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Part One

The Gunslinger and the Rabbit


Chapter One
The Trapped Rabbit



Folks on the plains like to say that all roads lead to Deepwell. I have to agree, but I’ve learned the opposite is also true: all roads start there.

I was on the road from Ironhearth to Deepwell, and had crossed the border from the more civilized cities, as they liked to think of themselves, earlier that day.

I never enjoyed my visits East. Ironhearth, especially, was a miserable place. All choking smog and deafening furnaces. It was where the throne produced most of its firearms. Hells, all but one of my guns was made there.

Like all the so-called civilized cities, a man couldn’t pull his weapon if he needed it. Had to rely on the local chapter of the Moonsworn to resolve any conflict. Not that those lawmen aren’t effective, don’t get me wrong, but I prefer to draw my own iron when necessary.

My horse, Hestur, agreed with my sentiment. His mood had improved greatly when the paved roads had given way to dust. The black and gray destrier had been miserable the entire stay in the city. I had to put him up in a stable at the edge of the city, and he’d tried to escape no more than five times in the three days we’d been stuck in the city.

The stable hands had been lucky not to get their faces bitten off, honestly. Hestur was a trained warhorse, and occasionally he looked for opportunities to enact violence on others, especially when his mood was foul, as it had been in Ironhearth.

He’d probably try to take a nip out of me again tonight when we stopped to camp, just to remind me he hadn’t forgotten what I’d put him through, but it wouldn’t be too bad with us back on the plains. Both of us were always happier out here, where the sky was bigger and the land stretched unbroken for days.

This section of the Western frontier, the short stretch between Ironhearth and Deepwell, was mostly scrub grass and blackthorn trees. There were a few well-worn trails, popular with the travelers who couldn’t afford to, or chose not to, ride the steam-engine line.

I pulled the reins, stopping Hestur in our path.

A short distance ahead was a small column of smoke. Likely a campfire. Nothing out of the ordinary, really. But one downside of leaving civilization behind was that some of the other folk that sought the solitude of the plains did so to avoid the Moon-sworn and any other servants of the law that might have an interest in knowing their whereabouts.

Reaching back into a saddlebag for my old spyglass, I peered through it toward the smoke.

I don’t know why I felt the need to be nosy. I could have adjusted course and avoided the camp. Wasn’t any of my business if these were bandits or hunters or just a family with a Deed Note on their way to Deepwell. I could have just gone on my way.

But night was approaching, and if these folks were friendly, they might be willing to share their fire for the night.

And, at times, I am a nosy son of a bitch. So I looked.

There were four of them. Not an unusual number for bandits. And they were bandits. You can always tell. The only other group that ever looked that dirty and ragged on the plains were cattle folk on a long drive, but I saw nothing resembling livestock.

They were of various races common to the plains. One human, one bat-like nocturne, a massive boulder of a krag, and a hellkin.

There was also a woman, bound to a solitary tree at the edge of the camp. She’d come from the East; I could tell. The riding dress, even covered in trail dust, was too fine to have come from anywhere else. The blouse too white, the skirt too blue. Neither yet faded by the sun. And I recognized the cut from my last few days in Ironhearth. Folks on the plains rarely managed to keep up with the recent styles.

She was a rabbitfolk. We had plenty of jackies on the plains, the jack rabbitfolk with their giant ears that could pick up sounds miles away, but very few angora. And she was definitely an angora.

Angora were the closest thing to nobility we had on the continent. They’d been kings and queens back across the ocean, before us so-called civilized folk had found this continent and claimed all on its shores were equals. They still acted like nobility. Having all the money could do that to a person.

She was scared. Her red eyes open wide and searching for any means of escape. Her snow-white ears, a perfect match for her hair, were stretched back and twitching.

The four bandits were laughing amongst themselves as they dug through a pair of saddlebags. One held up a pair of long, almost sheer undergarments and waved them around like a flag as the others pointed and jeered.

I closed the spyglass and considered. This wasn’t my concern. I should just ride on my way.

I knew I would not do that. But I had to think it. I had to try to force myself to be selfish and heartless. It’s how the world wanted me to be. The cold, uncaring gunslinger. The jaded former cavalry scout. Trevor Yuma, cold-hearted killer.

I was only a few of those things.

On the horizon in front of me, the moon was pushing up into the sky. I met her red face and quietly cursed her. “Why, Ma’am?” I asked. “Why are you always putting these folks in my way?”

She didn’t answer, and that was fine. I knew what she would want me to do, and it was to save the frightened woman tied to the tree before anything happened to her.
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I rode Hestur as close as I could while being certain they wouldn’t see or hear me coming. The nocturne would be the biggest issue there. The batfolk had superior hearing, but I was fairly competent at stealth when the occasion called for it.

From a saddlebag, I pulled out my long rifle and my trench gun. I made sure my revolver was secure in its holster before I made my way toward the camp.

They were loud enough that I hadn’t even had to worry about stealth. Not even a Jackie would have heard me coming over the crude jokes and laughter.

I was able to use that and the sparse scrub grass to get close enough to make out their faces and their words.

The krag’s laugh was loud. The ground under me vibrated slightly as the giant rock creature guffawed at something the hellkin had said.

This particular hellkin’s head looked like an iridescent beetle, the back of his head opening into two translucent wings that buzzed loudly as it laughed along with the krag.

I’d fought alongside my share of hellkin back in the war. These descendants of the Hells. So, I knew I’d need to take this bastard out first. This one would likely have access to some sort of magic. The bug features told me he had Flylord heritage somewhere in his line, and those devils were known for their spellcraft.

The human man was reclining close to the fire. His expression was contemplative as he kneaded something in his hand. I realized after a quick inspection that it was the pair of bloomers they’d found in the saddlebags. He moved the soft fabric to his face and gave it a sniff.

The nocturne snorted at that. “You that lonely, Harris?” he asked with a thick brogue.

The man, Harris, grinned at the bat. “You ever seen an Angora’s tits, boy?” he asked.

The krag and hellkin turned to listen to the exchange.

The nocturne shrugged. “Seen my share of Jackie’s. What’s the difference?”

Harris rose to his feet and started toward the tied-up rabbitfolk woman. “Angoras is soft. So soft.”

The woman’s eyes somehow managed to open even wider, and she tried to push herself through the bark of the tree she was tied to. Through the gag over her mouth, she made a muffled cry.

“Leave her be, Harris,” the krag rumbled. “We won’t get paid if she’s dead.”

“Who said anything about killing her?” Harris said, not stopping his approach. “I just want a look. Maybe a touch.” He licked his lips as he bent down toward the woman.

I’d had my rifle trained on the hellkin, but there was no way I would let this happen.

I was close enough that aiming didn’t take any effort. Shifting over slightly, I aimed for Harris’s head and pulled the trigger.

The woman began to scream in earnest as the contents of Harris’s skull splattered across her face and blouse.

The man collapsed in a heap.

His three friends all drew their sidearms and turned toward me.

I had to give them some credit. They all seemed experienced. Even with the way sound carried on the open plain, they were able to pinpoint where the shot likely came from.

The nocturne was pointing at the spot as he leveled his revolver and fired.

But I’d moved the second I’d pulled the trigger.

The three men each fired several times before the nocturne and hellkin moved behind the krag for cover.

There were five horses hitched together on the far end of the camp. Four of them were unaffected by the gunfire, but one was panicking and riling up the others.

“That fucking rabbit’s horse is going to hurt the others,” the hellkin buzzed.

“Shut up,” the krag said as he scanned the surrounding area.

“There!” the nocturne pointed to where I had moved to flank them.

But I was already standing, revolver in hand. I squeezed the trigger and my barrel exploded with light that dwarfed the fire.

The bat collapsed, missing his head and a good chunk of his torso.

“Demonhorn!” the hellkin shouted as he spun on me, firing his own gun.

The flash of his gunfire was nothing compared to what mine had been.

I dove to the side, hitting the ground and rolling. Behind me pillars of dust exploded up, moving closer as the two men tried to track my movements.

The gunfire stopped a moment later as they had both spent their rounds and had to stop to reload.

“Shit, shit, shit,” the hellkin buzzed, the wings at the back of his head beating with a panicked fury.

I rolled to my feet just as both men popped the cylinders on their guns to reload. I fired twice.

The hellkin stumbled back, both his arms disintegrating as my magic-infused rounds tore into him.

He’d called it demonhorn, and he wasn’t far off. But my sidearm was a little rarer than those made from the bones of dead devils.

I had three rounds left in the cylinder, and I hoped they’d be enough for the krag. I knew from experience these boulders sometimes needed a lot of their stone skin chipped away before anything truly vulnerable was exposed.

He had managed to dump out his expended shells and was fumbling at a bandolier around his bicep for more.

Krag’s rarely used normal revolvers, and this man was no different. It was really a modified trench gun in the shape of a revolver and made to fit the massive hands of a krag gunman.

Before he could fit the first shell in its place, I fired all three of my remaining shots. I held my gun at my waist and fanned the hammer back three times in rapid succession.

All three shots struck the rock man in his chest, and he stumbled back from the force. He tripped and fell backward onto the fire, extinguishing the flames and dropping us into almost total darkness. Only the red light of the moon guided me.

I hurried, moving fast enough to not give the krag a chance to recover, but carefully enough to not trip on my way to his side.

I slipped my revolver into its holster and unslung my trench gun, pulling it tight to my shoulder as I stepped up onto the boulder’s chest.

He grunted in pain as my boots pressed into his cracked and breaking flesh. In the center of his chest, where I’d unloaded my three shots, there was a soft glow. I’d broken through to his core.

He reached up toward me. “I’ll kill you, you little worm,” he bellowed.

I stuck the barrel of my gun right against the glowing break in his chest and fired.

He let out a cry of pain as I pumped the shotgun. I fired again, and his hand fell to the ground.

I pumped again and waited. After several heartbeats, he didn’t move, and I returned the gun to its place on my back.

I jumped off the krag and rushed to the angora woman.

She flinched away from me as I reached toward her. Her red eyes darted about. She looked wilder than a horse surrounded by wolves.

I sat back and held my hands up, palms out.

“It’s okay, ma’am. My name is Trevor Yuma. I’m here to help. I’m just going to untie you now, okay? I just ask you not kick me as I do.” If she did choose to kick me, I’d likely be doubled over in pain for hours. Them rabbits can kick, even the soft city folk.

She calmed down as my words sank in. She tried to say something through her gag, so I moved my hand up and removed that first.

“Help!” she screamed to the night sky. “Someone help me!”

“Ma’am, I just told you I’m here to help.”

She stopped screaming and looked at me. Her eyes were still wild with terror, but she settled down enough to speak. “Sorry,” she said. “Would you please untie me, sir?”

Even full of fear and panic, I could hear the refinement in her voice. Angora through and through, I could tell. A real and proper lady. I wondered why she was here and not comfortably riding in a carriage or a car on a steam engine.

Time for those questions later, though.

I pulled my knife out and began to saw at the ropes around her wrists first. “Hold still please, ma’am, and I’ll have you out of there in no time.”


Chapter Two
Allison Woodgate-Blackburn



I left the bodies of the bandits at their camp. I took the time to check their corpses for any valuables and to loot their saddlebags for anything worthwhile.

They had some trail rations I could use, as well as plenty of ammunition. The krag had been carrying a lot of shells that would work with my trench gun.

The Angora woman watched me loot the bandits without speaking at first. She stood next to her horse, her hands shaking as she came down from the stress of the encounter.

“What did you say your name was?” she asked me after a while.

I rose from the saddlebag I’d been inspecting. It had nothing worthwhile.

I tipped my hat. “Trevor Yuma, ma’am. At your service.”

“Thank you for saving me, Mr. Yuma,” she said. She held her chin up as she considered me. Her tone was grateful enough, but I could feel the judgement as she watched me search the dead men.

“Anyone else would have done the same,” I assured her. “May I ask your name, ma’am?”

She straightened her back slightly and pushed out her impressive chest. “I am Allison Woodgate-Blackburn.” She said it as though I should recognize the name.

When I didn’t respond with the recognition she expected, she deflated slightly, and then something resembling relief flashed across her face.

I kept my own face blank. I’d met a few angoras in my day, and they very often had that double-barreled last name. It made them that much more pretentious and self-important than they already were.

“Would it be permissible for me to call you Miss Allison?” I asked. I didn’t have the patience in me to refer to her as Miss Woodgate-Blackburn. And while I could just call her Ma’am for whatever period of time I was forced to spend with her, I preferred to be more personable. Even with a self-important rich girl.

She made a displeased face, made worse by the fact that she still hadn’t cleaned Harris’s blood off herself, but she forced a smile approaching friendly as she answered. “That would be fine, Mr. Yuma.”

“What are your plans for the night, Miss Allison?” I asked her.

She clasped a hand to her chest as she glanced around at the near complete darkness of night.

The fear in her eyes told me everything I needed to know. I spoke again before she could answer.

“I left my horse a short distance that way. If you’re amenable, I would welcome your company for the night.”

Her relief was even easier to read than the fear had been.

She quickly composed herself, doing her best to make her face impassive and uninterested. “That would be acceptable, Mr. Yuma.”

I gathered the reins of the bandits’ horses and led them toward where I had left Hestur waiting. Miss Allison followed close behind.

“May I ask after your destination, Ma’am?” I asked her.

“Deepwell,” she said after a moment of deliberation.

I nodded at that. I’d assumed as much. I couldn’t see someone like her with a destination other than Deepwell. Any towns or settlements farther west would not be suited to her taste.

“And what of you, Mr. Yuma?” she asked.

“Deepwell, for now.”

“For now?” she asked.

“Until the next destination makes itself known.”

“You aren’t a bandit, are you, Mr. Yuma?” she asked.

“I am not. I’m a lot of things, but never that.”

“A lot of things?” she asked. Her tone was one of genuine curiosity.

“I’ve been a treasure hunter, a caravan guard, a guide. I’m not picky.”

“You work as a guide?” she asked, failing to hide the note of excitement.

“When needed, yes, Ma’am.”

“Do you know how far from Deepwell we are?” she asked, speeding up slightly so she was walking next to me rather than a few paces behind. Her horse trotted behind her, following her closely enough to not even need the rein to guide her.

“We’re a few days out still.”

She nodded, suddenly lost in thought.

“If you like, I’d be happy to get you there safely,” I told her.

She hesitated. “How much do you charge for your services?”

“I’m going that way already, Miss Allison, no charge.”

“Are you sure?” She opened her eyes wide and studied me with an expression that was filled with more innocence than should be allowed on the plains.

I managed to get a fire going with little hassle. Allison did not offer to help in any way. Something that did not surprise.

I was surprised that as soon as I’d found Hestur and started setting up camp, she’d unsaddled her horse and set about making sure the small mare was taken care of.

Once she’d put a feedbag on the creature, she’d plopped her saddle on the ground and sat on it as she watched me start the fire and prepare a small meal. I was feeling generous since I had taken rations from the dead men, so I prepared two servings.

She sat with her back straight, legs crossed at the ankles, and folded hands resting in her lap. Her long rabbit ears turned this way and that at the sounds of the surrounding night.

I noticed now that both her ears and her tail were completely white, but for a small spot of pure black at the very tip of each.

I filled one of my pots with water and set it to boil over the fire. Allison said nothing as she watched me work. Now that she’d had more time to calm down, her blood-splattered face remained an uninterested mask. But her quickly darting eyes and twitching ears told me that was a show for my benefit.

Once the water was warm enough, I pulled it away from the fire and showed Allison. “If you want to wash your face, Ma’am.”

She blinked at that, raising a hand to her face. A look of realization dawned on her. She looked down at her stained blouse, as though she were noticing the now dried blood for the first time.

With the help of a small handheld mirror, the young woman dipped a washcloth from her saddlebag into the warm water and wiped her face clean.

She made a displeased groan when she noticed her white hair was just as splattered as her face had been.

“I need a bath,” she announced.

I glanced around the empty landscape.

“I have a tent in my saddlebag. Will you assemble it for me?” She worded it as a question, but her tone told me she expected me to do what she asked.

I stirred the pot of beans I had hanging over the fire and considered how to answer that.

“You would deny a lady the ability to wash herself?” she asked.

I glanced up at the moon in the sky and silently cursed her for putting this woman in my path.
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Allison —

The water was a little colder than Allison would have liked, but she chose not to say anything to the man.

It would have been a simple thing to put the pot over the flames again, but she wanted to wash. Needed to clean herself of the blood, now dry and flaking on her face and in her hair. And she had sensed this Mr. Yuma’s impatience when she had requested he assemble her tent for her.

If she was to be stuck with this man for the few days it took to reach Deepwell, she would do her best not to create any ill will.

It was likely that he was a good man. He had gone out of his way to save her, after all. Something she was grateful for. But he was not the right sort. He had been very willing to kill. Who knew what he’d be willing to do if he grew impatient with her? She would have to do her best to be a perfect travel companion. If only to stay in this rogue’s good favor.

She lit her lantern and hung it from the roof of her simple tent. Then she stripped out of her clothes.

The skirt she folded and carefully placed in her saddlebag. She discarded her blouse in the corner of the tent. She might be able to save it, but she suspected it was too late to get the bloodstains out.

Hidden in a pocket in her corset was a small envelope. She removed it carefully and ensured the slip of parchment inside was safe. There was no reason it wouldn’t be, but she had to check.

Satisfied that everything was in order, she slid the envelope under her pillow.

The corset gave her a little trouble, as it usually did, but she managed to unhook it and free her breasts.

Too large, she thought, as she frequently did. She cupped them as she pondered what they said about her. She often did this.

Her mother had been a slender woman. The picture of a noble Angoran lady. Trim, proper, and with a silhouette that proclaimed her of the right stock.

Allison, on the other hand, had a bust that would have fit more in a brothel common room. And they looked all the larger because she had inherited her mother’s slim waist. The only gift her mother had granted her. Every other part of her was round and soft and far too noticeable.

But at least she was still milk white. The sun had not, and would not, take that away from her. Her skin was soft and supple, and spoke of her station as much as her white fur and her name did. She hoped that this new life she had chosen for herself wouldn’t change that.

Once she was fully nude and finished with her self-analysis, she washed.

The water had grown even colder by the time she finally dipped a washcloth into the pot.

Cold water ran down in rivulets as she wiped her face and chest clean of all traces of the blood. The cold pimpled her flesh, and she noted with some consternation that her pink nipples were standing at attention.

The water was a soft pink color, almost a match for her nipples, when she was finished.

She dug through her bag until she found her nightgown. It was a soft and comfortable outfit, and the softness was almost enough to break the mask she had been wearing for the last few hours.

She extinguished her lantern and sank into her bedroll.

She buried herself fully in her blanket, then allowed herself to cry silently.
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I couldn’t say that Miss Allison was a poor travel companion; in fact, there were moments on that three-day trail to Deepwell that I genuinely enjoyed her company.

We rode in silence more often than we spoke. Both of us seemed inclined to just take in the scenery anytime the wind blew the grass in a manner that was particularly beautiful, but the young woman was not as used to the silence and introspection of the open plain as I was.

But conversation was always welcome. It could get lonely sometimes. And Hestur wasn’t much of a conversationalist.

“How long have you been in Deepwell, Mr. Yuma?” she asked me, pulling her mare in line with Hestur.

Behind us, I was still leading the four horses I had liberated from the bandits, and they all considered the slight mare as it passed them.

She was wearing a clean blouse this morning. It was almost an exact copy of the blood-stained one she’d been wearing the night before. My mind involuntarily thought back to her silhouette in her tent. She couldn’t have known that her lantern was casting that shadow.

“I don’t live in Deepwell,” I corrected her. “I have a regular room at an inn, but I try to spend as little time in the city as I can afford to. Hestur and I prefer to be out here.” I patted my horse on the neck, and he let out a breath of air in agreement.

“I see. Are you originally from Deepwell, then?” she asked.

I shook my head. “No, Ma’am. I’m originally from a little place called Short Tree. It’s along the southeastern shore. Not that far from Crownfall.”

“Oh,” she said, surprised. “I don’t know why; I’d just assumed you were native to the western cities.”

I smiled at that. I was more than okay with that assumption. “No, Ma’am. A lot of folks out East forget that Deepwell ain’t that old yet. Barely three decades. Which, I suppose, means I could have been born there. But no. Hestur and I came out about, oh, seven years ago now? I lose track of time. Right after the war.”

“I see.” She fell silent for a few heartbeats. “Did you fight in the war?”

“I did, Ma’am.”

She hesitated again. “Which side did you serve?” She kept her voice controlled, but I could sense her unease in asking.

It was a valid question, and an important one in my opinion. But it was also one many people avoided for fear of offense. And offense would be taken more often than not. That could happen when the wounds were still relatively fresh and both sides still remembered.

“I fought under the Gilded Crest,” I told her.

Her shoulders visibly relaxed with that. I could tell she had more questions, but I cut those off with one of my own.

“And what of you, Miss Allison? Where do you call home?”

“I’m from Gildrock,” she answered.

