I never dreamt I could have someone like you in my life. But damn it to the seven hells, woman, if you don’t kiss me already, I’m going to go crazy.”

				She sniffled and the corners of her mouth twitched up. “There are nine levels of hell.”

				“Then what do you say we start making some bad decisions together and you can introduce me to those last two.”

				“Which two are left then?” She finally relaxed in his embrace, her voice no longer choked with sadness.

				“I’m thinking I could go for a little gluttony. I haven’t had much experience there.”

				She swallowed hard, meeting his eyes brazenly, fire burning in them again so hot they scorched his soul. “And the last?”

				“When you’re ready...lust. A whole lot of lust.” He dipped his head and kissed his way up the wound on her neck.

				“And just a moment ago you were talking about love. What’s a girl to think when you can’t keep the two straight?”

				He drew away to make sure she could see the truth shining in his eyes. “She’s supposed to be amazed that she found both in one person. Just like I am.”

				“Truly amazed.” Her fingers twined in his hair and pulled him close. When her lips pressed against his this time, there was nothing holding her back. Passion and heart and promise. This was the woman he’d seen behind the mask.

				His golden butterfly had shed her chrysalis at last.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				“Mr. St. Clair. The court has accepted your guilty plea. However, the charges against you are numerous. The minimum penalty for crimes of this nature would be twenty years in prison.”

				Henri’s breath caught. Twenty years serving with men he’d put behind bars? The lawyer would never live to see the end of his sentence. From where he stood on the other side of the courtroom, Tobias gave a curt nod, his eye patch slipping. He didn’t even bother readjusting it. He didn’t seem as if he bothered with much lately. His haggard appearance—unshaven, messy hair, wrinkles lining his face—said the short time he’d spent in prison so far had not been kind.

				Carson stood at the prosecution’s table, but when he spoke, his voice lacked the conviction Henri had always heard in it. “Your honor, Queen Laurette of the Badlands has offered her fortress prison. It would segregate St. Clair from the local population who could be prone to taking a bribe from the outside in order to silence him. She has assured me that St. Clair would be held in maximum security until he returned to testify, and then would be treated as any other criminal sent across the border.”

				The judge raised a bushy gray eyebrow. “Mr. St. Clair, you understand the Badlands means exile? You would never be allowed to return without an armed escort, even if you are eventually freed there.”

				Tobias’s jaw flexed and a muscle twitched near the edge of his eye patch. “If I stay here, my life is forfeit. Better to live in the hell of the Badlands than die in the one here.”

				Nodding sadly, the judge continued, “In that case, you are sentenced to exile in the Badlands. You will depart with the crew of the airship—” he rifled through some papers, “—Dark Hawk first thing in the morning and return at a date to be determined in order to provide testimony against one Ignazio Lupo, ideally upon his capture.” He raised the gavel, about to bring it down, when he glanced at the paper in front of him and paused. “Carson Alexander, rise please.”

				His visage cold and stony, Carson stood. “Yes, your honor?”

				“I see you’ve been stripped of your badge and authority.”

				Carson clenched his hands into fists, and Henri wished she could reach out and hold him. “Yes, sir.”

				The old judge rubbed a weathered hand over his jaw, skin scratching against the coarseness of his beard. “You went beyond your duty in both finding the connection between St. Clair and Lupo’s organization and bringing him to justice.” Carson nodded. “No matter what official stance the marshals had to take, I thank you for your service. Court adjourned.” The gavel rang out like a gunshot, causing nearly everyone in the room to flinch.

				Carson filed out with the legal team, and Henri wondered if he’d find her or if she’d have to track him down. The Dark Hawk’s crew left in a more light-hearted manner. Mahala and Noah grinned, already making plans on what to do to the ship with the finder’s fee they were receiving for bringing Tobias in. They held the doors for Spencer and Ever. Anyone could tell by Ever’s stride that she’d been injured, but even though Henri knew what lay beneath the warrior woman’s breeches, she noticed only the slightest stiffness that indicated mechanicals. Ever simply needed a bit more time to get accustomed to the prosthetic. Another few months and no one would see anything. Henri stepped up next to them.

				“...and I told you to stop mothering me. I am fine, Spencer.”

				“Ever—”

				“If you wish to sleep alone, please continue. I am sure the seat on the bridge is quite comfortable.” Ever nodded toward Henri and lowered her voice. The rest of the crew knew nothing about her missing limb. “And from what you saw, how did the machine perform?”

				“Perfectly. I could barely notice the hitch in your gait at all. With continued use and practice, it will be like it was always a part of you.” Henri had worried at first that she hadn’t memorized enough of her father’s papers to make the mechanical work, much less the surgery itself, but the procedure had been a resounding success. Finally she’d found at least one way to make the evil he’d done worth something. Perhaps the best way.

				Ever sneered. “Make no mistake, Henrietta. The contraption you wired to my body may obey my commands, but it will never be part of me. I am not like those things your father built.”

				“No, Ever. You were and always will be far better than any of them. A mechanical leg cannot change that. I still fully expect that you’ll gun me down the day you decide you can’t tolerate my arrogance any longer.” Henri’s lips curled up, and it warmed her when the warrior princess returned a ghost of the expression.

				Ever clapped a hand on her shoulder. “As long as we understand each other.”

				Not exactly friendship but, considering where they’d started, Henri would take grudging respect.

				Spencer shook his head. “Come on, let’s get back to the ship.” When Henri didn’t turn with them, he asked, “Aren’t you coming?”

				“I’ll be there soon.”

				“He’s allowed to stay with you if he wants, you know.” Spencer wrapped a possessive arm around Ever’s waist.