I nodded at that. I could have guessed that. That or Crownfall, or even Cinderhalls. Any of those three cities would make sense for an Angora. But Gildrock rang true.

“Banking family?” I asked.

She remained conspicuously silent at that. She stared at her hands where they rested on her saddle. Her grip on her reins tightened.

“Forgive me, Ma’am,” I said quickly. “If I’d known that was a sore topic, I’d have left it alone.”

She looked up at me and gave me a forced smile. “No, it’s all right. Yes. My father is a banker. But he and I have not spoken in some time.”

“May I ask what brings you west?” I asked. “You don’t have to answer. Just making conversation.”

She moved a hand between her breasts. It was an unconscious movement, I could tell. She wouldn’t have voluntarily tightened the fabric about herself like that otherwise.

I politely looked away and scanned the horizon.

“I decided it was time to leave home,” she said finally. Her voice was full of a surprising conviction. “There was nothing left for me in Gildrock.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. “Why Deepwell?”

“Like you, Deepwell isn’t my final destination. But I would thank you not to pry into a lady’s business, Mr. Yuma.”

“My apologies, Miss Allison.”

When we stopped for the night after that first day on the road, I set up Allison’s tent without her asking. She was busy brushing down her mare, whom she’d told me was named Duchess.

It wasn’t a complicated tent, and only took me a few minutes to put up. When she’d asked the night before, I’d been worried it was going to be something like the elaborate field tents some officers in the army had insisted on. It was really little more than a large tarp and a thin rope.

Once she’d finished with Duchess, she wandered over to inspect my work.

“Thank you, Mr. Yuma,” she said.

I tipped my hat to her. “All part of the job, Miss Allison.”

She moved her saddlebags inside, and I left her to build us a small fire.

She reappeared from the tent shortly after I’d convinced a large log to catch alight and was adding water to a cook pot.

She’d changed out of her riding dress into a long, billowy nightgown. She’d also let her hair out of its normal braid.

She stepped lightly on the balls of her bare feet, doing her best to avoid any jagged rocks or thorned plants.

She settled onto her saddle again and watched me work. In one hand she held an expensive-looking brush with a bone handle and a thick bristle head.

She ran it through her hair as she watched me add dried meat and chopped root vegetables to the pot.

“Do you often sleep under the moon?” she asked me.

I was doing my best not to stare openly at her. The change of clothes felt oddly intimate in a way I couldn’t describe. And I knew if the firelight were behind her, that gown would be very sheer.

“I do. I have a tent, but the weather is fine now. Rainy season isn’t for several months.”

“Do you enjoy it?” she asked.

“Sleeping under the moon?” I asked. I glanced up to consider the red face in the sky. “Yes, Miss Allison, I do enjoy it.”

She was looking up with me. Her expression was wistful. “I can see the appeal.”

“You’re welcome to join me near the fire tonight, if you like.”

She shook her head and continued to brush her hair. “I don’t think that would be appropriate at all, Mr. Yuma.”

“I suppose you’re right,” I agreed.


Chapter Three
Deepwell



It was a few hours before nightfall on the third day when we arrived at Deepwell. The city had been visible on the horizon for some time, and Allison had expressed some surprise at the size of it.

“I thought the city had only been around for thirty years?” she said.

“Thereabouts,” I told her. “But it was built using the throne’s money and with the support of nearly every baron around. At least, if you believe what the books will tell you. So, it built up fast, and it hasn’t stopped growing since.”

I couldn’t blame her for being surprised. My reaction had been similar when I’d first arrived in Deepwell seven years earlier. I’d been a shell-shocked young man, barely past my twentieth year. Growing up in a small farming community, I hadn’t set foot in anything approaching a city.

For Allison, I was sure this wasn’t as impressive as any of the places she’d seen growing up, but for how relatively young the city was, its size and infrastructure were impressive.

“What is that spire?” Allison asked.

A massive tower rose from the center of the city. It was by far the biggest building in Deepwell.

“That’s the well,” I told her.

“The well? As in the Deepwell?”

“Yes, Ma’am. You should make sure to visit while you’re in the city. It’s quite a sight. The tower also holds offices for the Surveyor’s Hall, as well as a shrine for the Moonsworn.”

She studied the distant skyline as we approached.

“Would you be willing to guide me there once we arrive?” she asked.

“Of course. I can help you find a good inn as well. Unless you had something in mind already.”

“Somewhere appropriate, if you don’t mind, Mr. Yuma,” she said.

“Appropriate, of course.” There were a handful of inns that might qualify. I’d show her to one of the inns that were popular with visitors from the East. I had one in mind. It was also very close to the well tower, which I was sure she’d appreciate.

Both the well and the inn were in the center of the city, and my own lodgings were on the western edge of town. Once I left her at her inn, I would likely not see Allison again.

That thought left me oddly disappointed. She hadn’t been a bad trail companion, but she hadn’t been particularly helpful, either. She had been companionable, if a little imperious.

As we moved closer to the city, the other roads into Deepwell became more obvious. North of us a steam-engine was riding its line into the city. Its whistle was audible even at this distance.

Between us and the rail was a more traveled highway. Several carriages followed the road in and out of Deepwell.

I wondered again why Allison had not taken one of those routes to Deepwell. I suspected it had something to do with her relationship with her father, whoever that man might be. It was the one topic of conversation she never engaged in during our time together. It was the most likely reason a woman like her might avoid the safer and easier path.

Our first stop in the city was at a stable. I’d been using this particular stable for years. They always took good care of Hestur for me.

“Duchess will be okay here?” Allison asked as we both dismounted.

“They’ll treat her like the proper lady she is,” I assured her.

Duchess let out a satisfied huff of air at that news.

A giant figure loomed in the open entryway. “I was wondering when you’d be back, Yuma.”

Ferdinand the minotaur grinned down at me.

“Never as long as I like, Fer,” I said, returning the grin.

“I see you have a whole herd with you. I’m guessing the usual arrangement,” he said, waving a hand as big as my torso at the horses I pulled behind Hestur.

“If that’s amenable, yessir.”

“If anyone else brought me a handful of horses, I’d turn them over to the Moonsworn. You’re lucky you and I are friends, you fucking⁠—”

He noticed Allison standing next to me. “Pardon me, Ma’am, I didn’t see you there.” He wore no hat, but he still moved fingers up to touch the non-existent brim in deference.

“Nothing to apologize for, sir. I’m sorry, was your name Fer?” Allison asked.

“Ferdinand, Ma’am. I’m the proprietor of this here barn. And what may I call you?”

“Allison,” she answered. I did not fail to notice she did not include her double-barreled family name.

Ferdinand didn’t fail to either. But he nodded. “Did you need lodging for your horse? Or were you hoping to acquire another mount?”

“Lodging, please. Mr. Ferdinand, does Mr. Yuma often bring you wayward horses?”

The bullheaded man glanced over at me before answering. “Mr. Yuma has been known to assist the local Moonsworn on occasion. And while that doesn’t necessarily pay the bills, they’ve been known to allow him the option of claiming, as you call them, wayward horses for resale.”

“I see,” Allison said.

“Let’s not worry about that right now,” Ferdinand said. “Let’s get your horses put away. How long will you be in Deepwell, Miss Allison?”

“I-I’m not sure,” she answered.

“Tell you what, we can put you down for a week, and if it ends up being longer, you can square up when you leave. If it’s less, we can either leave the credit on your tab or refund you. That work for you?”

“How much for the week?” Allison asked.

Before Ferdinand could answer, I spoke up. “She has half the claim on these horses. Mind giving her some credit?”

“Oh?” He gave me another appraising look before nodding, his horns almost scraping the door frame as he did. “I can arrange that.”

He turned inside and bellowed. “Boy! Get your lazy ass out here. Got customers.”

A young man stepped up beside Ferdinand. He looked human, but I knew he wasn’t. He was about sixteen or seventeen and looked as if he would rather be anywhere but here.

His uninterested expression brightened when he saw Allison.

He rushed past me, ignoring Hestur’s proffered reins, and took Duchess’s from Allison. His hand brushed hers as he did, and he grinned down at her.

Her eyes opened wide and her face blushed a dark red.

The boy kept grinning over his shoulder at her as he led Duchess into the stable.

Ferdinand’s massive fist came down and tapped the boy on the head. It was a light blow for the bull-man, but the boy staggered under the impact. “What’d I say to you about using your powers on paying customers?”

The boy mumbled something I couldn’t make out as he moved back into the barn, rubbing his head irritably.

“Sorry about him, Ma’am,” Ferdinand said. “His father was an incubus, and the boy don’t know when it’s appropriate to use his gift.”

Allison’s blush faded almost immediately, and she frowned in the direction the boy had gone. “Very improper,” she said.

“I fully agree.” He turned and shouted at the boy. “Not that stall, you imbecile! Number 12. And be sure to enter the information in the ledger! It’s Miss Allison. Do you hear me!? Answer me when I’m talking to you!”

Once both Duchess and Hestur were safely put away, Ferdinand inspected the horses I’d brought him. The massive draft horse that had belonged to the krag was by far the most valuable, and once the minotaur had deducted some credit for a week’s lodging for two horses, he handed me a pile of folded notes.

I counted it out and handed Allison half.

“Are you sure?” she asked, eyes widening slightly.

“I wouldn’t feel right keeping it all for myself,” I told her. “Consider it a finder’s fee.”

She accepted the money but frowned at my terminology. “Thank you, Mr. Yuma.”

We bid Ferdinand farewell and headed into the city.

Allison was struggling slightly with her over-packed saddlebags, so I took them off her and put them over my shoulder. “Whenever you’re ready to leave Deepwell, your inn should have a porter service available. They’ll have a boy to carry your bags to the stable for you, if you need.”

“Thank you again, Mr. Yuma,” she said.

It was a little bit of a walk to the center of town, and Allison took in every step with wide-eyed wonder.

I’d almost have thought she’d never seen a city before, but I realized it wasn’t the size of the buildings she was taking in; it was the people. I’d been lucky enough never to set foot in Gildrock, but I assumed the makeup of its citizenry was less diverse than Deepwell.

The roads were bustling with life of all kinds. Humans and jackies, krags and nocturnes, every stripe of beastfolk, and hellkin of all their varieties. There was even the occasional goblin tribesman bartering with a merchant.

More than once I had to reach out and gently guide the rabbitfolk woman out of the path of an oncoming carriage or an unaware krag as she stared at someone of a race she had likely never seen before.

I tried to be understanding. I knew how less than diverse this country could be the closer to Crownfall one got.

My own hometown had been mostly human and ovis, the sheepfolk that tended the herds. The army had been more diverse, however, and my first day of training had been similar to what Allison was experiencing now. I found it just took time to get used to folks.

“I have to say,” Allison said to me, “I wasn’t expecting so much cobblestone.”

I considered the paved road we were traveling down. “Were you expecting more dust?” I asked.

“I don’t know, maybe?”

“The farther west you get, the less you’ll see a proper road.”

“I suppose you prefer that?” she asked me.

“I don’t mind it.”

We finally arrived at the inn I’d decided would be the best fit for the young woman. It was a three-story building, with a facade of wood and brick. It was the largest inn Deepwell had, and I knew it had a reputation for being selective about tenants.

The swinging sign above the front entrance read: Velvet Scale.

A jackie man in a bright red vest held the front door open for us as we climbed the steps to enter the building.

The entryway held a broad desk, a wall of pegs filled with keys behind it. There was a wide stairway leading up on one side, and an open doorway into a well-appointed dining hall on the other. The gentle clamor of polite conversation drifted from that room.

An attractive gorgon woman stood behind the desk. Her light gray skin was pebbled with black scales that matched her high-collared dress. She took a step closer to the desk as we entered, her black-scaled tail flicking up in a friendly greeting.

“Welcome, guests. How may I serve you today?” Like with all gorgons, she exaggerated any S sound, but beyond that her accent was almost the same as Allison’s. Dignified and educated.

The snake-woman took in Allison. Her reptilian eyes lingered on the tips of Allison’s ears, and I noticed her demeanor change ever so slightly.

Her smile broadened, and she offered an almost reverent bow.

“I need a room,” Allison said. “I’m not sure how long I will be in the city, but I have been assured your inn is the best Deepwell has to offer.”

“It is, Miss,” the woman answered.

Her tail moved back to the wall, and without looking she hooked a keyring off a peg and moved it to her left hand.

With her right hand, she opened a large book. “Room 312 is available for the week. It is one of our best suites.”

“That will be acceptable,” Allison said.

“Meals are served in the dining hall at the posted hours, but the kitchen is open at all hours if you require something delivered to your room.”

She spun the book around and offered Allison a pen. “Just sign here and I will have the boy take your things to your room for you.”

Allison signed the book and the jackie man that had held the door for us approached me.

I handed him Allison’s saddlebags. He waited for mine, but I shook my head. He turned without another word and started up the stairs after accepting the room key from the gorgon woman.

He returned a short while later and gave Allison the key.

She slipped him a note from the pile we’d received from Ferdinand. “Thank you very much,” she said, addressing both the jackie and the gorgon. “I have a little business in town and will be back shortly. I assume there is a bath service available?”

“I will have one drawn and ready in your room before your return,” the other woman promised.

“Thank you.”

I led Allison back out of the inn and down the street.

We stopped in front of the Well Tower.

The building was made entirely of black stone. It rose; every few levels it shrunk in on itself until it finally ended on a point. Doors covered the ground level. Each one led somewhere different within the tower.

I pointed to one of the doors. “That will lead you to the Surveyor’s Hall.”

Allison didn’t respond immediately, but studied the building.

“Miss Allison?” I asked.

She jumped slightly at my voice, her ears moving forward slightly. “Right. Thank you, Mr. Yuma. I am in your debt.”

“Not at all, Ma’am,” I said. “I hope you’re successful in whatever you’re here to do.” I tipped my hat to her one final time and left her there.

She looked very nervous as she stared up at the black stone structure of the well.

I almost felt guilty for leaving her there. But I had appointments to keep. I would try my best to check on her as long as she was still in the city.


Chapter Four
Sonya Follet



After I’d left Miss Woodgate-Blackburn at the Well Tower, I made my way to the Western edge of the city.

I had a semi-permanent room at an inn on that side of town: The Shaded Well.

It wasn’t the most reputable of inns, but it was much more to my liking than the pretentious establishment I’d chosen for Allison.

The owner was also an old friend. An old friend who let me drink for free, along with a few other benefits.

I pushed my way inside. Unlike with the Velvet Scale, the Shaded Well had no front desk or porter to take my bags. The front room was the main attraction. The saloon was filled almost to bursting with people.

There was a piano in the corner. A hellkin man with a beard of writhing, green tentacles was energetically beating away at the keys with hands and tentacles alike while a collection of beastfolk sang along, enthusiastically off-key.

Several tables were full of drunks and those well on their way, arguing about who had more cards up their sleeves.

More than a few men were passed out, either from drink or disagreements gone wrong.

A few folks looked up at my entrance, but none paid me much mind.

I navigated through the room to the bar. I slapped a single note on the table, hoping to get the attention of the overworked nocturne trying to keep up with demand.

The batfolk man glanced over and grimaced. “You know I’m not allowed to take your money, Yuma.”

“That why you won’t pour me a drink, Dax?” I demanded.

He scoffed as he pulled a bottle of amber from a shelf behind him. He placed the bottle in front of me along with a tumbler before pushing my money back across the surface toward me.

“Boss lady’d kill me if she heard I took that. Why you always gotta show up and cause trouble?”

“Just keeping you on your toes,” I said, slipping the money back into my pocket.

He waved me away with one of his wings before returning his attention to the guests he was allowed to take money from.

I took my bottle and glass and scanned the room for something close to a quiet corner.

At the far end of the bar there was an old jackie I recognized. He was a regular at the Shaded Well. I didn’t know his name. The regulars just called him Old Timer, and he never elaborated beyond that.

There were several empty seats around the old rabbit, and no one seemed too keen on entering his space. He could be surly at times. But I wasn’t looking for conversation at the moment. Just a quiet seat.

He looked up from his drink as I sat down next to him.

He grunted an acknowledgement of my presence and returned to whatever thoughts occupied his time.

I dropped my saddlebags onto the floor next to me before pouring myself two fingers of whisky.

I threw it back and winced slightly at the burn.

I was about to offer to pour Old Timer a drink when a hand fell on my shoulder.

“Trevor Yuma, were you going to drink yourself stupid without me?”

“Sonya!” I said, standing from my seat to pull the woman into a hug.

Sonya Follet was the owner and proprietor of The Shaded Well and one of my oldest friends.

More than a few of the men in the room seethed with obvious jealousy at the attention I was receiving.

Sonya was hellkin, specifically a succubus. There was no way to describe her without using words like “gorgeous” or “beautiful” or even “ravishing” if the mood was right.

She kept her thick black hair pulled up in an elaborate braided pattern. She wore minimal makeup, just enough to draw attention to her softly glowing yellow eyes and full, plump lips.

She was wearing a black dress that complimented the deep red color of her skin, and matched the black leather of the two large wings that grew out of her lower back.

Her bodice was very generous with how much cleavage it allowed to spill out. Sonya had heavy, round breasts, and she was never shy about showing them off.

As I pulled back from the hug to admire her, I noticed the hint of a black areola, almost invisible against the black fabric of her blouse.

“How long are you in town this time?” she demanded, grinning wide enough to show off her exaggerated canines.

“Not sure,” I told her. “I’m meeting with Emmerich tomorrow. We’ll see if he has another job for me. If not, however long it takes to find one.”

“You should stay longer this time,” she said, pushing herself into me and running a hand up my arm. “Just this once?”

“I’ll think about it,” I told her.

“No, you won’t.” She sighed and pushed back from me. “Grab your bags and follow me. I want to catch up. Preferably away from all this.” She waved a hand, indicating the general chaos of her establishment.

I grabbed my saddlebag and bottle of whisky and followed her out of the room.

Sonya led me out of the saloon and back to the hallway that held the rooms she rented out. She pulled a key from between her breasts and unlocked a door. She held it open for me and smiled as I entered.

Sonya’s apartment was a cozy one. The bed was large and covered in more blankets and pillows than any one person might right need, but it made it a dream to sleep on.

There was a small bookshelf in one corner, and I noted she’d added a few titles since the last time I’d been here. Books weren’t cheap, but they were just one luxury she insisted on.

I placed my bottle on a table and dropped my bag on the floor next to the bed before I turned toward her.

She’d already locked the door. She rushed across the room and leaped onto me, pushing me off my feet and onto the bed.

She grabbed my collar and pulled me up into a deep kiss as she straddled me.

“Fuck, Yuma, you were gone too long this time,” she scolded.

“I know,” I said, running a hand along her cheek.

“So, catch up first? Or, can I please ride you senseless?”

In answer to her question, I found the tie to her bodice and pulled the knot undone.

She grinned widely as she pulled the top down, revealing herself to me.

Her black nipples rose under my inspection, both demanding my attention.

Sonya noticed me staring and laughed. “I love how much you obsess over these.” She squeezed her breasts together, causing them to swell pleasantly. “Now, are you going to stare all night, or can you please get naked?”

She wasn’t patient enough to let me undress myself. With both of us working at the task, I was suitably nude in an acceptable time.

I was already hard by the time Sonya stepped out of her dress and pushed me back onto the bed.

I sat on the edge of the mattress as the succubus knelt down on the floor between my legs. She grinned up at me, her eyes flashing brighter before she took me in her mouth.

I felt the pulse of magic as she accessed her magic. All hellkin have some sort of ancestral power, and as a succubus, Sonya had one I was particularly fond of. Anyone would be.

Every single one of my senses was racked up to its highest potential.

My sight sharpened, and I was comprehend every shade of red on her skin, could more fully appreciate every soft curve of her.

I could hear her heart; how excited she was to have me in her mouth. The smell of her room filled my being. The lingering tobacco smoke, her perfume, and the smell of her.

And on my tongue I had the lingering taste of whisky and a passionate kiss.

Every motion she made was felt with more intensity than I would have thought possible if I wasn’t familiar with her gift.

It all together to fully increase my arousal.

I came in Sonya’s mouth. She moaned in delight as she swallowed all of it. Her eyes glowed brighter as she rose from her knees.

She spread her leather black wings wide as she stretched her arms above herself, giving me a full view of all of her.

With my magic-enhanced vision, I did my best to burn the image of her into my soul. The shape of her heavy, black-tipped breasts. The paler red of her stomach. The thick black hair between her legs. The dark red of her lower lips and the soft pink peeking out eagerly. I had quite a collection of these mental images. She was generous with me.

My cock was still hard and craving more of her. Coupling with a succubus could be dangerous. There was no refractory period, and the desire was enough that a man could find himself rutting himself to death.

Sonya placed a gentle hand on my chest and pushed me down onto my back. Her face was a mask of lust and hunger as she moved to straddle me.

I reached up with both hands and grabbed her waist. The soft warmth of her made me crave more. I needed all of her.

She closed her eyes and moaned in pleasure at the simple touch.

With one hand on my chest, she used the other to guide me inside her.

She rode me, wings still open at her sides. She opened her eyes and watched me as she moved up and down. The stare was intense, as if she too was trying to burn every moment of this into her memory.

I returned her gaze as I moved myself in time with her, thrusting myself into her warm softness.

Sonya leaned forward, pulling me into a tight embrace and another keep kiss, not once breaking the rhythm of our desire.

“I missed you,” she whispered into my ear, her voice catching slightly.

I had missed her, too. But I feared saying the words would tie me to this place. So instead of saying it, I kissed her again.

A short while later, we both sat in the lukewarm water of a bath. Sonya had a personal tub in the back of her apartment, just one more luxury she afforded herself.

I sat with my back to the edge of the tub, and she sat between my legs, her folded wings resting against my chest.

She took a long drag off a cigarette she’d just rolled and passed it back to me. I accepted it and took a much smaller pull before returning it to her waiting hand.

“So, what did Emmerich have you doing this time? Must have been good to keep you away for over a month,” she said.

“Just some amulet a Forsaker general lost during the war. The throne’s been looking for it for a while now. He figured out where it was. I had to pick it up and deliver it to Ironhearth.”

“Ironhearth? Ugh, that place smells worse than Old Timer on a bender.”

“Three days in Ironhearth,” I said, agreeing fully with her sentiment.

“Leaving that place must have been the highlight of the trip.”

I chuckled at that. I idly moved a hand around her so I could cup a heavy breast. “Not far off.”

My mind wandered to that home stretch of the journey. Of meeting the young angora woman.

“What are you thinking about?” Sonya asked, leaning closer so she could look up at me.

I told her about the bandits and of my meeting Allison.

“An angora girl?” she asked. “On the plain?”

“That was my thought, too. She wouldn’t tell me why she didn’t take the rail or a carriage. I think she might be in trouble of some kind.”

“Oh, she’s definitely in trouble, Yuma. You sure know how to pick ‘em.”

“What do you mean?”

“About a week ago, a bounty hunter was in here, asking questions. I’d bet he asked the same questions at every inn and saloon in town. He was looking for, in his words, ‘a rich rabbitfolk woman.’ This girl of yours pure white except for a little black on her ears and tail?”

I groaned and leaned back to stare at the ceiling. “Yup, that’d be her.”

I had a suspicion it hadn’t actually been a bounty hunter looking for Allison. I feared it was something worse than that.

I didn’t know how, but the woman had a Deed Note. Maybe that had something to do with her problems, whatever they were, with her father? If anyone knew she had a Deed Note, it was very possible it was a Deed Hunter after her.

“What are you going to do about it?” she asked me. She spun in place so she was fully facing me, legs crossed underneath her and wings stretching back to fill the rest of the tub. She moved her feet to my crotch.

I sighed, pulling the smoke out of her hand and putting it to my mouth. “I don’t know. You know how the moon likes to put people in my path. I fear Miss Allison is another of those.”

Sonya gave me a sad smile. “You fear? Do you always sound this upset about the people you have to save?”

I furrowed my brow at that. “What do you mean?”

She shook her head before taking her cigarette back. “You forget how we met, Mr. Yuma?”

I reached a hand out and cupped her face. She leaned into my hand. Her skin was soft against my calloused palm.

“I could never forget that.”

“Do you regret saving me?” she asked.

“Never.”

“Ever regret saving any of them?”

“No.”

“Then stop being an entitled ass and make sure you save that girl.”
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Eight Years Ago — One Year From War’s End

The end of the war was still a year away. The Forsaker army had been pushing hard against the border and had broken through in multiple places.

Reports had come in that a regiment of Forsakers had captured a town behind the front. Initial estimates were not optimistic for the folks who had lived there.

The town was Fair Roost. Its population was mostly hellkin, which did not bode well for the citizens. The Forsakers’ primary tenet was the eradication or enslavement of all hellkin.

In my years of service under the Gilded Crest, I’d proven myself as a scout a handful of times. And those accomplishments had earned me more opportunities to prove myself.

I say that as though I hadn’t volunteered myself for this particular mission. By this point in the war, I’d come to realize that the Throne, the government the Forsakers fought against, cared just as little for the hellkin as the Forsakers. But myself and those I fought beside, we, at least, still believed that all folks were worth protecting.

One year prior to this, I had sworn myself to serve the Lady Moon and had earned my revolver. That story will have to wait for another time. But part of my service to that goddess was that I needed to save anyone I could. So I was first to volunteer for this scouting mission.

The assignment was to scout out Fair Roost and confirm that the Forsakers had indeed occupied the town. If possible, I was to determine how many, if any, survivors there were. And, most importantly, get a solid number of enemy troops.

I was joined on the mission by our unit’s sharpshooter, Emmerich Sargent. He frequently accompanied me on the more dangerous rides. He understood that I, in my youthful enthusiasm, was likely going to do something foolish and get myself killed. For some reason, the orc decided he liked me and went out of his way to keep me alive. I’ve spent years trying to pay him back for that.

Fair Roost was a small town, as towns east of the frontier go. A collection of a dozen or so homes with some farms on the outskirts. All of it circled by thick forest.

Even my hometown of Short Tree felt big compared to this place. But it made me more than a little homesick as I studied the lightless windows from our hiding place in the trees.

We’d been watching the town for a while. Watching as Forsakers moved between buildings and patrolled the dirt roads.

“I count twenty,” Emmerich said from his place beside me.

He had given me his spyglass and was watching the town with his naked eyes alone. He had never confirmed it for me, but I suspected he’d had some magic user enhance his eyesight. A lot of sharpshooters did that. There was a strong chance it would ruin their eyesight later in life, but the cost was apparently worth it.

“Same,” I said, lowering the glass. “I don’t see any hellkin, you?”

He spat on the ground beside him. “No devil fuckers as far as I can see.”

He would not want me to share this, but Emmerich Sargent used to be a bit of a bigot. Just towards hellkin, not that being specific about which folk you hate makes it okay. But even if he hated hellkin, he still didn’t support genocide. Which I count as a point in his favor.

I sighed and sank onto my backside. “Damn.” I fought against the knot in my chest. I’d seen a lot of death in this war, but it always felt worse when those who died hadn’t agreed to be a part of the fighting.

“What do you think they’re up to?” Emmerich saved me from falling too far into my own despair by pointing across the empty space between us and the town toward a solitary barn.

I rose from my seat and put the spyglass back up.

Two Forsaker soldiers were making their way from the nearest house. They walked in a way that I recognized. Emmerich and I had walked that way before. It was two young soldiers who had convinced each other to do something they shouldn’t do.

My orc friend and I had once snuck out of camp into a nearby town to meet up with a pair of farmer’s daughters. We’d walked much like these two men did now.

They stopped at the barn door. One worked on unlocking the door while the other watched to make sure the coast was clear.

The knot in my chest tightened further as the door swung open to reveal that there was at least one survivor of Fair Roost.

Even from this distance, I could tell the girl was beautiful. In the eight years since that night, Sonya Follet has only grown more enchanting. But I will always remember the first time I saw her in the moonlight of that night.

She was huddled against the far side of the barn, both wrists bound by a chain that anchored her to the wall.

As the door opened wider, she shrank further into herself, trying to disappear into the wood of the barn.

Emmerich growled deep in his chest as he and I both realized what was about to happen.

I was already moving. I kept low to the ground, moving as quickly and silently as the shadows of the wind-brushed trees.

A cavalry scout needed to get into places they weren’t welcome. That required a level of stealth that was hard to master. I’d mastered it early.

It helped that these two men were more concerned about prying eyes from within the town itself. They didn’t even look toward the trodden field I was crossing.

The two men entered the barn, and one began to close the door behind them.

“Need to be sure to kill her when we’re done,” the man closing the door said.

“I know,” the other replied, laughing. “She should thank us for keeping her alive this long. The captain would kill us if he knew we had her here.”

I hit the door before they had it fully closed. I shouldered it open all the way as both men shouted in surprise.

While they were still registering my appearance, I rammed the blade of my knife up through the chin of the first man and wrenched it out with a burst of rage-fueled strength.

The second man staggered back and screamed.

I spun my knife into an underhand grip and stabbed the man through the side of his neck. He went down with a wet gurgle.

The girl on the far side of the barn was screaming against the gag in her mouth and was scrambling even more urgently against the wall behind her.

I left my knife in the neck of the second man and quickly crossed the floor. I put a finger to my mouth and held my other hand up in what I hoped to be a calming gesture.

After she’d calmed, I removed her gag.

“Look out,” she cried.

I spun around in time to see the two men standing in the doorway. They’d found their dead friends and were just raising rifles in my direction.

There was a crack of thunder, and one of them went down, half their skull removed by Emmerich’s shot.

There was no helping it now. I drew my revolver and fired at the other man. The barn filled with a flash of moonlight, and the Forsaker’s torso was gone.

Emmerich’s rifle fired again, and I knew that meant the rest of the Forsakers were on the move.

“Can you walk?” I asked the girl.

She nodded as I pulled her to her feet.

I found where the chain met the wall and fired my gun again. The chain and the wall behind it melted away as easily as the man I’d just shot.

Outside the barn, I could hear men shouting orders, only for those orders to be cut off by the crack of Emmerich’s rifle.

In the end, we killed all twenty Forsakers. Both Emmerich and I were commended for our actions.

Sonya was the only survivor of Fair Roost. Since she had nowhere else to go, she joined our unit as a camp worker. There was always a need for someone to do laundry and mend uniforms.

She was very popular with all the soldiers. She was a succubus after all. But she ignored all of them for the most part. She was companionable enough, but rejected all advances.

Whenever she could, she ate her meals with Emmerich and me. The three of us became inseparable. We three made the war bearable for each other. Even when things were at their darkest.


Chapter Five
Deed Hunter



Sonya all but forced me to accept her help in looking out for Allison. The hunter—bounty or deed, time would tell—had been asking questions a week earlier. It was possible they were still waiting around town. But they may have also moved on.

I told Sonya I’d left the young woman at the Velvet Scale, and she sent several of her employees to watch the establishment.

The succubus inn owner had a small army under her command. All men that I would never trust if I met them in a dark alley or alone on the plains. But they were incredibly loyal to Sonya. She paid them well and took care of them and their families. I could trust that none of them would betray the orders given.

And those orders were to watch and make sure the young rabbit was safe for as long as she was in Deepwell.

“Mark my words, Yuma,” Sonya had said after giving her instructions, “you’re not done with that girl.”

“If the Moon lights our path again, I’ll believe you. Until then, thanks for looking out for her.”

She raised a hand to my cheek, scratching my week’s growth of stubble. “We should get you shaved before your meeting with Emmerich tomorrow.”

Sonya and I had one more tumble the next morning. I woke to her straddling me and gently kissing the hollow of my neck.

Then she set me in a chair and gave me a shave. I would never admit it to her, but I usually shaved every morning, unless I was expecting to be returning to Deepwell. I let the stubble grow just enough that she would offer to give me a shave.

Folks might accuse her of being loud, boisterous, and the furthest thing from gentle. And she curated that outward persona. But Sonya Follet was soft and gentle behind closed doors, and I knew she was always trying to find things to do for me. Small acts of service. So, I let her shave me. I enjoyed it, and she was able to feel like she was doing something special for me.

“Tell Mr. Sargent hi for me,” she said as I left her apartment. “And don’t be gone long.”

I left The Shaded Well and headed northeast. Emmerich Sargent lived north of Well Tower. I’d sent him word before I’d left Ironhearth that I would be back in Deepwell within the week, and had said that today would likely be the day I stopped in to debrief him on the latest job.

If I were lucky, he would have lined up another job for me. Another excuse for me to ride Hestur out onto the plains again. Hopefully, a destination in the Western Frontier this time.

I briefly considered stopping at The Velvet Scale, but I pushed that thought aside. If Sonya’s men had anything to report, then I would worry about what I needed to do for Allison.

On my way to Emmerich’s home, I passed close enough by one of Deepwell’s several town squares. I was close enough that I could hear the preacher.

Despite myself, I stopped at the back of the gathered crowd and listened.

It was exactly what I expected. Dogma that proclaimed hellkin and certain beastfolk as lesser than others. It was very close to the doctrine of the Forsakers.

More than a few of the folks listening raised fists and cheered in agreement with the black-robed man.

I wished these men would stay in Crownfall. It was bad enough that the eastern cities were polluted with these views; why did they insist on following me here?

I turned to leave, wanting nothing more than to get as much room between myself and the angry zealot on the stand as I could.

I paused when I noticed a man watching me. He was a lynx—a large cat beastfolk. He was leaning against a wood-sided building, hand resting casually on the extended grip of a revolver at his belt.

I kept my face impassive and let my eyes move over him. I tried to play it off as if I hadn’t noticed him there.

He was wearing a duelist’s revolver. Only senior Moon-sworn and experienced duelists equipped their sidearms with those handles. Those faux-sword hilts that they claimed increased their draw speed.

This man was no Moonsworn. Nothing about the cruel glint in his eye convinced me he cared one measure of law or justice. Hells, I could tell general decency likely wasn’t on his mind most days.

I pretended to study the sign of the establishment he’d chosen as his roost, a general goods store based on the iconography.

I moved my eyes back to the road and continued on my way.

From the corner of my eye, I saw the man push off the wall and approach me.

“Hold there, friend,” he shouted as he sped up to catch me.

I considered ignoring him, but I knew from experience that some duelists were just looking for an excuse to be offended. It was likely an impossible situation, but I could always hope he was just looking for directions.

I stopped and turned toward him. I tipped my hat and offered as friendly a smile as I could muster.

He stopped a few steps from me, his smile far from companionable. The black tufts on the tips of his gold-furred ears twitched in anticipation. “Sorry, friend, but you wouldn’t be Trevor Yuma, would you?”

Again, I considered deception, but opted for honesty. “You have the advantage over me, sir. Can I help you?”

“I thought so. Recognized your face. It’s in all the ledgers.”

Fuck. I knew it. This is what I got for assuming the man hunting Allison was a Deed Hunter. Name the demon and it is summoned. That was something my mother had been fond of saying.

The ledgers were an unofficial collection of names. It was a sadly common occurrence that Surveyors would give names to Hunters for a fee. Names of those with unredeemed Deed Notes. And the Hunters would trade names with each other. They were a surprisingly cooperative bunch for people who made their living killing and looting the corpses.

Since it didn’t matter who the note had originally been given to for it to be redeemed, many chose to find and kill those that might have one.

Deed Hunters rarely claimed any land for themselves, but instead sold the notes to those willing to pay. The throne only allowed those with a Deed Note to own or develop land.

The day I finished my service in the military, I was paid with a Deed Note. Every soldier who served under the Gilded Crest had been paid with one.

They thought we’d be grateful. Maybe some were.

“Cavalry scout, right?” the man asked, grin widening.

I didn’t answer. There was no reason for me to try diplomacy. If I thought I could get away with it, I’d have killed him right then and there.

His eyes darted down to my hip, where my revolver hung. “Huh, I didn’t believe the bit about you having demonhorn.”

I didn’t like that there was that much information about me in these ledgers.

“What do you want?” I asked, though I already knew.

The glint in his eye told me he knew I knew.

I considered drawing then. I would have been within my rights to defend myself. But I only had my sidearm with me. And there was too much risk of collateral if I fired that around this many people. Even if I had been willing to hurt innocent bystanders, which I wasn’t, that would have drawn the ire of the local Moon-sworn.

The hunter seemed to understand that as well.

He turned his head to the side, and I followed his gaze. There were people in the crowd watching us. Not out of curiosity, I realized, but with intent. He wasn’t working alone.

One man in the crowd gave a nod, and the Hunter’s grin vanished.

He turned to me, all pretense of friendliness gone from his expression. He raised his hands to my chest and shoved me. Hard enough that I stumbled back into a passing stranger.

“Trevor Yuma, you son of a bitch!” the Hunter bellowed, pointing an accusatory finger at me. “I ought to kill you for what you’ve done!”

His sudden outburst drew attention away from the preaching man, and a circle of onlookers formed around us almost immediately.

“You thought I wouldn’t find you? After you killed my wife?”

I had to give him credit; he was an incredible actor. Even I almost believed I’d committed the offense as angry tears poured down his cheeks.

“Someone, find a Moon-sworn,” he shouted into the crowd. “I will have satisfaction,” he added for good measure.

Several in the crowd did as he asked and rushed off, shouting for a lawman to come and administer a duel.

Many in the crowd were shouting insults at me. Calling me murderer, coward, the things one should be called if they had indeed murdered a man’s wife.

I knew I shouldn’t be angry at the crowd. They had been sold a lie; it wasn’t their fault. But I was mad. They didn’t know me. How dare they accuse me of being a murderer?

I was a killer, yes. But never murder. Whoever I chose to kill was usually holding a gun in their hand, or would be, given the chance.

And never the defenseless. I wished I could say I had never killed anyone’s wife before, but being a woman didn’t automatically prevent someone from deserving death.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked the hunter.

There was a moment when I thought he might break character. A twitch at the side of his mouth as he fought to keep the smile at bay.

He won the fight with himself and doubled down on the outrage and grief.

The circled crowd parted as a Moonsworn strode toward us.

He was a lupus, a wolffolk; many Moonsworn were. He stood a good head taller than me, even without the twitching ears that poked out the top of his hat.

He wore the standard steel breastplate, polished to an almost mirror shine, under a dark trench coat. The silver crescent moon badge that marked him as a lawman was pinned to the right lapel of his coat.

A claw-tipped hand rested on the handle of a dueling revolver. His sidearm had the same long, sword-hilt grip as the Deed Hunter.

I’d heard once that duelists had started using revolvers with longer grips because of the reputation Moonsworn had for always winning duels.

I didn’t like to use dueling revolvers because they required a cross-body draw to be effective, and depending on who was around when the weapon had to leave the holster, there was more chance of hitting someone unintended.

They did have their place if one was alone, surrounded by enemies, however.

The Moon-sworn wolf stopped a few paces from the two of us. One of the men from the crowd who had rushed to find him was breathlessly explaining the situation.

The man didn’t seem to listen as he studied us with amber eyes.

He raised his hand just a few inches from his gun, and the excited man fell silent.

“Who bears the grievance?” he asked us.

“I do,” the hunter stepped toward him, an impassioned fist clenched over his chest. “This man killed my wife.”

The wolf-man’s eyes darted to me, his face remained expressionless. “Do you have a defense to this accusation?”

“I have none but my word that I did not kill this man’s wife. I have never seen him before today.”

I intended to call the man out as a Deed Hunter. The occupation wasn’t necessarily legal, and I knew the Moon-sworn of the plains had been trying for years to dissuade the practice. But before I could say anything, another man from the crowd spoke up, shouting over the clamor of those gathered.

“It’s true! I witnessed it. He used a demonhorn revolver to kill her!”

The hunter teared up again. He really was a talented actor. “He left almost nothing behind.” He pointed an accusatory finger at me. “Trevor Yuma killed my wife! And I demand the satisfaction of killing him in a duel.”

I had to wonder at their motivation for doing it this way. I supposed that if they’d just shot me in the street without cause, this Moon-sworn likely would have gunned the hunter and his friends down right then and there. Forcing me into a duel meant they could kill me with zero repercussions. Then they could collect my Deed Note at their leisure.

“Do you carry demonhorn?” the lawman asked me.

I sighed before stepping close to him to allow him to appraise my sidearm.

He drew it from the holster, and a murmur ran through the crowd as those who thought they knew what they were talking about confirmed that I was, indeed, carrying a demonhorn weapon.

The wolf knew better, though.

His eyes opened wide for a moment, the first change in his expression since he’d arrived.

He met my eyes, asking a silent question. How did I have this weapon?

“Did you kill his wife?” he asked me again, whispering. It was low enough that I doubted anyone else could hear it over the conversations and speculations of the crowd.

“I did not.”

“You see?” the hunter said, unaware that the Moonsworn had already made a decision. “He has a demonhorn gun. The same weapon that killed my wife!”

“He’s a Deed Hunter,” I whispered to the wolf as we ignored him.

“Do you have proof of that?”

I shook my head.

“Then I can’t do much about it.”

“I demand satisfaction!” the hunter continued. “You must let me kill him!”

The wolf met my eyes again, brows raised in another silent question.

I nodded.

“Very well,” the Moonsworn said, loud enough for everyone to hear him now. “I will oversee the duel. Justice shall be satisfied under the eyes of our Lady.”

A cheer went up from those gathered.

The Deed Hunter broke character for just a moment, a smug grin breaking the facade.

“You have an hour to prepare,” the lawman continued. “You will have that much time to retract your accusation if you so choose. Otherwise, both of you shall meet over the well and under the moon.”

“I’ll see you there, Trevor Yuma,” the Hunter said. He marched past me, hand on his sidearm’s extended hilt. He’d managed to get back into character, and looked for all the world like a man preparing to avenge his wife.

The wolf never looked away from my eyes.
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Emmerich would have to wait.

The Moonsworn wolf insisted I follow him to the Well Tower. That was expected. I was the accused in this farce.