				Over the two months since they’d first returned with Tobias, Henri had spent every spare moment she could with Carson. If they landed to transfer cargo, she found him. Stopped to refuel, she found him. After his dismissal from the marshals, he’d even managed to find time to travel with them for a run back to the Badlands. But it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough.

				She had no intention of Carson spending the evening anywhere but by her side.

				* * *

				Carson stood outside the courthouse and watched the crew of the Dark Hawk part ways. When the others walked off, Henrietta lifted her head to the icy breeze and closed her eyes. Golden curls broke free from her coiffure, swirling around the small dragonfly tattoo on her neck, and Carson wanted to reach out and tuck the hair back up.

				Not now. Not here.

				After news of Gambini’s death had reached the Badlands, the warriors had insisted on the tattoos. Henrietta chose hers and insisted—against his protests—that Carson deserved the one he received. A phoenix much like the one Ever had on her cheek, symbolic of killing the same man twice. It should have been Henri’s, but she reminded him that he’d killed Gambini several times and shoved him from the hatch when he was still technically alive. There was no arguing with the woman when she got like that.

				Rubbing at his sleeve and the inked reminder beneath, he spun on his heel and walked away. He had one more stop to make before he could meet up with Henrietta. One last goodbye before he went to the Badlands again. The walk was only a couple miles, but each step felt like trudging through first sand, then mud, then quicksand. Can I really do this? Should I?

				Questions plagued him until he stood in front of the headstone. Lily Robert. Taken from this life too soon. For the first time, staring at her grave didn’t bring with it a rush of anger and hatred. He’d done what he could to avenge her death and in the process found a reason to live again.

				A quiet, breathless voice came from behind him a few moments later. “Is this her?”

				Of course Henri had followed him. He would have done the same in her place. “Yes. This is my fiancée, Lily.”

				Carson tipped Henri’s chin up, forcing her to meet his eyes. She stood so close he could feel the heat of her body, but she never touched him. It was as if she still felt she didn’t have the right.

				He dipped his head, his lips brushing over hers in the barest hint of a kiss. Even that made his pulse thunder, but this wasn’t the place for anything more. And he was willing to wait. He’d wait for her forever if he had to. He whispered a silent goodbye to Lily, knowing in his heart that she’d approve. “All the ghosts that haunted me are buried now, Henri. Just like I wanted.”

				“Even with Lupo and so many of his men still at large?” She bit her lip, her face taking on an air of coquettishness that he’d learned wasn’t the least affected. Months later and she still didn’t trust whatever gossamer threads held them together.

				Letting go of her hand, he pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her. So small, yet so much stronger than he’d ever expected. “Yes. Your father and St. Clair named enough names that the majority of Lupo’s army is in custody. And they’ll catch the rest, catch him—I just won’t be part of it. It’s enough.” He sucked in a breath, the scent of jasmine in her hair adding a hint of springtime to the late fall chill. “What about you? Are you ready to move out of the senator’s shadow and forget everything he did?”

				“Forget? No. If I could forget, it would only mean I didn’t learn anything. But I’m tired of being Senator William Mason’s eccentric daughter.” She nestled her head against his chest and absently smoothed her fingers over the scar on her neck. “I’m quite ready to be done with society and be someone else now.”

				He kept one arm casually around her waist as he guided her from the cemetery. “And who would that be? Brilliant inventor and head physician to the queen of the Badlands?”

				“Of course, I want to continue to work with Laurette and Ever and create things to better the world—right the sins of my father as it were. But I was also thinking that Dr. Henri Alexander has a rather nice ring to it.”

				They stepped onto the street and he froze, his muscles tightening around her. “I...uh...”

				One hand on his chest, she leaned back against his arm and smiled. “Finally, I’ve managed to leave you speechless. I don’t mean today, Carson, or even tomorrow or next month. But I’ve come to understand you, and you’d spend years trying to figure out the proper way to ask me since I have no family whose blessing you could seek. Despite all the encouragement to leave propriety behind me, I know some part of you clings to it. So the eccentric daughter is making one last appearance in the grandness of Philadelphia to let you know I’m not walking away or hiding from whatever we have. Somehow in the time between meeting you at the gala and now, I fell in love with you. Wholly and completely.”

				Tucking a loose curl behind her ear, his fingers lingering on her skin, Carson returned her smile. “You know when I think I realized what I felt for you was real? When I knew, no matter what, I couldn’t just let you go? When you tore off up that mountain with Ever. No fighting skills, no plan other than stopping St. Clair before he did any more damage. I knew from that moment there would never be a dull moment with you by my side.”

				“That hardly seems an endorsement for a long life together.”

				Carson shrugged. “Maybe not, but maybe it’s exactly what we both need. Besides, how could I pass up the chance to see what idiotic, amazing thing you do next?”

				“Is that all you’re interested in?” She shrugged and huffed out a sigh. “I suppose I can take care of that. Next, I plan to—” Without warning, she reached up and pulled him toward her, pressing her lips to his, kissing him with a passion and freedom he’d never felt from her before.

				He returned the kiss with vigor, only pulling away when a steam carriage rolling by brushed the back of his jacket. He tugged her closer to the fence around the cemetery. “Nice try, but you won’t get rid of me that easily.”

				Henri’s laughter rang in the air, tickling his nerves. “Does that mean you’d like me to try again?”

				“It means I’ll take whatever adventure you want to throw at me, for as long as you’re willing to keep me around.”

				She nestled against him and let out a satisfied sigh. “And how long do you propose?”

				With her in his arms, he thought of months and years and forever.

				“I don’t know. Ask me again next time you try to kill me.”

				“Now, Carson, I never tried to kill you.”

				He smiled, content for the first time in as long as he could remember, and brushed his lips across hers. “Then I guess you’ll never need to ask again. I propose forever. How does that sound to you?”

				“Like it can’t possibly be long enough.”

				* * * * *
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