For a regular duel, the challenged would be escorted by any lawmen overseeing the proceedings. This would prevent any potential cowards from fleeing. If the accuser happened to be a coward, so be it. They were always given the option of withdrawing, and a failure to appear would simply be seen as such.

The lupus lawman escorted me to the Well Tower and through a pair of doors on the ground level.

Once the doors were closed behind us, the wolf let out a long, tired sigh.

We were in a small room. A pair of desks rested against one wall with a tall safe between them.

The lawman undid his belt and dropped it over the chair behind one desk before sitting down in the chair.

“Care to explain how you came to be in possession of that sidearm?” he asked me without looking at me.

“It was a gift,” I answered.

At that, he did glance up. “From?”

“Would you answer that if you had been given the gift?” I asked.

He accepted that. “I can smell it’s been fired recently.”

The lupus nose always impressed me.

“It has. Bandits a few days east of here.”

He nodded. “Close to the border?”

“Close enough.”

“I’ll send word East. Not that it matters at this point.”

“I doubt there’s much left to find. Well, the krag is likely still there.”

He gave me another appraising look. “You intend to kill this man?”

“You mean the man who aims to kill me? Yeah, I reckon I do.”

“You’re sure he’s a Deed Hunter?” He asked.

“He found me in the ledgers. Or, so he said.”

He grunted at that. “Either way, I can’t have you using that.” He pointed to the gun on my hip.

“Fair enough. Any chance you have a spare lying around?”

He reached behind himself, looping his own belt with a finger and tossing it at me.

I caught the belt. The leather was soft and well-worn. I knew it would be comfortable enough around my waist.

I studied the extended hilt. It was a long, slender handle, wrapped in a thick red fabric. I grasped it and drew it, aiming at the ground beside me.

It felt odd to me. I’d never much cared for these duelist irons.

But despite my own preferences, I could tell this gun was well-cared for and reliable. I could almost sense the soul of the weapon. This Moonsworn revered his gun. Relied on it like a brother-in-arms.

“You’re sure?” I asked him.

He shrugged. “If it gets another hunter off my streets, yes. Just don’t lose. That gun ain’t lost yet. Don’t want to start now.”

“I don’t lose, either,” I assured him.

I removed my belt and he placed it in the safe for me. Inside there was an armory’s worth of rifles and trench guns.

“Sit down; we have a while before your appointment.” He hooked a thumb at a wooden bench along another wall.

I stretched out and made myself as comfortable as I could.

Another Moonsworn entered the room a short while later. I recognized the man. I’d ridden with him in a posse a few years prior.

He remembered me as well. “Yuma, ain’t it?”

“Yessir. I apologize, I forget your name.”

“Cliff. You here to report something?”

“He’s been accused of murder,” the wolf lawman answered for me.

Cliff looked back from his fellow Moonsworn to me. “You’re a murderer, Yuma?”

I shrugged. “Not last I checked. I’m of the opinion my accuser is just a Deed Hunter after what he thinks is an easy note.”

He glanced back at the wolf. “That true?”

“What sidearm was he carrying last you knew him?”

Cliff didn’t answer.

The wolf continued. “You think a man carrying that weapon could be a murderer?”

Cliff shook his head. “A killer, for sure. But no murderer.”

“Duel starts on the next hour. Interested in watching?” he asked Cliff.

“Sounds like a good time. I’ll be there.”

Shortly before the hour, Cliff and the Wolf—I’d learned his name was Rusk—escorted me from their little office to a flight of stairs that led down underneath the Well Tower.

The deepest level of the tower was the well. It was both a vital piece of Deepwell’s infrastructure as well as a holy place for the Moonsworn and any others who worshipped the Moon.

In the center of the large, round chamber was the well itself. It looked as one might expect from a well. A waist-high wall of gray stone with the expected ropes and buckets.

It looked much like a well folks would rely on in much smaller towns or homesteads. I didn’t know the specifics, but I understood that beneath the surface there were pipes that carried the water to other parts of the city. No one actually came down here to collect water. It was only used as a gathering place.

There was seating for several dozen folk along the walls of the chamber, raised up on a shoulder-high ledge that ran around the space.

The black stone of the walls extended up into a vaulted ceiling gilded with the patterns of the constellations as they appeared in the sky the night the city was founded. There were windows cut in the higher reaches of the chamber, and mirrors positioned along the ceiling. My understanding was that the placement was such that no matter the time of night, the moon’s light could be reflected down onto the surface of the water in the well. The worshippers of the good lady relied on that reflection for their weekly services.

Despite my affinity with the moon, I had never actually attended one of these services. But I had taken part in my share of duels. If a Moonsworn was presiding, the moon-blessed water was required; if not, the presence of the moon herself.

A crowd had already gathered. Many of them were present when the accusations had been made against me. They didn’t circle the room fully. There was empty space behind where my opponent and I were to stand opposite each other.

My accuser was waiting for me. The Lynx man was still in character, his face an impressive mixture of grief and rage. He stood before the well, below the ledge, hand resting on his revolver’s hilt. The casualness with which that hand touched his weapon was the only thing that betrayed his true nature.

My escorts led me down a set of stairs to the lower level. They marched me to the wall opposite my accuser.

Cliff made his way to the gray wall of the well and lowered a bucket into the water.

Rusk raised a hand in the air and the gathered crowd ceased their loud gossip, dropping the chamber into an eerie silence broken only by the dripping of water as Cliff hauled his bucket up.

Rusk cleared his throat and spoke. “Those gathered here today gather to witness Justice.” He lowered his raised hand and pointed it at me. “This man is accused of a crime, foul and heinous. His accuser wishes to receive the blessings of Our Lady the Moon and dole out his own justice.” He raised his other hand and pointed at the lynx.

Rusk addressed the Deed Hunter. “Do you still wish to go through with this sacred rite?”

“I do,” the lynx snarled.

Rusk’s face twisted in a distaste he wasn’t quite able to hide. “Very well.”

He lowered both hands to accept the bucket of water Cliff offered him.

The wolf carried the bucket to the other man first. He held it up to the man’s chest. “I offer you this water, blessed by the moon.”

Without looking away from me, the man raised his shooting hand and lowered it into the bucket. He went just one knuckle deep, pulling the hand back out to sprinkle a few drops on the white wrap of his dueling hilt.

Rusk stalked around the well and offered me the bucket. “I offer you this water, blessed by the Moon.”

I raised my right hand and submerged it in the water. I held it there for a few moments, flexing my fingers in the cold. When I pulled my hand out, I cupped my palm so that I pulled a healthy splash of water up with me. I raised the water to my lips and drank.

I then wrapped my still wet hand around the hilt of Rusk’s weapon, allowing the thick fabric of the wrap to absorb the remaining water.

Rusk gave an approving tilt of his head before turning to address the crowd again. He spun slowly in place so he could look everyone gathered in the eye. “All here are to bear witness and testify of what they see this day. Justice shall be dealt, and none may protest. No matter who lives and who dies, Justice is done.”

Then he splashed the contents of the bucket out onto the ground. The water sped across the stone floor until it crashed against the wall of the well.

As he finished his performance, Cliff unfolded a large canvas tarp over the well. This was the city’s drinking water, after all; it wouldn’t do if any viscera were to find its way inside.

Rusk and Cliff then climbed the stairs and joined the folks gathered on the ledge.

There would be no starting call. It was up to myself and my opponent when we drew. And the fastest would likely win. But too fast might hurt aim. Desperation would kill focus.

Our hands hovered over our weapons. Right arms crossed over our bodies, fingers twitching, almost touching hilts.

A duel is a quick thing. It is rare more than two shots are ever fired. And that second is only fired if the first misses. If one man misreads his target and pulls too fast, too sloppy.

I knew this lynx wasn’t sloppy. He held himself in a way that told me he could shoot. He could draw, aim, and fire with competence. You couldn’t make it as a hunter if you didn’t, and I knew a greenhorn when I saw one. This man was no rookie.

I kept my breathing calm. My eyes locked on my opponent.

He drew first. His arm moved down. Just the hair’s breadth he needed to wrap his hand around his hilt. His finger was moving to the trigger as the barrel left the holster. The weapon was out, moving in an arc, aiming along the walls of the round chamber, moving to point at me. Another heartbeat, another fraction of a fraction of a moment, and I would be dead.

All this happened in the time it took a fly to beat its wings.

I drew, and I fired, and the other man fell to the ground.

My bullet had moved through his chest, right through his heart. He had a few moments of life left, and he spent them staring at me in open shock, mouth moving uselessly.

I’d already returned Rusk’s revolver to its place in the holster. I really didn’t care for these dueling pistols. I would have been much faster with my gun. But I knew why Rusk had requested I not use it.

The bullet I’d fired would be buried safely in the pockmarked stone behind the dead man. My gun would have carved a barrel-sized chunk out of that stone, and likely injured several onlookers. The discomfort of this gun was worth it to spare anyone else harm.

Rusk and Cliff both kept their faces impassive, but Rusk tipped his hat to me.

The crowd had erupted in cheers the second they heard gunfire. I ignored whatever was being said. None sounded too upset that I had won, despite their outrage at the accusations earlier.

A large number of the onlookers had already jumped down and were going over the dead man. Looting the dead was the privilege of the witnesses. The man appeared to have some good boots. They’d serve someone well.

I idly wondered if he had been carrying any Deed Notes on him. Someone was in for a surprise if that was the case.

The only thing that wouldn’t be looted was the man’s weapon. That would go to me. I usually left any guns I won to the local Moonsworn. Let them do what they will with them. But this time I thought I might hang on to it. Despite my distaste for the shape of the thing.

I unhooked Rusk’s belt and handed it up to the man where he stood above me on the ledge. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to collect my gun. I have an appointment I need to keep.”


Chapter Six
Carmilla Starling



The northern district of Deepwell was home to those of means. These were the folks who either had money, or came from families that had once had money and refused to acknowledge they didn’t anymore.

I didn’t hold that against any of them. I did find it odd how so many people were okay being so close together. Especially when they potentially had the means to have more distance between them.

The folks of Deepwell weren’t as packed together as some of those in the eastern cities, but they had far less privacy than those with homesteads or farms out on the plains.

I still didn’t understand why Emmerich had traded in his Deed Note after the war for a home in Deepwell.

His two-story brick home rested cheek-to-jowl with those of his neighbors. Their homes were identical to his, with the only variation being the plants each grew in boxes that hung from the windows.

The buildings here had no space side to side, but the lots stretched a very modest distance from the road to the lots behind.

Emmerich had enough space for a small glass greenhouse behind his home. It was here that I found him when I finally arrived for our appointment.

The red-skinned orc was moving about his greenhouse, trimming some plants and spraying others with a mist of water.

Emmerich had lost none of his imposing stature since his time in the military. If anything, his frame was more impressive.

When he’d first told me his plans to settle in Deepwell and take up horticulture and antiquities research, I’d expected him to go soft immediately, but he’d proven me wrong.

I didn’t know what he did to keep himself in shape, but he was a fine specimen of orcish muscle.

He straightened from inspecting the leaves of some foreign shrub and turned to the door as I let myself in.

He had a small pair of spectacles perched on the tip of his broad nose, and he had to lower his chin to his chest so he could see over the frames to consider me.

His broad mouth split into a grin when he registered who I was.

“Yuma! Come in, come in. Please close that door behind you, my good man.”

I stepped in fully and closed the door, trapping myself in the warm and humid box with him.

“Come, come.” He waved me toward the center of the room where he had a small table and two matching chairs waiting.

There was a tray on the table with a teapot and a plate piled high with a selection of pastries. Along with gardening and digging around old books, Emmerich was an accomplished baker. Any that knew him now would never believe that he had been the deadliest sharpshooter on either side of the war.

“The tea may be a little cold. I was expecting you a few hours ago. I apologize.” He sat down, wiping dirt off his hands with a wet cloth.

“No, I’m sorry. I was delayed.”

He pulled his glasses off his face and placed them in a breast pocket. “Nothing serious, I hope.”

“Just a duel.”

“A duel? My boy, what did you do to make that happen?”

“I did nothing but exist, Emmerich. A Deed Hunter recognized me.”

“Ah. One of those brigands. I keep telling you, you just need to cash in that note. Either that or give it away.”

He did bring it up a lot. He’d even offered to broker various deals with some of his neighbors. Plenty of folks had realized they’d made a mistake by choosing to live in the city and were willing to trade their homes for a Deed Note that would give them land out on the plains.

I didn’t respond to his statement. He waited just a few moments for a reply before pushing on. “Either way. You’re here, so you obviously won. Was it an official duel?”

“Unfortunately.” I told him the story, and he scoffed.

“Killed his wife? And the Moonsworn believed that?”

I shook my head. “No. But I decided it would be better to give the fool what he wanted, and the lawman seemed to agree with me.”

Emmerich nodded at that. He picked up a pastry and popped it into his mouth. He pushed the plate toward me and silently indicated I should help myself.

I obliged.

“I got your message. You delivered the package to my contact in Ironhearth.”

“I did. He sends his regards and asked me to invite you to go visit at your convenience.”

“Unfortunately, I’ll probably need to one of these days. He has a very extensive library. Just a shame he lives in the foulest-smelling city on the continent.”

“Thanks for sending me, by the way.”

“Oh, it’s good for you to be around people on occasion, Yuma.”

“I’m in Deepwell enough,” I countered.

He snorted. “Hardly. Once a month or so for a tumble with Sonya is not enough.”

“She says hello, by the way.”

He smiled. “I’ll be sure to stop by the saloon one of these days. I miss our talks.”

Sonya and Emmerich had found a common interest in literature. Sonya was a fan of the romance novels that had become popular in recent years, and Emmerich read anything and everything.

“Oh, before I forget.” I pulled a pouch from a pocket and dropped it on the table.

Emmerich picked it up and undid the string that held it closed. He used thumb and forefinger to open it and peer inside.

He didn’t bother counting the coins inside, just nodded before retying the sack and dropping it back on the table.

“You took your cut out already, I assume.”

“I did.”

“Good. Saves me the trouble.” He poured himself a cup of cold tea and sipped, lost in thought.

“What’s on your mind, Emmerich?” I asked.

“Hm? Oh, I was just thinking about Sonya. She really misses you when you’re not here, you know.”

“I don’t think that’s completely true.”

“You don’t think she misses you?”

“I believe she misses me, and she’s always happy to see me when I’m in town. But it’s not like she’s in any sort of distress when I’m not in town.”

He wasn’t wearing his glasses, but he still put his chin to chest and stared at me as though he were looking over the frames.

“What?” I demanded.

“Oh, nothing. I’m sure you’re right. You know her better than I do, I’m sure.”

“Speaking of when I’m not in town,” I said, trying to push past this topic. “Do you have any more jobs for me? Any tombs to rob? Caves to map?”

He sighed and put down his teacup. “To business, then. No, nothing that exciting this time. I did have a potential job for you. The client was supposed to be here already, but perhaps they were delayed as well.”

“Who’s the client?”

“A young nocturne woman, Carmilla Starling. She needs an escort home.”

“And where is home?”

“Oh, I believe it’s a small mining town to the northwest. Foresaker’s Gulch, if I remember correctly.”

“I’m not familiar. Just an escort? How’s the pay?”

Neither of us commented on the name of the settlement.

He held up his hands. “Don’t ask me. You and your client—if you take the job—can sort that out.” He pulled a watch from a pocket and checked the time. “I really thought she’d be here by now.”

As if they’d rehearsed it, there came a knock on the glass door.

“Ah, think the demon’s name.” Emmerich rose, returning watch to pocket, and took the few steps to open the door.

“Miss Starling, please, come in, come in. Mr. Yuma and I were just discussing your trip home.”

“Yes, I heard. Sorry for the accidental eavesdrop. Hard to avoid with these ears of mine.” She spoke with the standard nocturne brogue, the same as every batfolk I’d ever met.

And, like most nocturnes, she was short and slender with a pair of leathery wings growing from the middle of her back.

An impressive pair of ears grew from the top of her head. Only jackies had ears that surpassed the nocturnes. Carmilla’s were the same purple-black as her hair, a stark contrast to her snow-white skin.

Her eyes were almost completely black, with just a thin area of white visible around the edges.

The only color on her was the blood-red of her lips and her perfectly painted nails.

Even her dress and corset were midnight black, though the ties for the corset were a darker red.

I would not, and will never, claim to understand the fashion of womenfolk, but I had a feeling the dress was fashionable, at least by Deepwell standards. The neckline was more modest than anything I’d ever seen Sonya wear, but it showed just enough to hint at cleavage.

The dress reached the top of her boots and ruffled out impressively. The boots were worn; I noted. Scraped slightly from extended time in stirrups, but polished enough that I only noticed because I knew what to look for.

She entered at Emmerich’s bidding and took his offered seat.

She clasped her hands in her lap and gave me a warm smile. “A pleasure to finally meet you, Mr. Yuma. Emmerich here has told me a lot about you.”

“Miss Starling, was it? The pleasure is mine.” I took my hat off and rested it on the table.

“I’ll leave you two to the distasteful business of negotiation. I will be just outside if you need me.” Emmerich had pulled a pipe and a pouch of tobacco from a vest pocket and was filling the bowl as he let himself out of the greenhouse.

Carmilla watched him go before turning her black eyes back to me. “I saw your duel earlier. You were very impressive.”

“I’m sorry you had to see that.”

She shook her head. “Not at all. I grew up on the plains, Mr. Yuma. I’ve seen my share of duels. And you’re a skilled duelist. Is it true that man was a Deed Hunter? Falsely accusing you so he could take what’s yours?”

“I’m afraid so, yes.”

“Is there a reason you didn’t loot the corpse?”

I blinked in surprise at that. “Excuse me?”

Her blood-red lips spread wider at my question.

She moved a hand up, fingers disappearing into her cleavage, before pulling out a familiar roll of parchment.

“I hope you don’t mind. But I felt that if you weren’t going to, someone should.”

She placed the rolled-up Deed Note on the table and slid it across to me with a slender finger.

I stared down at it, still a little surprised. “Miss, you have to know how much these are worth.”

“You deserve it, Mr. Yuma,” she said, nodding toward the note. “Especially after that performance. Besides, that wasn’t the only one he had on him. He should have retired before challenging you. Had enough to claim a decent stake for himself. But that’s the nature of greed, I suppose.”

I hesitated before I picked up the Deed Note and dropped it into a pocket. I had no use for Deed Notes, but they held value beyond just claiming land.

“Now, I hope you’ll forgive me for not engaging in small talk, Mr. Yuma, but we should probably get down to business, yes?”

I nodded. Emmerich had said this would be a simple escort mission. Get her from Deepwell to this Forsaker’s Gulch. Depending on how far that was, the pay could be anywhere from a handful to a stack of Crowns.

But this woman had just casually slid a Deed Note across the table because she’d been impressed with how I dueled. She had means.

“I will start with how much I am willing to pay you.”

I blinked in surprise again. Usually, we would discuss the distance, necessary supplies, any detours, or any other number of variables. I would recommend a payment much higher than I expected, and the client would make a counteroffer.

I wasn’t much for haggling, but I’d grown used to that pattern over the years.

“I have two more Deed Notes I’m willing to part with if you can get me there in a timely manner.”

I didn’t blink this time, just stared. A single Deed Note was enough to begin a small homestead; two would allow someone to start a respectable farm, or even a small ranch. There was nowhere in the Western Frontier far enough to justify a payment that high. Not unless there was more to this job.

“You’ll have to forgive me, Ma’am, but I’m starting to suspect there’s more to this than just getting you across the plains.”

Her lips parted to show teeth whiter than her skin. “I had a feeling you were a smart one, Mr. Yuma. Would it be presumptuous of me to assume you’re willing to use that gun of yours if the pay is right?”

“I’m not an assassin, Miss Starling.”

“And I’m not hiring one.” She studied me in silence for a moment. “What if I called it hazard pay?”

“Then I would need to know what hazard I’d be riding toward.”

“Mr. Sargent told me you both fought in the war. In that time, did you ever have to deal with any dark magics?”

“Both sides were very fond of their magic.”

Both the Forsakers and the Gilders—as everyone liked to call us—had a fondness for using different cruel magics against each other. As often as not, that magic ended up backfiring and hurting the side that had hired the magic user.

Emmerich and I were survivors of one such incident.

“Necromancy?” she asked.

Think the demon’s name.

I met her eyes. That would explain the high price. “You need me to kill a necromancer?”

“I need you to help me get home to Forsaker’s Gulch. I don’t know if there really is a necromancer there, but I know the trails in and out are no longer as safe as they used to be, and I need someone with steady aim to get me there.”


Chapter Seven
Memories of the Dead



Eight Years Ago — Six Months Until War’s End

If anyone had told me the war would be over in six months, I wouldn’t have believed them.

Fighting had intensified all along the front, and the number of conflicts popping up over strategic positions on both sides of the line seemed to grow by the day.

The day the necromancer came to our camp, I had just returned from scouting an enemy encampment. The Forsaker camp was only a day’s ride north of our position. Their numbers were enough that if they wanted, they could have easily wiped us off the map.

I’d reported as much to my commanding officer, but the man had not seemed concerned at all.

Emmerich and Sonya were waiting for me outside my tent.

“Welcome back!” Sonya beamed at me.

She jumped from the log she’d been using as a makeshift seat and pulled me into a tight hug. The soft pressure of her breasts against me was enough to lift my mood.

“How did everything go?” Emmerich asked me.

Sonya hadn’t let go yet, so I spoke over her head to answer the question. “About as well as you predicted.”

“Numbers?” he asked.

I shook my head. “No one seems very concerned, but it’s three to one in their favor.”

Sonya finally released me from the hug. She turned me around and sat me down on her seat before seating herself across my lap. “So what does that mean for us?” she asked.

Emmerich and I said nothing. Sonya was just a camp supporter. There wouldn’t be any sort of punishment if she ran. But we were enlisted men. If we fled, the punishment would be severe. Not that we would have honesty considered running, but the prospect of dying in battle was enough to make a young man consider things.

“Command is supposedly bringing in another mage soon,” Emmerich said.

Sonya frowned at her question being ignored, but didn’t address it.

“This one going to actually help? Or is another officer going to lose all their hair to a miscast fire spell?”

Emmerich laughed at the memory. “I don’t know what kind of user they hired, but I heard some of the boys in the mess tent talking about it. You know Bowes, right? The little mousefolk who does the numbers for the quartermaster? Well, he’s been talking. Said he had to prepare a payment for the mage. Nice large of bills from what he’s saying.”

That would explain the lack of concern from the officers when I made my report. If this mage was worth the crowns they were spending, it might be enough to even the playing field.

Mages were relatively rare on the battlefield. At least, real spellcasters were. Most hellkin had innate magical powers, but they weren’t usually the kind that could really alter the course of a large-scale battle.

I visited with Emmerich and Sonya a little longer before I announced I needed to rest. I’d spent a few days and nights watching the enemy, and I hadn’t really slept in a while.

Emmerich bid me a good rest and headed off.

Sonya waited until the orc was gone before she rose from my lap and pulled me to my feet. She gave me her standard hungry grin as she pulled me inside my tent.

Even as tired as I was, I never said no to Sonya. Just the thought of her perfect breasts and plump pussy was enough for me to find enough stamina to keep going a little longer.

After our tumble, I fell asleep.

I woke some time later to Emmerich shaking me.

“What?” I demanded.

“The mage showed up,” he said.

“So?” I sat up and rubbed the sleep from my eyes.

“It’s a necromancer,” he told me.

Well, my cot wasn’t going anywhere. I rose and dressed quickly and followed Emmerich out of the tent to see this necromancer.

We joined the crowd of our fellow soldiers to watch the carriage roll into camp. In the downtime between combat, the soldier’s life could be very boring. This sort of excitement was rare, and anyone that didn’t have some assigned task to keep him busy was there.

The driver was big. I couldn’t tell what race they were, or if they were a man or woman. They were dressed in a dark robe with a hood pulled over their head.

I briefly thought the hooded figure might be the necromancer, but then I spotted the man peering out of one of the carriage’s windows.

His skin was unnaturally pale. White as bleached bone. His bald head was covered in intricate tattoos. Arcane symbols in black and red ink.

He studied the gathered crowd with bored eyes. Yellow with vertical slits for pupils. Before that day, I’d never actually seen a gorgon. The snake folk were natives of the Western frontier, and up to that point in my life I hadn’t made it out of the so-called civilized East. And most gorgons didn’t have a reason to leave the plains.

I’m a little embarrassed to admit I didn’t put the pieces together. I just assumed the reptilian eyes were some sort of side effect of the man’s delving into dark magics.

At least, I thought that until he climbed out of the carriage in front of the officers’ tent and I saw his tail.

He was a thin man. Sonya might have had a good ten pounds on him. He wore loose-fitting robes that left his arms bare from the shoulders. The bone-thin limbs were as pale as his face and covered in the same style of red and black tattoos as his bald head. His tail was thicker than the rest of his body, covered in white, almost silver, scales.

That was all we saw of him on that first day. The officers pulled him into the command tent and closed the flaps behind them.

The massive figure driving the carriage climbed down and pulled a large trunk out of the back, easily lifting it over their shoulder, and took it inside.

The next morning, I was summoned to the command tent. The newly hired mage had fully claimed the tent as his own.

The camp commander’s desk sat in a back corner, and the sheepfolk man was behind the desk, actively ignoring what was being done with the rest of the space.

Two tables had been placed in the center of the tent. Stretched out on either was a dead man. One of them I recognized as a fellow scout. A mousefolk fellow I’d worked with a few times. I hadn’t even heard the news that he’d died, but here he was, chest pried open and insides removed.

On the other table was a human, chest also open. A Forsaker uniform was folded up and resting on the table next to the body. I wondered if this really was a Forsaker, or if it was another of our men.

The gorgon necromancer was bent over the second body. He glanced up at my entrance, but immediately lost interest.

His arms were covered in gore up to the elbows, and he was rooting around in the already empty torso of the corpse.

He held up one filthy hand, palm up, and the robed figure that had been driving his carriage the day before was at his side.

The robed figure placed an amber crystal in the gorgon’s hand before gliding back out of the way.

The snakefolk mage inspected the crystal in his hand. He said something under his breath before running the fingers of his other hand over the rock.

Flakes of amber fell away as though the man were carving it with a chisel. Two passes of his hand and he held a translucent amber heart in his hand.

He placed it inside the chest.

I realized then that the commander had been calling for me from his desk, but I had been too caught up in watching the gorgon.

I felt sick to my stomach as I circled the walls of the tent, giving the two tables and the man working over them as much space as I could.

The officer seemed to understand my discomfort and made no comment on my lack of instant obedience.

“Scout Yuma?” he asked.

“Reporting, sir.“ I offered a quick salute, doing my best not to glance back over my shoulder at the scene behind me.

“You were the scout who reported on the Forsaker camp the other day, yes?”

“Yessir.”

He nodded as he shuffled through a stack of papers in front of him. “In your report, you stated you’d found an acceptable point of entry around the enemy perimeter?”

“Yessir. One or two men could easily get in.”

“Good.”

He rose from the desk and cleared his throat.

The gorgon’s shoulders slumped in annoyance, and he glanced over his shoulder at us. “Yes?”

His voice was much deeper than I’d expected from a man with his slight frame. It was much deeper and more resonate than even Emmerich’s voice.

“Mage Talas, this is Scout Yuma. He will be showing you where you will need to deliver the package.”

The snake eyes darted to consider me again. He lost interest after just a heartbeat. “Very good,” he said, turning back around.

He held a hand up again, and the robed figure was there, another amber crystal ready.

“Return in two hours,” the necromancer said.

I glanced at the officer for confirmation.

“Be here in two hours and be ready to ride.”

“Yes, sir,” I saluted again.

I skirted back around the gorgon, who had returned to completely ignoring my presence.

I returned two hours later to find, not the necromancer, but his robed assistant waiting for me outside the tent.

On their shoulder rested another crate. I realized after a moment, it was actually a coffin. And they held it so casually that one might have thought it was just a sack of potatoes.

From behind the figure, the sheepfolk officer appeared.

I didn’t even need to listen to his orders to know what he needed me to do. I was going to escort the package to the infiltration point I’d found. Inside that casket was a newly created zombie.

I knew very little about how undead were created, but there were stories of necromancers and what they did. One bite from the thing in the box would turn whoever was bitten into a zombie. It would just escalate from there.

Even if the Forsakers were our enemies, this felt wrong to me, and I said as much to my commander.

He bleated in displeasure. “Luckily, you are not here to make decisions, Scout. You are here to follow orders. Mage Vail Talas has been paid a lot of money to help us end this war. Just do your part.”

I regret it to this day, that I obeyed that order. There are ways I think it is acceptable to kill your enemy, and there are those that I feel cost too much.

Maybe that’s naive of me.

There were no horses big enough to carry the robed figure, especially not with the coffin they were carrying, so it took us two days to arrive.

Despite my best efforts at making conversation, they said nothing to me.

I would have had better luck starting a conversation with the corpse inside the box. Especially because after the first night, the zombie inside started making noise.

Just mindless groans at first. Then the dead man began scratching at the lid.

When I asked if that was going to be a problem, all I got in response was their head turning in my direction.

I couldn’t make anything out through the darkness of that hood. I suspected it had its own enchantment to prevent eyes from seeing the face inside.

We finally arrived at the outskirts of the Forsaker camp.

There had been little change since the last time I’d been here. I wasn’t sure why they had made no sort of move against us. I could clearly make out their scouts moving in and out of the camp’s perimeter. And in the few days since I’d last been here, our own forces had actually grown slightly, with reinforcements arriving from other battalions nearby.

The robe made the first sound I’d heard from it in days as they shrugged the coffin off their shoulder. It was a surprisingly feminine voice.

They said a simple word in a language I didn’t understand. Even with my limited education, I recognized it as a magical command.

The coffin lid burst open, and a man dressed in a Forsaker uniform climbed out.

I scurried away from the coffin. The zombie glanced around, mouth moving as if it were trying to chew through something.

It looked almost alive. The skin was just a little too loose, a little too pallid. The eyes were the same color as the amber crystals the necromancer had been putting inside the corpse.

The robed figure raised one of their gloved hands and pointed toward the Forsaker camp. They said another word in that language I didn’t know.

I was now convinced there was a woman under the robes based on the sound of the voice.

The dead man turned to follow the pointing hand and walked toward the camp.

They walked like a living man. I’d been expecting a shambling, stuttering gait, but it walked normally.

So normally that no one questioned it as it crossed over the border into the camp.

The robed figure had already closed the casket and returned it to her shoulder. She said nothing as she turned and headed back the way we’d come.

I stayed for a while. I knew I would be asked to report on this. And if this truly were how the war was going to end, I wanted to see what that looked like.

A Forsaker guard was patrolling the perimeter and shouted out to the zombie. I couldn’t make out the words, but his body language was friendly enough. He suspected nothing.

The dead man turned at the words and approached the guard.

The guard had a hand up in a friendly greeting. Even as far away as I was, I heard the scream as the zombie latched onto the raised arm.

Two other soldiers rushed over at the disturbance. One of them pulled the dead man off the other, while the second checked the other man’s injury.

The zombie allowed itself to be pulled off easily, and it flopped around to latch its teeth around the throat of the newcomer.

The changes were almost instant. The first guard who had been bitten grabbed the man who was checking on him and bit into his shoulder.

His arm where he had been bitten was sprouting amber crystals where he should have been bleeding.

The same crystals were now growing from the throat of the second bitten man.

All four of the undead rushed farther into the camp. The three new zombies did shamble in a way I’d expected, but the original still walked as if he were still alive.

I couldn’t look away. I wanted to stand up, climb on my horse, and leave. The robed woman was already gone, leaving me alone in my hiding place.

No one was spared. Every soldier, officer, and camp worker.

I realized too late the problem with this plan. And it wasn’t just that it was indiscriminate.

There was now an army of thousands of untiring, undead monsters. What was going to happen now? In a couple of days these creatures would make their way to the nearby cities, to our camp.

A voice spoke next to me and I jumped.

The robed figure was back. “Is it done?” she asked again.

I nodded.

She raised her hand. Another crystal resting on her palm. This one had been carved to resemble another heart.

She spoke another magic word and clenched her fist, destroying the crystal she held.

In the distance, every zombie stopped and fell to the ground. There was no sound; they just stopped moving.

Studying them through my spyglass, I could see that the amber crystals they bled were all cracked.

The giant woman turned from me and, once again, left me alone.

I returned to camp early the next morning to find that the necromancer had already left. He had left in a hurry and left things in quite a mess.

I had to learn about what had happened from others, and everyone was more than eager to share the story.

The second body he’d been working on, the mousefolk scout, had killed and turned all the officers in the camp.

The mouse and the officers didn’t make it very far. Our men, apparently, were more willing to open fire on shambling corpses covered in crystals. But only after almost two dozen others were bitten and turned.

In the end, Vail Talas the necromancer did not end the war for us. He had eliminated an entire enemy camp, but he’d also massively disrupted our own camp.

It was possible that losing that camp was a factor in the Forsakers finally surrendering six months later, but I think it had more to do with the money the Throne agreed to pay their leadership than anything.

Either way, the necromancer was never seen again, and I occasionally wake in a cold sweat after dreaming of that Forsaker camp.
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I was so lost in thought, both with planning the trek to Forsaker’s Gulch and with memories of necromancers past, that I didn’t notice the angora woman waiting for me on the road to The Shaded Well.

“Mr. Yuma?”

I broke free of my reverie and turned to the speaker.

Allison Woodgate-Blackburn stood on the side of the path, arms folded. She sounded confused. She must have been surprised that I had been able to just walk past her without acknowledging her.

“Miss Allison, I didn’t see you there. How are you finding Deepwell?” I tipped my hat and gave a respectful bob of the head as I stopped to speak with her.

“It has been pleasant enough. I was looking for you, Mr. Yuma.”

“For me? Was there something you needed?”

She hesitated briefly before standing straighter and puffing out her impressive chest. “I will be hiring you to escort me farther west. I would like to leave as soon as possible. You will, of course, want to discuss specifics and your pay. I’m happy to do that now.”

I’d suspected I hadn’t seen the last of the woman. When I’d correctly guessed she was here with a Deed Note, I’d known she’d be moving farther west after a visit to the Surveyor’s Hall. And I’d had a feeling she would seek me out to help her get there.

It was easy enough to find a guide in Deepwell, but a young woman traveling alone needed to be careful who they chose to escort them onto the plains. I’d already proven myself a reliable and, more importantly, safe travel companion.

“I’m sorry to say, Miss Allison, but I have just accepted another escort request. I leave in the morning.”

She blinked and one of her ears twitched slightly at that news. “I see. Well, perhaps I can spare a few more bills and pay more than whoever this client is?”

“I seriously doubt that, Miss.”

“How much are they paying you?” she demanded.

I glanced around, ensuring none were within earshot. The path was surprisingly clear, except for the two of us. I didn’t need to tell her this; it was my business alone, but I’d developed a soft spot for the woman in our few days together. And I knew she wouldn’t do anything nefarious with the information. “Two Deed Notes.”

Both her ears stood straight up at that, and her mouth gaped like a freshly caught trout.

“I… I see. You are correct. I cannot compete with that.” She stood there, mouth opening and closing in shock as she tried to find anything else to say. Finally, she snapped her mouth shut and gave me a curt nod. “Forgive me for wasting your time, Mr. Yuma. I suppose I will need to make other arrangements.”

She turned to leave.

“Wait,” I said.

She stopped and turned back to me.

I really hoped I would not regret this. “Do you have a destination in mind?”

She stepped back toward me, lowering her voice. “The surveyor told me I need to get as far west as a town called Bitter Bluff. He said they would have a list of available plots in the area.”

I nodded. I knew Bitter Bluff. It was a fairly large settlement for the plains. Much smaller than Deepwell, but it was one of the rare towns that actually had more than one inn. The pickings for land there would be fairly slim, but there would still be options. It wasn’t until one got past that point that the land really opened up.

What mattered, though, is that Miss Starling and I would pass through the area. Bitter Bluff was a common stop to resupply, and I’d been intending on spending at least one night there on this next expedition.

It was also common practice for travelers to form larger groups when traveling west. It spoke to Allison’s naivety that she hadn’t known that.

She watched me as I considered her destination, her ears twitching.

“You would need to pull your weight,” I said finally.

Her eyes opened wide with relief. “You’ll take me?” she asked.

I nodded.

“Thank you, Mr. Yuma.” She clasped her hands between her breasts and leaned toward me, eyes shining with relief. “Um, we haven’t discussed your rate.”

I shook my head. “I don’t want your money, Miss Allison. I just ask that you help along the way.”

“Of course! I can cook and clean. I can care for the horses. Whatever you need me to do.”

That actually surprised me. She’d relied on me for almost everything the few days we’d been together traveling to Deepwell.

She could easily hire someone willing to do all the work. But this confirmed another theory of mine. I didn’t think she had much actual money on her. That, or she was frugal enough to appreciate a good offer when it was put before her.

“We’re leaving at sunrise. I’ll meet you at the stable before then.”

Her smile faded slightly, but she nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Mr. Yuma.”

She turned and made her way down the street, almost skipping as she went.

I told myself that Bitter Bluff wasn’t that far. That I’d be free of whatever obligation I felt I owed the rabbit woman. I really hoped I wouldn’t regret this.


Part Two

Two Types of People: Those That Hunt And the Rest


Chapter Eight
The Road out of Deepwell



Allison beat me to the stables the next morning. I might have arrived first, but Sonya insisted on giving me a proper sendoff.

I’d told the rabbit woman we were meeting before sunrise, expecting she would be a little late. She hadn’t been awake before the sun once in our short time together traveling to Deepwell. I’d expected she’d have a hard time getting out of an actual bed.

I thought for sure I would be the first one to arrive at the stables that morning, but there she was, hands clasped at her waist as she smiled up at Ferdinand the minotaur.

“Thank you so much for taking such good care of Duchess,” Allison said to the bull-man.

“Was nothing, Miss. She was as well-behaved a mare as I’ve ever seen.”

Before she could respond, Ferdinand noticed me approaching and nodded toward me. “Well, look who finally rolled out of bed. He’s a lazy one, Miss. You surely could have found a better guide.”

Allison turned at that and gave me a welcoming smile. “Oh, I think I’ll make do, Mr. Ferdinand.”

“If you say so, Miss Allison. But if he gives you any trouble, you let me know and I’ll see to it he never works in this town again.”

“I’m hurt, Fer. Wounded even,” I said, holding a hand to my chest.

He snorted loudly. “I’ll believe you can be wounded the day I see your worthless hide in a casket. You’re going to take care of this little lady, I hope?”

“What do you think?” I countered.

He narrowed his large eyes before snorting again. “Ah, who am I kidding? He’ll take good care of you, Ma’am. But if he tries anything untoward, you send word, okay? I want an excuse to cuff his ears.”

“I will be sure to inform you immediately, Mr. Ferdinand,” she agreed, tone very serious.

Carmilla was waiting for us on the western edge of the city. Her horse was a tired-looking black pony.

The Nocturne woman was dressed for riding. A pair of tight trousers and a billowy cotton shirt.

I’d sent her word that we would have a third travel companion, but I hadn’t heard from her. Her lack of surprise at Allison’s presence told me she had at least received the message.

She greeted me with a warm smile, and Allison with a friendly-enough nod of her head, but I did not fail to notice the downturn of her lips when Allison was looking away.

That first day out of Deepwell was more tense than I was used to. Allison attempted early on to make small talk with Carmilla, who would simply smile and give short, noncommittal comments but otherwise refused to engage in the conversation.

She would, however, pull her pony next to Hestur and speak with me. She asked about my planned trail, what I thought of the latest gossip in Deepwell, and an endless list of mostly unimportant topics.

Allison was not stupid, and she caught on quickly that the other woman was not interested in talking with her. I felt bad for the girl, but she seemed content enough to ride in her own company. But there had been a noticeable droop in her ears the first time Carmilla had shrugged off her attempt at extending friendship.

“Mr. Sargent told me you’ve been riding the plains for several years now,” Carmilla said at one point during that first morning.

Allison said nothing, but her ears perked up and she inched her horse a little closer to listen to the conversation.

“That’s right, Miss Starling,” I said. “Been back and forth over a good chunk of the Western Frontier.”

“Have you made it as far west as Forsaker’s Gulch?” Carmilla asked.

“I haven’t had the pleasure of visiting before now. I have been a little farther west, though. Not a lot of settlements out that way. Mostly just open grassland. Hestur and I are quite fond of that stretch of ground.” I patted the horse on the neck, and he let out a snort of agreement.

“May I ask, if you’re so fond of that country, why have you not settled there?” Allison pulled up on my other side. She was pointedly ignoring the other woman now, playing the same unnecessary game, apparently.

“I’m not sure what you mean, Miss Allison,” I said.

“You told me you served in the war, under the Gilded Crest. Didn’t all soldiers receive a Deed Note? Why wouldn’t you claim land there if you are so fond of it?”

“Who says I haven’t already?” I asked.

“Have you?” she pressed.

“No,” I answered honestly.

“Then did you trade your note for something else?”

I considered how I should answer. Carmilla, at least, knew I was in possession of one or more Deed Notes. I could feel her bemused scrutiny as she waited for me to answer.

“I prefer to stay on the move,” I answered. “But I’ve held on to my Note.”

Allison accepted that answer with a nod before allowing her mare to fall back behind.

Other than the unnecessary tension between the two women, that first day was rather pleasant.

The plains were still fairly well-traveled this close to the city, and we had an easy trail to follow. That path would be available to us for about half of our trip to Forsaker’s Gulch, and there would be other settlements along the way if we spent the crowns for an inn or a fresh meal.

But eventually it would be just the three of us with no trail. At least for a few days until we reached our destination.
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It was mid-morning the next day, and we were following a trail that ran along the same river we’d camped near the night before when Allison requested a quick stop.

“I just need to freshen up quickly, Mr. Yuma. It will be quick, I promise.”

I reigned in Hestur and signaled her to go ahead.

She climbed off Duchess, pulling a pouch from her saddlebag before handing me the mare’s reins, then vanishing through a tall wall of water reeds.

Carmilla inched her pony, Varney, closer to me and said in a stage whisper, “Freshen up? How long do you think she’s been holding it in?”

“I wouldn’t know,” I answered.

Carmilla snorted and rolled her eyes. “The little princess is going to need more stops than reasonable, I’m sure.”

I didn’t comment on the fact that she’d requested fewer stops than Carmilla had the day before. The Nocturne woman had decided she didn’t like Allison, and there was likely nothing I could do about that.

Things would be easier if the two could get along, but I’d never bothered learning whatever skill was required to act as peacekeeper for womenfolk.

Before Carmilla could make another snide comment, Allison’s scream cut through the air.

Moments later, Allison came rushing back through the barrier of water reeds. Her scream was accompanied by the sound of something rushing across the water behind her.

The sound grew louder as more of whatever it was entered the water. Soon the sound of bodies splashing through the shallow water almost eclipsed the rabbit woman’s cries.

Allison stumbled, and I realized she had her bloomers down around her ankles. In a panic, she kicked the white fabric off.

With the same motion, she kicked herself off the ground and to the side just as a massive, fur-covered paw crashed from the reeds and smashed into the ground where she’d sprawled.

I had my revolver in my hand before Allison landed from her dodge. I instinctively aimed high, ensuring I didn’t hit Allison, and squeezed the trigger. From draw to fire was less than a heartbeat.

The monster’s head vanished as the round struck true.

Allison scrambled to her feet, running on all fours for several paces before getting upright. She charged toward us, screaming for help as more jackalopes bounded through the reeds.

Each one was easily the size of Hestur, who was not a small horse. They were built like grizzly bears, but with oversized rabbit heads topped with antlers that ranged from single spikes to massive five-point growths.

They moved far too quickly for their size; Allison held her lead only because she was a rabbitfolk. Even the softer angoras had strong legs.

The first line of jackalopes crushed the reeds and gave me a clear view of everything beyond that curtain.

It was a full herd, hundreds upon hundreds of the creatures. Allison had somehow started a stampede.

“Ride, Carmilla,” I ordered the Nocturne.

I shoved Duchess’s reins into the bat woman’s hands and slapped her pony on the haunches.

Carmilla let out a surprised yelp as her horse took off, but she regained control quickly.

I turned Hestur toward the oncoming herd and charged toward the terrified Allison.

She almost pulled me off the horse as I reached down for her. She grabbed on with both hands and pulled herself up, jumping as she did.

I pulled up with her and dragged her up onto Hestur, draping her in front of me like an animal carcass.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she repeated the two words several more times as Hestur spun around and galloped after the fast-retreating Carmilla and the other two horses.

One jackalope had been within pouncing distance of the woman, and now jumped toward Hestur, aiming to get all three prizes with one attack.

I raised my revolver and fired again. A keg-sized hole opened in the monster’s chest. Its flight continued, and it landed just behind and to the right of us, dead before it heard the shot.

I had four shots left in the wheel. My trench gun wasn’t loaded, and neither was my rifle or the dueling pistol I’d won the day before. It wouldn’t have mattered if they were. There were more creatures in this herd than bullets I could fit in my saddlebags.

Our only hope was to outrun the monsters.

Easier said than done.

One of them loped up beside us, snapping its jaws and shaking its antlered head. If Hestur were not a well-trained cavalry mount, he might have been gored. But the horse moved himself just out of range of the attack before I even registered it was beside us.

It snapped again, aiming for Allison’s dangling leg.

The woman screamed and kicked out. Her boot struck the monster at the base of an antler. The horn shattered from the blow, and the creature staggered back, dazed.

I ignored that one and shot the one that had caught up on the other side.

At that range, my revolver evaporated everything between the neck and the bottom of its ribs. The two pieces fell to the ground, tripping the next nearest jackalope.

Far ahead of us, Carmilla was adjusting her course. In the distance, there was a rocky outcropping.

I could just make out the faintest hint of a potential path up the rocks.

It wouldn’t have been a bad move if jackalopes were like other herd animals. We could hunker down above ground level and let the stampede move past us. But these monsters were carnivores, despite their similarity to rabbits. More than a few of them would try to follow us up into the rocks.

But we didn’t have that many options. It was that or let our horses run out of stamina on the open plain. The path up would likely be narrow. Maybe I could take advantage of the potential bottleneck and keep us all safe until the beasts lost interest.

I angled Hestur toward the rocks, urging him to move faster.

I had to fire off another round as another jackalope got too close. I had two rounds loaded. I would have to risk reloading soon.

Ahead, Carmilla had made it to the base of the jutting red rock and was navigating her pony up the deceptively steep stone.

In the panic of the stampede, I had forgotten where we were. I should have recognized that formation immediately.

Very few were aware of the cave that was hidden near the top. But I knew of its existence, and I should have remembered.

Those rocks were potentially more dangerous than the hundreds of hungry beasts gaining ground on us.

When I realized what was about to happen, I must admit, I panicked.

I blindly emptied the final rounds into the teeming mass of jackalopes and urged Hestur to move faster.

The horse was already giving me everything he had, but I demanded more.

Allison was still screaming, and I shouted at her to shut up. I couldn’t afford her to draw attention to us in the coming moments. It was impossible to know what that attention could cost until it was too late.

Maybe he wouldn’t wake. Maybe it would be okay. Maybe we could ride past the rocks and risk the herd on the open plains. Maybe.

Maybe has never applied in my life. It has always been yes or no. And this instance was the same.

The sounds of the angora woman screaming, and the deafening charge of the herd. Hestur’s labored breathing and my own heart. The dragon’s roar drowned out all of it.

He shot from the center of the red stone straight into the sky. With wings folded back along his sides, he looked like a great red snake. Ruby scales reflected the sunlight until the wings opened and dropped the world into shadow.

His wingspan dwarfed the small outcropping of rocks he called home. His lithe, serpent body, small compared to the wings.

It was a mercy that he didn’t even acknowledge Carmilla. The bat woman had fallen off her pony, and both Varney and Duchesse had galloped off, leaving her alone on the stone, staring up at the dragon.

Ignoring her, he focused on the herd of jackalopes that stampeded behind me.

The monsters closest to the front immediately turned, attempting to flee this ultimate apex predator that had just appeared in the sky.

Those behind were too slow to react appropriately, and the entire herd collided into itself, tripping and crashing, throwing each other to the ground.

The massive wings beat once, and the thing in the sky was right above Allison and me.

Allison had stopped screaming. She’d turned her head just enough to see the dragon; her eyes were wide and her ears were pinned back completely flat against her head. She was completely frozen; only her eyes moved, darting back and forth along the length of the flying monster.

He opened his mouth and roared again. This time a stream of liquid fire accompanied the sound.

I felt the heat the moment it touched the air.

The flames hit the ground behind us and burned a trench of death through the jackalopes. I didn’t have to look to know the ground beneath had turned into a glassy gouge.

Hestur, even as well-trained as he was, had turned to panic. His speed increased, but I had to fight not to be thrown off.

I held on as tightly as I could, doing my best to hold Allison in place as well.

The dragon landed a short distance to our right.

He landed in a run, easily keeping pace with my mount.

I glanced over to find him studying me with one eye as large and deep as a well. The burning bronze orb studied us curiously.

Each of his legs ended in a four-fingered hand, topped with claws longer than an officer’s saber, that dug furrows in the ground as he effortlessly paced us.

I had one shot.

I took my revolver in hand. I didn’t fail to notice the intelligent eye narrow in anger.

Before he could snap us up, I flipped the weapon over, catching it by the tip of the barrel and holding it high above my head.

Most recognized the soft red handle as Demonhorn. They were not exactly right. I knew this dragon would recognize it for what it truly was. If he took the time to study it before swallowing us all whole.

He gave a snort. It almost sounded like Hestur after being cooped up in a stable for a day too many. But there was a resignation there.

He took off again, the single flap of the wing almost knocking Hestur to the ground.

The warhorse skidded to a stop and screamed in terror as the dragon rose into the air and shot off back toward his rocks.

For a frightening heartbeat, he considered Carmilla as she ran on foot across the plains toward the two horses, both just dots on the horizon by now.

But, to my relief, he turned away from her and disappeared behind the rocks.

It made no sense to my mind how he could fit inside the small cave of that place, but he did.

After Hestur stopped, Allison fell off him to the ground and curled up in a ball, covering her head.

I dropped next to her and placed a shaking hand on her shoulder.

She unfolded herself and wrapped her arms around me. I returned the embrace, hoping it would calm her down.

I could feel her heart against my chest as she squeezed herself tightly into me. It fluttered like the wings of a hummingbird.

I made sounds I hoped to be soothing as I rubbed her back softly.

She calmed down much more quickly than I expected and pushed back from me.

Her eyes were still a little wide, but her ears had moved up enough that they were no longer lost in her hair.

“Did that really just happen?” she asked.

I nodded.

A disbelieving grin broke across her face, and she laughed.

It was more than a little manic, but I much preferred that sound to her screams.


Chapter Nine
Night of Rest



Carmilla met us before we made it to the dragon’s outcropping. The three of us led Hestur on foot for several miles until we found Duchess and Varney.

The two horses had gone until they’d run out of stamina. Their eyes were still a little wild despite the hours between their retreat and our finding them.

Duchess immediately rushed to her rider.

Allison wrapped her arms around the mare’s neck and whispered softly to the horse.

I decided we had made as much progress as we could expect for the day. We still had several hours of daylight left, but I knew none of us had it in us to continue. Riders or horses.

The women agreed with my sentiment, and we went about setting up camp.

We hadn’t spoken much before setting up camp. But once I had a fire going and a pot of beans and meat was bubbling softly, Carmilla broke the silence.

“How did you chase it away?” She had asked before, and I had denied her an answer.

In the aftermath of the dragon’s appearance, she hadn’t pressed, but now I knew she would.

“I took a chance,” I said.

“He didn’t chase it,” Allison said. She was kneeling next to the pot of beans, avoiding eye contact with Carmilla as she stirred the slop.

Carmilla narrowed her eyes at the angora woman before turning back to me. “What did you do?”

Allison looked up from the pot long enough to return Carmilla’s unfriendly glare with one of her own.

I drew my revolver and flipped it around, handing it to Carmilla.

She blinked in surprise as she accepted the still empty weapon. “I don’t understand.”

“I showed him my sidearm. From what I know of that dragon, there was a slim chance it would work. We got lucky.”

Carmilla gave me another confused look before glancing down to study the gun. “I know Demonhorn is powerful, but I’d think dragons would be above that.”

“It’s not Demonhorn,” I corrected. I normally wouldn’t have said anything, but I was mentally and physically exhausted from the day. I stopped myself from elaborating by taking a sip from the tin coffee mug I held.

Carmilla started to say something, likely to ask for the elaboration I had avoided, but she froze as she studied the item.

She’d spotted what set this weapon apart from a Demonhorn revolver.

“You’re Moonsworn?” she asked.

She ran her thumb over the crescent moon icon stamped on the side of the handle.

“I’m no lawman,” I answered. “But the moon and I have an understanding.”

She gave me a wry smile. “What does that mean, Mr. Yuma? And why would that save you from getting your head bitten off?”

“It means what it means.”

“Why did it leave when you showed it the gun?” she pressed.

“He also has an understanding with the moon.”

Carmilla made an exasperated sound. She looked to Allison, seeking anyone to share her irritation with me.

Allison didn’t meet Carmilla’s gaze, but was staring at the gun she was holding in her lap. “You’re Moonsworn?”

I shook my head again, taking another drink before answering. “I’m not a lawman, like I said, Miss Allison.”

“Yes, yes,” she said, waving a bean covered wooden spoon dismissively, “you and the moon have an understanding. Just what does that mean?”

“I hate to agree with the princess, but I’d also really like to know what you mean by that.”

“You’ll have to forgive me, ladies, but that’s a story for another time. Usually requires a drink or two to prime that pump.”

The two women exchanged the first non-spiteful look I’d seen them give each other for a while.

“How did you know about the dragon?” Carmilla asked.

“It’s not a secret that he calls this stretch home.”

“I didn’t know about him, and I’ve passed through here several times over the years,” Carmilla said.

“Don’t know what to tell you,” I said. “He’s usually fairly inactive. Rarely leaves the cave. Surveyor’s guild has marked the surrounding area as off-limits for homesteads.”

“Congratulations, Mr. Yuma, you have managed to answer none of my questions and just given me more,” Carmilla said.

I grinned over my mug. “What can I say, Miss Starling? I’m good at what I do.”

She rolled her eyes as she passed my revolver back to me.

I slid it into the holster and tipped my hat in thanks.

Allison retired to her tent shortly after we ate. The sun had not quite set yet, but she seemed more than ready for her nightly rest.

Carmilla set out her bedroll on the other side of the fire from me and spread out, stretching her wings wide, before wrapping them around herself and settling down.

She watched me from her bed, black eyes taking me in. “That really was incredible today, Mr. Yuma.”

“It wasn’t anything, Miss Starling. I got lucky. I’m just grateful we get to ride another day.”

She shook her head. “No. I’m not just talking about the dragon. The way you jumped to save the little princess. I was impressed. I’d partly suspected Mr. Sargent of overselling your skills. If anything, I think he might have downplayed it in his sales pitch.”

“I don’t know about all that. Emmerich has always had a flair for the dramatic.”

“Oh, I believe that. But he didn’t mention how chivalrous and quick to rescue damsels you were.”

“I’ll be sure to have him add it to his standard pitch next time.”

“What do you think she did?” she asked.

“Excuse me?”

“The princess. What do you think she did to get those lopes all riled up like that?” She was grinning cruelly as she asked.

“Jackalopes can be unpredictable,” I said, trying my best not to pick a side in this one-sided feud.

Her grin slipped. “Not up for discussing the princess tonight, then? That’s okay. Why don’t we just talk more about you, Mr. Yuma? You served in the war, yes?”

“I did.”

“Gilded Crest, if what Mr. Sargent told me is correct.”

“I was a cavalry scout. Thirty-second regiment.”

“I’m afraid my knowledge of the war is limited. Any battles I might have heard of?”

“I’m sorry, Miss Starling, but the war is not a topic I enjoy discussing.”

“I suppose you wouldn’t. Forgive me.”

“Do you mind if I ask you a question, though?”

“Go ahead. And I promise I won’t even try to avoid answering.” She grinned again.

“Forsaker’s Gulch. Is it named for what I think it is?”

The Forsakers had been the enemy in the war. They called themselves Forsakers for their rejection of the government and its acceptance of some of the non-human adjacent races, primarily accepting hellkin as regular citizens.

At least, that had been the surface narrative everyone had been spoon-fed. I’d learned more as the war ended, and my belief that the Gilded Crest had fought with good intentions had waned. I would never agree with the philosophies of the Forsakers, but I no longer believed either side had been in the right.

“Do you mean is the Gulch named for your enemies in the war?” Carmilla asked.

I nodded.

“Yes, but I doubt in the way you suspect.”

“So, not founded by former Forsaker soldiers?”

“No. It’s built above a gulch filled with the corpses of a regiment of Forsakers that refused to accept the war was over.”

I sat up a little straighter at that. “Oh.”

“Warms you to us a little more, doesn’t it?”

“Just a touch.”

Her grin wavered again. “I can’t speak for everyone in town. More than a few residents are likely sympathetic to the Forsaker cause, but I don’t think any of them would act on it. Not many hellkin make the Gulch home, either. Probably because they misunderstood the name. Not that I blame them.”

We both fell silent and stared into the fire for a little while. Before long, Carmilla was asleep, and I was alone with my thoughts.
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After two more days in the saddle, we reached a small settlement known as Lantern’s Hollow.

Some years ago, a group of families had cashed in their Deed Notes and founded the hollow together. It wasn’t big enough to be a proper town of any kind, but it was bigger than a standard homestead.

The group of jackie and mousefolk settlers had built a collection of buildings to offer services for travelers on the plains: a small general goods store, a blacksmith, and, most importantly to our purposes, a comfortable inn.

We left our horses with a lanky jackie teen tending to the stables attached to the inn.

We pushed open the doors to the common room. There were more guests present than I would have expected, but it was far from crowded.

One table held half a dozen men, too engrossed in their cards to notice our entrance. They were a healthy mix of humans and beastfolk.

A young mousefolk woman greeted us before we took our second step inside. She gave us a practiced curtsy, one hand holding a mug of beer that looked far too big in her tiny fingers.

“Welcome, welcome. Just sit any ol’ where, and I’ll be right with you.”

I found us a table against the wall and seated myself so I could study the entire room.

While the card players ignored us, a pair at another table were eyeing Miss Allison.

A nocturne and a hellkin.

The hellkin, mostly human in appearance except for a trio of purple horns poking out of his forehead, accepted the beer from the mouse girl without looking away from my angora companion.

When he did look away from her, he met my gaze. He blinked in surprise at my cold glare.

He bobbed his head in something I took as apologetic before turning back toward his bat friend. The two leaned toward each other conspiratorially and whispered as they drank, occasionally glancing back toward our table.

They were watching me now, which I much preferred to them leering at Allison.

The mousefolk girl hurried back to our table. “Sorry about that wait, folks. What are we needing tonight? Rooms? Or just a meal?”

“Both,” I answered, dropping some bills on the table.

I paid for three meals, three rooms, and three tubs of hot water so we could each wash up.

After days of simple trail rations and my beans and meat, the inn’s food was especially welcome.

After our meal, I escorted the women to their rooms and ensured both were provided their hot water before I retired to my own small room.

My small bathtub had already been delivered, and I settled onto my bed with a weary sigh before I kicked my boots off and began to undress.

I’d just stripped off my shirt when there was a knock on my door.

I cracked it enough to see Carmilla standing in the hall.

Before I could say anything, she pushed past me into my quarters.

She cast her eyes around the room. Her gaze lingered on my bare chest.

“I wanted to thank you for the journey so far,” she said, settling onto my bed and crossing shapely legs.

She continued to study me with a hungry sparkle in her black eyes.

“Is that so, Miss Starling?” I asked, closing and locking the door.

Her roaming gaze told me exactly what she had in mind.

I loosened my belt as I took the few steps to the bed.

Her toothy grin spread wider. She was apparently pleased that I understood her intent.

She rose to her feet and spun, offering her back to me.

She flipped her midnight-dark hair over her shoulder to reveal the row of buttons down the back of her blouse.

I went to work undoing each of them between kissing her soft, pale neck.

She tilted her head to the side, stretching her neck and giving me more to kiss. She ran a hand up the side of my face and into my hair. She took a handful of hair and guided me to a particularly tender plot of land. I bit her softly. She purred in appreciation.

I finished with the buttons and pulled her blouse down. I snaked a hand around and cupped a breast.

“What do you think?” she asked.

I answered by sliding my hand up the entire expanse of her breast until I reached the perfect cherry tip of a nipple.

I gave it a gentle twist with thumb and forefinger.

She gasped. “Mr. Yuma!”

I removed my mouth from her neck and turned her to face me. Her black eyes sparkled with that hunger. Her blood-red lips pursed in anticipation as I bent down.

The kiss was as hungry as her eyes had been. Her mouth moved against mine with intent; her tongue found mine.

She pushed herself against me, her bare chest against mine. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her in tighter.

I released her from the kiss, and she gasped for breath. Her chest heaved as she stared up at me, eyes wide and hair a beautiful mess of shadowy strands.

As she was still recovering from the kiss, I lifted her up by the waist and dropped her onto the bed.

She let out an excited giggle. “Oh, Mr. Yuma!”

I removed her skirt, then her bloomers.

She moved herself fully onto the mattress, never taking her eyes off me.

I moved my hand to my belt so I could finish what I’d started.

Carmilla’s gaze drifted down to watch me undress. She opened her pale legs, showing me all of her.

My cock, now free from the confines of my pants, stiffened more than it already had. It grew more as I watched her move a hand down to her crotch.

She had a thick, dark patch of pubic hair, but beneath that, her lips were plump and blushing. She spread herself open with two fingers. The bright pink stood out against the pale flesh and dark hair.

She pointed at me with her free hand and crooked her finger, beckoning me closer.

I obliged. She grinned wickedly as I approached.

I crawled up onto the bed and pushed her legs open farther, moving her hand and replacing it with my mouth.

She gave another appreciative purr as I began to gently move my tongue up and down her folds. I paid special attention to her clit when I reached it.

Carmilla arched her back and pushed herself against me while putting both hands behind my head and pulling me in harder. I rewarded her excitement with more energy.

She writhed under my attention. “Oh, Night Gods, Mr. Yuma! I knew you’d be good at this.”

I pulled back so I could look her in the eyes. “You can call me Trevor,” I told her.

She grinned wider. “If you say so, Mr. Yuma,” she teased.

I rose from between her legs and moved up the length of her until my nose was touching hers. “I do, Miss Starling.”

She put a hand on either side of my head and pulled me into a kiss.

When she finally released me, she looked up at me through lidded eyes. “Be sure to say my name when you finish,” she said.

I lined my cock up with her opening and eased myself inside her. She was wet enough that I moved in easily enough. I groaned appreciatively at the warm softness of her.

She moaned softly as I slowly sheathed my full length. “Mr. Yuma.”

I moved slowly at first, back and forth, in and out. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me in tight.

As I moved in her, I moved my mouth back to her tender neck and bit softly where shoulder met neck.

She moaned louder at the additional sensation.

“Faster, Mr. Yuma,” she breathed in my ear.

I increased my pace.

She rolled her hips up to match my rhythm. “Harder, Mr. Yuma.”

I sat up straight, grabbing her by the hips, I pulled her backside up off the bed. Her skin was soft and warm in my hands. She arched her back, her pale, cherry-tipped breasts swelling with the movement.

She wrapped her hands around the bars on the headboard and spread her wings out to drape down either side of the bed.

Her moans grew louder and hungrier as I increased my pace with every thrust.

“Fuck, fuck, oh gods, Trevor,” she gasped. “Right there, just there, don’t stop.”

She raised her legs and wrapped them around my waist, pulling me in tighter. Her walls were tightening around me, and her breathing was growing more and more ragged.

“Trevor,” she gasped again. “Gods, Trevor, yes, yes.”

She convulsed as she climaxed. Her legs vibrated as she tightened them around me.

I released her thighs, and she fell back onto the mattress, finally releasing me.

I was still hard, but close to finishing. So close.

Carmilla sat up and flowed back toward me. She wrapped her blood-red lips around my shaft. She moved her head back and forth twice, and I came in her mouth.

She moaned around my pumping cock as I emptied myself.

“Fuck, Carmilla,” I breathed.

She swallowed with a satisfied sigh. She opened her mouth, sticking her tongue out to show me she had finished her meal.

She looked up at me with her satiated, smiling eyes. “Thank you, Mr. Yuma.”


Chapter Ten
Middle of the Road



Allison —

Few things could improve Allison’s mood like a good bath. That had always been the case for her, but it was so much better now that she was washing off days of trail.

After she washed but before she dressed, she spread out on her room’s bed. It felt so soft after the nights of sleeping on her bedroll.

Allison ran a hand down over her breasts and across the plane of her stomach. She paused just before reaching the downy patch of hair between her legs.

She had been feeling particularly pent-up recently. Since before she had met Trevor Yuma, things had been going poorly for Allison Woodgate-Blackburn.

There had been the stress of escaping her father. Then the shocking silence of those first nights outside the city.

The kidnapping, and even her rescue, had all been more than mildly traumatizing for the angora woman.

Yuma had been very impressive, though. With the bandits, the jackalopes, and even the dragon. The man was something else. He was as rugged as the plains he traveled.

But there was a softness underneath that. A quiet beauty, like the night stars above those same plains. She could see it in his eyes when he looked at her. A concern for her well-being. A genuine caring.

It was not something she was used to seeing when men looked at her. From her father, it had always been disdain. From his business partners, it had been a disturbing hunger.

Memories of those eyes studying her did surprisingly little to soften the fire in her belly. She still had the vision of Yuma’s eyes at the forefront of her mind.

Her hand moved farther until her fingertips moved through the white mound of hair toward her hungry warmth.

She stopped herself and sat up. Why do this herself? Yuma was just a few doors down the hall. He’d told her to come to him if she needed anything.

She needed this. Would he give it to her?

Fear fluttered in her. But this fear was exhilarating. It fed the fire rather than extinguished it.

She rose quickly and moved to her saddlebags. She pulled a robe from the bag and wrapped it around her naked form.

She cracked her door open and scanned the hallway. It was empty and quiet.

Holding the robe closed, she crept down the hall.

She focused on the memory of Yuma’s eyes as he’d stared down the dragon just a few days ago. The feeling of his hands as he’d held her in place on his horse. As he held her tight against his chest as she cried.

She thought of the warmth of him and her own warmth spread.

Stopping in front of his door, she raised a hand to knock.

Allison froze at the sound from the other side of the wood.

“Oh, oh, yes! Mr. Yuma!” The voice belonged to Carmilla Starling.

Of course the Nocturne woman would do this. Allison’s desire was joined with anger and hurt.

That rotten bat had been nothing but cruel since the moment she’d met her. Allison had tried at first. Had attempted to make friends. But Carmilla had only had contempt for Allison.

Part of Allison knew that it was understandable Carmilla would want Trevor Yuma in the same way she did. But that part she buried.

She turned and fled back down the hall to her own room.

How she hated Carmilla Starling. The woman was spiteful and cold.

She held no contempt for Trevor Yuma. All that was reserved for Miss Starling.

She managed not to slam her door, but she tore the robe off and threw it against the wall. The soft fabric bounced off the wall and slid to the floor in the most unsatisfactory manner possible.

Allison balled her fists and vibrated with impotent frustration. Was this always going to be her life? A constant buildup of disappointment with no release on the horizon?

She dropped back down onto the edge of her bed, fists still clenched tightly.

It was still there, in her center, the buildup and desire. But the frustration and newly unburied grief and loneliness overshadowed it.

She rolled over to bury her face in one of the bed’s pillows and wept.
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By the time Carmilla had left my room, my bathwater was cold. I didn’t mind too much. I’d washed up in rivers and lakes enough in my life that the temperature didn’t matter. And it was a very small price to pay for the pleasure of Miss Starling’s company.

I let both Carmilla and Allison sleep in a little the next day. It was well after sunrise when I knocked on each of their doors to wake them.

The other guests who had been there the night before had left well before we had. Our three horses had been alone in the stable. I was relieved to see that. It had made our breakfast much more pleasant than the previous night’s meal had been.

I have never been a fan of suspicious men watching while I eat.

Allison was more withdrawn than she had been so far. Her morning greeting had been a simple “hello.” She grew even more distant when Carmilla made her appearance.

The nocturne, on the other hand, was all smiles. She took every opportunity she could to touch me. Cracking jokes and laughing with a hand on my arm, or just tracing a finger down my chest. She completely ignored the sullen Allison.

I paid for an extra meal before we left Lantern’s Hollow. One that we could eat in the saddle. I hoped to make up for the late start by avoiding a midday stop.

Both women agreed to the plan.

Once we were ready, we mounted up and left the small collection of wooden structures behind us.

What was left of the morning went smoothly enough. It wasn’t until just before noon that the men ambushed us.

It was the hellkin I saw first. The same man who had been watching Allison at the inn the night before.

Our intended course had led us onto a path between two outcroppings of red rock. He was sitting on a scrawny mule in the middle of that road.

He grinned at me from under his hat, with its three rough holes cut for his purple horns. He seemed much more confident now than he had the night before. It was probably the dozen mounted gunmen that now lined up behind him.

“Good morning, folks,” the hellkin man said, touching finger to hat brim. “Nice to see you all again.”

I instinctively moved a hand to the holster at my hip.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you, my friend,” the hellkin said. He pointed a finger up.

I followed his finger to find his nocturne friend standing on top of the rocks, a rifle in hand. Even from this distance, I recognized that rifle. It was standard issue for military sharpshooters. Emmerich Sargent had used one just like it.

Any sniper worth his boots would be able to shoot a fly off Hestur’s flank from that short distance.

My glance upward showed me everything I needed to see. The nocturne was the only one letting himself be seen, but I saw the telling glint of glass in the sun. There were four riflemen up there. Two on each rock.

I slowly moved my hand away from my sidearm. “What do you want?” I demanded.

“Hand over the bunny and you and the nocturne can pass,” the hellkin said.

I didn’t take my eyes off the man, but behind me I could hear Allison’s sharp intake of breath.

“No,” Carmilla answered.

Allison gasped again, fear replaced with surprise.

“That your final answer?” the hellkin smirked at Carmilla.

“You heard the lady,” I answered for her.

I drew my revolver.

They’d shown their hand early. If they’d been smart, they’d have kept their snipers up their sleeve.

I fired four times before the men in front of me had registered I’d pulled gun from holster.

The standing nocturne was the easiest to hit. His torso vanished, leaving a pair of legs and a still smirking head to fall to the ground.

The sharpshooter next to him had been on his belly, gun aimed at me. I hadn’t had a clean shot, so I’d fired through the rock. I had to do the same for the two on the other side.

The furrows in the rock were the only evidence that they had ever existed.

I aimed at the hellkin, but found only the scraggly mule.

The other men were still scrambling to draw weapons. Two had actually fallen back off their horses at the sound of my gunfire.

“Put the gun down, slinger.” The hellkin was sitting behind Carmilla on her horse, his pistol drawn and pressed against her neck.

Most hellkin had some form of magic. It appeared this man could teleport. Or perhaps just move very fast.

Carmilla met my eyes. There was no fear in her expression.

Next to Carmilla, Allison had frozen on her horse, eyes wide and ears pressed flat into her hair.

I didn’t lower my weapon, but kept it trained on the gathered group down the trail. They had mostly recovered, and some had their own weapons trained on me.

They were even moving themselves farther from each other. A sound strategy when facing an opponent with Demonhorn. If they hadn’t moved apart, my last two rounds could have taken out half of them.

“We only need the rabbit,” the hellkin said. “But I’m more than happy to blow this bitch’s head off. Then yours if you don’t do what I say.”

“Think you can?” I asked.

His eyes darted from me to the ruined rock above us. I knew what he was thinking. No matter what we did, I, at least, would not be walking away from this. He would ensure I paid for killing his men.

“Let’s find out,” he said.

He had been so intent on me he failed to notice that from somewhere Carmilla had drawn a curved blade.

It was small, barely the length of one of her fingers, but she held it with a confidence that told me she knew how to use it.

She slammed her hand up and behind her. Her aim was perfect, and the curving edge sliced cleanly through the hellkin man’s neck.

Dark red blood splashed down Carmilla’s shoulder and arm.

With her other hand she pushed his gun away from her neck as he spasmed in death. The gun fired, but she had angled it away enough that it missed her.

Allison let out a startled scream.

I fired my last two rounds, and two riders died.

“Trevor!” Carmilla had pushed the dead hellkin off her pony, but had kept a hand on his gun. She tossed it to me.

I caught it with my left hand as I holstered my weapon with the right.

The surviving riders had regained their senses and opened fire.

I wheeled Hestur around, firing my newly acquired weapon with my off-hand.

Four of my five shots found the intended targets, and the men tumbled to the ground.

The women had spurred their own mounts into motion, and were charging ahead of me down the narrow path.

I dropped the hellkin’s revolver to the dirt beside the dead man.

Our surviving ambushers kept firing, but it was clear there was no fight left in them. As we ran away, they turned and rode in the other direction. They kept shooting at us as the distance between us grew, but it was clearly more to cover their own retreat than to hurt us. They had gone from seventeen men to five in just a few moments. And they were now leaderless.

If ever there was a time to run, it was then.

Once we were out of the narrow pass, the three of us slowed our horses and found a suitable spot to stop.

“What was that about?” Carmilla demanded of Allison.

The angora woman just stared at her; her eyes were still wide with fear, but she also seemed genuinely confused.

“Why didn’t you give me to them?” she asked.

The anger on Carmilla’s face broke. “Well, I’m not going to just hand a woman over to a group like that. Not even you, princess.”

Allison’s eyes welled with tears, and she quickly wiped them. “Thank you.”

“Don’t,” Carmilla warned.

Allison sniffed loudly, but said nothing else.

“Are you both all right?” I asked once I’d made doubly sure none of the riders had followed us or circled back.

“I will be once the princess tells us who she is and why those thugs were after her.” Carmilla pointed at Allison, the anger back.

Allison slid off Duchess to the ground. She sat down in the dirt and pulled her knees to her chest.

“Miss Allison?” I climbed off Hestur and knelt down beside her. “Are you okay?”

She shook her head. “I should have known,” she whispered.

“Known what?” I asked.

“That he’d find me. It doesn’t matter how far I go. He’ll always find me.”

“What are you talking about?” Carmilla demanded.

Allison took a shaky breath. “My name is Allison Woodgate-Blackburn.”

Carmilla sat straighter in her saddle. “Oh,” she said.

Allison continued. “My father is Baron Eberhart Blackburn.”

I’d known Allison’s name since that first night I’d met her, and it had meant nothing to me. She had avoided using her full name since then. This was the first time Carmilla had heard it, and she seemed to recognize it.

Her father’s name tickled something in the back of my mind, but I wasn’t sure what. Knowing he was a baron explained something for me, at least.

“Your father sent those men after you?” Carmilla asked.

Allison rested her head on her knees. “I don’t know. But why else would they be after me?”

“Why?” Carmilla pressed.

“You know who he is?” I asked Carmilla.

“You don’t?” she asked me.

I shook my head.

Allison smiled weakly at me. “I was relieved that first night when you didn’t seem to know who I was. I shouldn’t have told you, but I wasn’t thinking straight.”

“I think you need to start talking,” Carmilla said. She joined us on the ground, but remained on her feet.

“Okay,” Allison said. She didn’t look at Carmilla, but kept her eyes on me.

“My father isn’t a banker,” she told me. “Not really.”

“He owns the mint,” Carmilla said.

“No, he just manages it,” Allison corrected her.

“He works for the Throne?” I asked.

“Among other things.”

Carmilla snorted. “He’s the majority owner of the railroad, has stocks in almost every weapon factory west of Crownfall, and, if it hasn’t changed since last I checked, is the mayor of Gildrock.”

“He’s still mayor,” Allison admitted.

I stared at the crestfallen woman. “You ran away from that?” I asked.

“You ran away?” Carmilla echoed.

Allison nodded.

“Why?” Carmilla asked.

Allison never once looked away from my eyes as she answered Carmilla’s question.


Chapter Eleven
Allison's Story



Allison Woodgate-Blackburn was born twenty-one years ago. Her mother, one Geneva Woodgate, was the fifth wife of the Baron Eberhart Blackburn.

Geneva was the only one of the Baron’s seven wives to have only one child. She was also the only member of his harem to give him only a daughter.

Despite her best efforts, Geneva Woodgate never had another child. And at a certain point, Eberhart stopped expecting any more.

Allison’s childhood was comfortable enough. All the Baron’s families were cared for. Allison and her mother had a comfortable house that included a housekeeper and a cook. Along with a monthly stipend.

Allison attended the same prestigious school as the rest of her father’s children. She had the best tutors and was encouraged to pursue her interests.

Even as a child, though, Allison was aware of the fact that some of her half-siblings were treated differently from her.

All the Baron’s other wives had bigger houses, more servants, finer clothes. Just more.

When she asked her mother, the somber woman explained that they didn’t need as much. It was just the two of them, after all.

But Allison was observant enough to see how her father treated his sons with more affection than his daughters.

Allison was ten when her eldest half-sister married. The girl was only sixteen. Her new husband was a human man, well into his thirties.

He was a wealthy man. The eldest son of the founder of the largest gun manufacturer in Ironhearth.

Year after year, as her sisters grew, they all married. All to wealthy, older men. And as Allison grew, she learned to recognize the pattern. With every marriage, her father’s wealth grew. And he had already been a wealthy man.

Shortly after her sixteenth birthday, Allison and her mother were informed they would attend an event at Eberhart’s estate. It was not in invitation; it was an order.

Despite noticing the pattern with her sisters, Allison could not read the writing on the wall. She was just excited that she would attend a party at her father’s house. She rarely saw the man. And while he was cold and harsh, he was still her father.

And she so loved parties.

Her mother did not share her excitement, but she put on a brave face for the girl.

Allison wore her best dress to the party.

It was an impressive gathering. Wealthy landowners and businessmen from Gildrock, Ironhearth, and even Crownfall were in attendance. Socialites and celebrities rubbed elbows with everyone.

As she mingled, Allison was summoned to her father’s office upstairs.

It was at about this point that the girl recognized the pattern she had seen with all of her sisters. But she answered the summons.

Baron Eberhart Blackburn sat behind his massive desk, pen in hand, writing in a large leather ledger.

The angora man was wide. Not fat, just large. Allison had heard stories that in his youth her father had been a strong man. A decorated cavalry officer and an accomplished duelist. The muscles had softened over the years, but he was still imposing.

His ears were slightly shorter than most angoras. Allison and all her siblings had inherited his coloring. They all had the same pale skin and white hair. As well as the white ears and tail topped with just a touch of black.

The Baron looked up at her entrance, and his expression barely changed. He never really looked at any of his daughters with anything but a calculating indifference.

Other men stood around the table. All had the red faces of too much drink, and they studied the girl with an inappropriate focus.

Her dress was modest enough, but Allison felt as though she had stepped into this room wearing nothing but her underclothes.

“Allison, good. Come here.” Eberhart waved the girl toward his desk.

She quickly crossed the room, unwilling to displease the man who had never shown her any genuine affection.

“Allison, this is Mr. Vulgar.” Her father indicated one of the men standing next to the desk.

He was an angora. Large like her father, but none would confuse his size for muscle. Allison guessed he was approaching his fortieth year. And his name was too accurate a description.

“Good evening, Mr. Vulgar,” Allison said, giving a small curtsy.

“Please, call me Waldo,” the ugly man said. His voice was as unpleasant as his face.

Allison forced a smile at the invitation to use the man’s given name, but said nothing else.

“Mr. Vulgar is from Ironhearth,” Eberhart said. “He is the founder of several very successful factories.”

“I see,” Allison said. “Congratulations on your success, sir.”

The man grinned at that. “I live a very comfortable life.” He looked her up and down again before turning to her father and nodding slightly.

The Baron returned the nod before placing his pen down on the page. “Allison, Mr. Vulgar here is in the market for a wife. Someone young and educated.”

Allison still did not want to accept that her father had called her up here simply to introduce her to this man.

She glanced around the room at the other men gathered. Surely this was a joke. Any moment now, the others gathered would laugh.

But all the men were simply watching her.

“You will be very comfortable in Ironhearth,” Waldo Vulgar told her. “You will fit right in with my other wives.”

Allison had no objections to sharing a man. It was a normal practice among the rabbitfolk. Her mother was the Baron’s fifth wife, after all. But the idea of marrying this man was horrific to her.

“What do you say, Allison?” her father asked. His voice was sterner than it had been a moment ago, and his expression was cold steel.

She must have shown her feelings, and he was unhappy with her distaste.

“No, thank you,” she said.

“Excuse me?” Eberhart rose to his feet. He was head and shoulders taller than all the other men in the room, and towered over his daughter.

“I do not wish to marry Mr. Vulgar,” Allison answered. She had to push through the fear, but she got the words out.

“You are my daughter and you will do as I say,” the man said, voice low and dangerous.

Allison almost threw up from fear, but she shook her head. She much preferred the fear to the disgust.

Waldo Vulgar gave an annoyed sigh. “You said this wouldn’t be a problem, Eberhart.”

The Baron spun on the other man. “Did I say you could speak?”

The other man shrank away, clutching his drink to his flabby chest.

“Get out,” Eberhart said.

Allison took a step back.

“Not you,” he said.

She froze.

The gathered men filed past her until she was alone with her father.

“You dare disobey me?” he asked as he rounded the desk to stand directly in front of her.

“I-I-I don’t want to marry him,” she stammered.

“You don’t have a choice.” His backhand sent her tumbling to the ground.

It was the first time she could remember her father ever touching her. She was too surprised to even cry out. She just held a hand to her stinging cheek.

“You just cost me a very lucrative agreement,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Get out. And tell your mother I need to speak with her.”

Allison slowly pushed herself to her feet.

“I said get out,” he repeated.

She scrambled, her feet slipping on the dark wood of the floor until she found her feet and ran out of the room.

She and her mother never really spoke of that day. She was too afraid to ask what had happened between her parents when her mother went up to speak to the Baron.

But the next day, they left their home. Left their servants and the comfortable life they had.

They moved into a small, one-room apartment on the other end of town. Geneva had a little money saved, and they lived off that for a while. Then her mother was forced to find work.

Allison also had to leave the school her father had been paying for her entire life.

It wasn’t an easy life after that, but it wasn’t a poor life, either. Geneva was a capable woman and provided well enough for the two of them.

On paper, she was still married to the Baron, and Allison could still use her name to open doors for herself.

Allison was still close with some of her half-sisters and attended any social events they invited her to. It took a lot of work from both Geneva and Allison, but they were able to maintain their social standing.

The Baron never publicly disowned either of them. But among the family, it was known that Allison had said no to the marriage her father had prepared for her.

Four years later, Geneva died. The doctor told Allison that there was nothing that could be done. The sickness moved fast, and the death was relatively painless.

Geneva’s last words to her daughter had been a plea that she not return to her father. “He will just use you, my girl. You deserve a man who will love you. And your father and those around him are not capable of that.”

Geneva left no money. And while Allison was making a little money of her own as a seamstress, she had no desire to stay in that now empty place.

Despite her mother’s wishes, Allison did not stay away from her father.

He paid for Geneva’s funeral, and he and his other wives were in attendance.

Allison had not seen the large man in four years, but the sight of him made her cheek ache with remembered pain.

After the service, he approached Allison. The two simply stood silently, considering the other for a while before the man spoke. “What are your plans, girl?”

She was so taken aback by the question that she answered honestly. “I don’t know.”

He nodded as though he had expected that answer. “Come by the estate tomorrow. You are not as valuable as you once were, but I can help ensure you are taken care of.”

She told herself that she would not go. Tried to convince herself she would do what her mother had told her. But in the end, she went.

The estate was livelier than usual. There was no party, but several of Allison’s half-brothers were visiting.

They acknowledged her with the same indifference their father always had.

Rather than ask one of her brothers, she stopped a maid and asked why the men were there. All of her half-brothers had their own estates outside the city and only came to visit when the Baron summoned them.

“Oh, Miss Allison,” the maid seemed surprised at the young woman’s presence in the house. “Your father has some gifts for all the young masters.”

“Oh? Do you know what that might be?” she asked.

The maid glanced around before leaning in to whisper. “Just a rumor, and you didn’t hear it from me, but the word is your father recently acquired some Deed Notes. We expect he’ll be gifting them to his sons.”

Allison knew what she was going to do before the thought even formed.

She announced herself to the butler, who informed the Baron she had arrived, as he had requested her to.

She was hurried into the Baron’s office. He wanted to be rid of her quickly, apparently.

The Baron sat behind the same desk as four years before. He held the same pen and wrote in a matching ledger.

On the side of the desk was an envelope.

He glanced up at Allison and waved for her to stand before the desk. She did so.

“You rejected my orders four years ago. Do you remember that?” He had returned his attention to his ledger and continued writing as he spoke to her.

“Yes, I do.”

“Waldo Vulgar is still in the market for a wife. You would be his sixth wife, but he has told me he is willing to give you a chance. I get nothing of real value from this arrangement. But at least I can make sure you are taken care of.”

Allison stood, mouth open, unable to form words.

There was a knock at the door, and Eberhart called for them to enter.

The butler poked his head in. “Master Blackburn, there is a gentleman from Crownfall here to see you.”

“General Seer?” he asked.

The butler hesitated, glancing at Allison, before nodding.

“Good. Tell him I will be right down.”

The Baron rose to his feet and circled the desk.

He stopped next to Allison. “I understand you are still in mourning for your mother. So I will not demand an answer from you now. Think on it. But don’t take too long.”

He left Allison alone in the room.

She stood still as a statue until the door closed. She jumped forward and grabbed the envelope on the table. It was already open, and she lifted the flap to reveal the stack of Deed Notes.

There were enough in there for each of her brothers to get at least five each.

She took one. Just one. Surely her father wouldn’t notice one was missing.

She put the envelope back exactly as it was. Then she left the house as quickly as she could. She told the butler to inform her father that she was going home to think about his offer.

Once on the street, she hurried to visit her sister, Zelma.

Of all her sisters, she was closest to Zelma. She was married to a banker, though she was one of the few Blackburn daughters who hadn’t been married off by their father. She’d met her husband at a party and had been courted the proper way.

“Allison?” Zelma asked from her doorway.

“I need a horse,” Allison told her.

“Excuse me?”

“How much for Duchess?” she asked.

Zelma’s husband owned several horses and kept them all in a stable just outside of town. Allison frequently joined Valery to ride horses. And Duchess had always been her favorite.

“What are you talking about?” Zelma said.

Allison pulled out the Deed Note and showed her sister. “I need to get out of town before Father finds out I took this.”

Zelma understood almost immediately.

She helped Allison pack, then escorted her to the stable.

Allison had briefly considered hiring a coach or buying a train ticket. But in the end, she knew her best bet was to avoid the well-traveled roads for a while.

She did not know before asking if Zelma would help her, but was grateful to her sister for understanding why she was doing this.

She did not know how long it took her father to notice the missing Deed Note. But he had obviously noticed and had put together what had happened quickly.

If it hadn’t been for Trevor Yuma, she would have already been returned to him. And a marriage to Waldo Vulgar was surely off the table now.


Chapter Twelve
Bitter Bluff



The dynamic of our traveling party changed a little after Allison shared her story with us. Carmilla, while not completely changing her opinion of the other woman, at least stopped the ceaseless antagonizing.

Allison, for her part, seemed embarrassed after sharing with us. She spoke very little over the next few days.

She was also less cold toward Carmilla. The longer we traveled, the more she returned the nocturne woman’s spite. But after Carmilla had been the first to deny our ambushers their prey, Allison had started doing little things to show her gratitude.

She went as far as ensuring Carmilla got the first serving at the nightly meal. She even started tending to Carmilla’s pony when we stopped for the night.

My time was spent ensuring that our surviving ambushers still weren’t looking for us. I scouted our path every morning and patrolled our nightly camp. I was prepared for an attack at any time.

We were lucky, though. We met no one else on the road between Lantern’s Hollow and our next destination, Bitter Bluff.

My original intention had been to spend a day in Bitter Bluff to restock on supplies and to confirm our trail to Forsaker’s Gulch.

This had also been Allison’s intended last stop. The three of us hadn’t discussed it much during the few days it took us to reach the town, but I knew we wouldn’t be leaving Allison here.

She was here to visit the Surveyor’s Hall and trade in the Deed Note she’d stolen from her father. But I didn’t think this was far enough west for her to escape her father’s reach. And I suspected she knew that, too.

We chose the cheaper of the town’s two inns. After we were settled in our rooms, Carmilla and I escorted Allison to the local Surveyor’s Hall.

She agreed to meet us back at the inn, and we left her there to visit the nearby general goods store.

I gave the lynx man behind the counter our list of needed supplies and he left Carmilla and me alone for a few minutes.

“What do you think the princess is going to do?” Carmilla asked.

She was being kinder to the other woman, but it was still obvious she hadn’t fully changed her opinions.

“With her note?” I asked.

“What else? Think she’ll grab a plot around here?”

“Maybe. But I doubt it.”

“Me too,” she said. “There’s a hall in Forsaker’s Gulch. If she doesn’t like her options here, she might want to see what’s available farther out.”

“Not much past your gulch, is there?” I asked.

“Just open land and endless sky,” she answered. “I know there are a few homesteads farther west, but Forsaker’s Gulch is the farthest full settlement.”

I had been farther west than Carmilla’s town. But she was right as far as the people of our country were concerned. They were rarer now than they had been before our government had opened the frontier to settlement, but there were still the occasional settlements and outposts belonging to the indigenous goblins and beastfolk.

Only the Surveyors knew how far the frontier extended. Some folk believed this continent stretched on forever, and that there would always be land for folks to claim.

I didn’t buy into that belief. The Throne had really slowed down the distribution of Deed Notes, which had to mean something. But there was no denying that there was still a lot of land left to claim.

“What are you thinking?” Carmilla asked. She touched my arm with a gentle hand and brought me back to myself.

“I was just thinking about the plains farther west.”

“Are you going to use your pay and set up your own homestead?” she asked.

I shook my head. “I enjoy the trail a little too much to ever settle down.”

She laughed softly. “If you say so, Mr. Yuma.”

After collecting our goods and paying for them, Carmilla and I returned to our inn.

Allison joined us not long after.

Carmilla and I were sitting at a table in the inn’s dining room, discussing the potential hazards of the road past Bitter Bluff.

Allison sat down without a word.

She was so silent that I didn’t even notice she had joined us right away.

I cut off whatever I had been about to say to Carmilla and turned to the other woman.

“Miss Allison. How did things go at the Surveyor’s Hall?”

She didn’t answer right away. Just nodded slowly as she studied the wood grain of the table.

“You with us, Princess?” Carmilla asked.

Allison looked up at that. “You’re going to Forsaker’s Gulch, right?” she asked.

We both nodded.

“The Surveyor I spoke with said that’s the farthest Hall they have. That if I want something as isolated as I can get, that’s my best option,” she said.

“That’s true,” I said.

“I am so sorry for asking, but would I be able to join you just a little longer? Just until we reach that last Hall?”

Her eyes were rimmed with red, and I realized she must have done some crying since we’d last seen her not so long ago.

“Fine with me,” Carmilla said.

“Really?” Allison asked.

Carmilla shrugged. “Doesn’t cost me anything. You and Mr. Yuma can figure out a payment plan if you need.”

Allison looked at me, her eyes wide and hopeful.

“I was already planning on you joining us, Miss Allison,” I told her.

“Really?” she asked, her eyes filling with tears.

“Just had a notion you might want to keep moving a little farther.”

“Should be up front with you, though, Princess,” Carmilla added. “My little hometown isn’t the safest place right now. It’s why I hired Trevor.”

Allison looked from Carmilla to me and I nodded the confirmation.

“If you want my opinion, not that I’d value that too highly,” I said, “Your options for redeeming your note will be better farther west. The land out there is worth a little danger.”

“Why’s that?” Allison asked.

“Why is it worth the danger? I don’t know if I have the words to explain it properly, Miss Allison. But I remember a specific hill. I camped there once, a few years back. There were wildflowers. Red. And the moon was just perfect in the sky. More stars than you can imagine. And the farther out you go, the more you see things like that.”

Allison smiled at that. “You’ll keep me safe, right, Mr. Yuma?”

“That was always the plan, Miss Allison.”
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Travel from Bitter Bluff to Forsaker’s Gulch was blessedly uneventful. I would even venture so far as to say it was a pleasant journey.

By the second day, the two women were even speaking to each other. The conversations weren’t anything exciting, but they were civil. That alone was enough for me.

We passed the endless miles of red rock that surrounded Bitter Bluff on every side and ventured into softer environs. This portion of the frontier was green and vibrant. Lakes and rivers spread across the landscape, and trees offered frequent shade from the sun. And the grass was softer for sleeping compared to the dust of previous days.

The first sign that we were riding into any sort of trouble was a few days out of Forsaker’s Gulch.

As we were setting up camp for the night, a wagon rolled down the road. A nocturne man sat on the bench, guiding the team of tired horses.

Next to him on the bench was a young girl who shared his prominent nose. I guessed she was his daughter. And the small army of other young batfolk that walked beside and behind the wagon were clearly his other children. A stern-looking nocturne woman brought up the rear, completing the family.

The wagon stopped on the side of the road, and the man considered our fire.

“Evening, friends,” I said, rising from my place and approaching the wagon.

Carmilla followed close behind.

“Is that Carmilla Starling I see?” the man asked.

“It is. Mr. Coventry?” She stopped next to me and peered up at the driver.

The man gave a tired laugh. “We was all wondering when you’d be coming home.”

He climbed down, and Carmilla introduced us as she hugged every member of the traveling party.

His name was Lionel Coventry, and I had been correct that the dozen nocturnes around the wagon were his family. His wife was named Joan; the children were too numerous for me to remember them all.

I invited them to join us around our fire for the night, and they obliged.

Once everyone was settled and we all had bowls of stew in our laps, Lionel asked the question. “So, how’d Miss Starling convince you to ride to the Gulch?”

“I’m a guide. She hired me to get her home safe.”

He nodded at that. “Roads are safe enough now, for what it’s worth.”

“Are they?” I asked. “I’d been led to believe there was the possibility of undead wandering the hills.”

He shook his head. “They were for a while there. Now they’re all in the mines. Only place folks claim to see ‘em anymore, at least.”

Carmilla studied the bowl in her lap for a while before she spoke up. “Where are you going, Mr. Coventry?”

“Us? Oh, I dunno. Bitter Bluff to start. Might see if I can find work on one of the ranches out that way.”

“But you had your own ranch,” Carmilla countered.

“Not no more. Sold it to the baron.”

“The baron?” Allison spoke up for the first time.

Lionel turned to her. “Oh yeah. Baron Samual Gowthorpe. He’s an angora, just like you, Miss. Decent enough fellow. Paid more for our land than it was worth, if I’m honest with you.”

Carmilla snorted.

“Oh, don’t be like that, Miss Starling. Just cause you and your pa don’t like the man, don’t mean he’s out to get all of us.” Lionel waved his spoon at the woman.

“How many others have left since I’ve been gone?” Carmilla demanded.

Lionel shrugged. “Half a dozen or so families. Mines all but dried up. Farms ain’t producing. What are we supposed to do?”

“Not sell,” she said. “Not give up.”

He gave her a tired smile. “Your pa said the same thing.”

Carmilla asked who had left, and as Lionel listed off the families, I noticed Allison seemed lost in thought.

I slid closer to her and tapped her knee.

She jumped slightly. “Yes, Mr. Yuma?” she asked.

“What are you thinking about, Miss Allison?” I asked.

“Trying to place the name of this baron. I don’t think I recognize it. But if he’s an angora, and an actual noble, I’m sure he knows my father.” She kept her voice low.

“That going to be a problem?” I asked.

“I truly don’t know.”

“Hopefully you finish your business in town quick.”

“Yes. Then I can be on my way.” She gave me a sad smile.

“If you’re willing to risk the wait, I’ll be happy to escort you to your final destination,” I said.

“Really?” she asked.

“Of course. I’ll take any excuse to ride farther out.”

“I’d appreciate that,” she said. She placed a hand on my shoulder and gave me another smile. This one less sad.

The next morning the Coventry family continued east, and we moved west. We met several more wagons moving east as the days passed. Whether families or individuals, all had the same tired resignation written on their faces.

Those who stopped to chat shared the same news as the Coventry family. Either crops were failing or the mines were empty. Baron Gowthorpe bought their land at a premium, and they were heading east for other opportunities.

Early one morning we crested the top of a grass-covered hill and stopped under a copse of trees to admire our final destination. A lone mountain peak had been visible for days, but now the town built at its base revealed itself.

The buildings necessary for the mine’s operation stood out first. Tall shacks on stilts connected by chutes and conveyor belts. One building right up against the slope had a large sign that I could make out from our spot on the hilltop. It read: “Gulch Mining Co.”

Carmilla had told me about the mining company. Because of how this town had been established, the mining rights were shared by any who owned land in the settlement and were willing to work in the mine. The company had been founded to help manage and distribute the profits.

Profits that had been sparse in the past few months. It wasn’t that the mine had dried up, but any attempting to get deep enough to dig were met by wandering undead. More than a few had gone missing. Likely joining the zombies in the tunnels.

The rest of the town had clearly benefited from the mine. The homes and businesses were all well-kept, and despite the fact that the streets were still just packed dirt, there was an order and quality to the place that told me there was money here. Or, at least, had been until recently.

The town’s namesake gulch ran along the western border; a pair of bridges spanned the chasm on the northern and southern edges of the town.

Carmilla led the way from here. We followed her down the hill and onto the hard-packed streets. At every corner someone recognized her and shouted a greeting. Some with more enthusiasm than others, but all seemed happy with her return.

“How long have you been gone?” Allison asked as we rode through the streets.

“Months now. Far too long.”

Carmilla led us to the cheaper of the town’s two inns. The sign hanging above the doors announced the establishment as “The Dangling Bat.” A simple painting of a grinning nocturne woman dangling upside down from a branch accompanied the text.

The owner, like everyone else in town, knew Carmilla. The batfolk man gave us a steep discount and completely waived the stable fees for Hestur and Duchess.

Carmilla left the two of us at the inn. She promised to return that night to join us for dinner and to discuss plans going forward.

I hadn’t officially agreed to help with the town’s undead problem. I had completed my part in our agreement by bringing her this far. But I’d known from the moment I’d agreed to take this job that I wasn’t going to simply be an escort. I was reasonably certain she knew that, too.

After Carmilla left, Allison and I went to our rooms to rest from the road.

Almost as soon as I’d set my saddlebags down, there was a knock at my door. I opened it to find Allison standing in the hallway.

“May I come in?” she asked.

I stood to the side and let her enter. “To what do I owe the honor, Miss Allison?”

“I just wanted to talk. Is that okay?”

“Of course.”

She sat down on the edge of my bed, and I pulled up the room’s one chair to sit in front of her.

“I think I’m going to wait until you’ve finished your business with Miss Starling before I visit the Surveyor’s Hall,” she said.

“Oh?”

“Then, when you’re ready, I was hoping you’d join me in claiming my land?”

She seemed so hopeful it almost hurt me.

“I already told you I’d be happy to join you.”

She let out a long sigh, visibly relaxing. “Thank you, Mr. Yuma.”

I weighed my next words. “Do you think you’ll ever be able to get far enough that your father stops looking?”

She tensed again at that question. “I don’t know. He never cared that much. Never showed it at any rate. But he obviously cares about this slip of paper.”

“Do you think any of your brothers would come out this far?”

She laughed at that. “I still can’t believe I have, honestly. But I’d be very surprised. I don’t actually expect any of them to claim any land. Likely sell them off for favors or stakes in other businesses. They all already have land outside Gildrock. Not much, but enough. And I can’t see any of them choosing to live this far from their expected comforts. All the Blackburn children are very sheltered, Mr. Yuma.”

“What about you?”

“Me too. I just had a few years of sewing for my meals to make me think I could make it on my own.”

This was the first time she’d let her walls down this much. She was scared. Understandably so. I was almost relieved to see it. It was a lot of work to start a homestead. To keep yourself alive on the frontier.

In the time we’d spent together, I’d learned this woman was smart and capable enough. But I still thought it delusional that she thought she could make it on her own. I was happy to see she recognized that.

“When you speak with the Surveyor in town, ask about a homestead with neighbors close by,” I advised.

She said nothing, just met my gaze and nodded, waiting for more.

“Folks out here understand wanting your space. Even understand hiding from things. And a lot of them are willing to help if they can. And if you can offer something in return, well, all the better. I’m sure someone will be in need of a seamstress.”

She smiled at that. “Thank you, Mr. Yuma. I’ve been second-guessing myself. Wondering if I should have just married Waldo Vulgar.”

“Definitely not. I’ve been to Ironhearth. You wouldn’t want to live there. Smells awful.”

She giggled. “Can I tell you something? So did Waldo.”


Chapter Thirteen
Forsaker's Gulch



Carmilla returned, just as she’d promised she would. But she didn’t come alone. With her was a tall and lean nocturne man with a bald head and a long, graying beard.

The owner of the inn seemed excited at the man’s arrival and herded all of us to a large table in the back corner of the inn’s dining hall.

“Kasha!” He pulled the man into a tight hug before offering him the seat at the head of the table. “We’re so happy your Carmilla is back with us.”

“Me too, my friend.” The newcomer, Kasha, had a deep, commanding voice. Deeper than I’d expected from his narrow and slightly hunched frame.

Carmilla stood next to the man, her arms wrapped around one of his as she grinned up at him. “Pa, these are the folks I told you about.” She indicated Allison and me.

“Ah, the legendary Trevor Yuma and the lovely Allison Woodgate.” He gave me a firm handshake before gently taking Allison’s hand and kissing it. “Welcome to Forsaker’s Gulch. I’m Kasha Starling. Thank you for taking care of my daughter for me. Please, let’s sit.”

As we sat, he waved the innkeeper over and ordered for the table. He ordered a lot of food. More than the four of us could rightfully eat, I was sure. Most of it traditional Nocturne food. Simple fare, but usually delicious if prepared well.

A lot of folks always assumed Nocturnes preferred bloody meat or similar. I’d thought so once, too. But I’d learned their cuisine was very fruit-forward.

“On my tab, of course,” Kasha said to the man before he hurried off toward the kitchen.

“Thank you, sir,” Allison said, bowing her head slightly.

“It’s nothing. Least I can do for my daughter’s new friends. I hope I’m not overstepping, but she told me a bit of your situation, Miss Woodgate. I hope you don’t mind that I’m cutting your name off there.”

“But you know the full name?” Allison asked, giving Carmilla a sidelong glance.

“I do. And I apologize if I cause offense, but I am not a fan of your father.”

“No offense at all, Mr. Starling.” Allison gave him a genuine smile. “I’ve been considering just using the Woodgate name myself. It feels good to hear someone else say it.”

“Good,” Kasha slapped a hand on the table, declaring the topic closed. “Now, I want you to know, you are welcome here in the Gulch. As long as you need to stay. My daughter tells me you have business with the Surveyors. I’m good friends with our local team. I can put in a good word for you if you have any specific requests. They’ll tell you it doesn’t work that way, but, well,” he winked at Allison, “I have my ways.”

“Oh, thank you, sir! Mr. Yuma and I were actually just discussing what I should ask for when I visit them, so that will be wonderful.”

Kasha gave a big nod and a toothy grin before turning his attention to me. “And you, Mr. Trevor Yuma. I owe you more than just thanks for what you’ve done for my daughter.”

“No, sir. I was just doing what she hired me to do,” I insisted.

I idly wondered how much Carmilla shared with her father, and whether he knew she and I had been intimate. My gaze drifted to her as I had that thought, and I was met with her usual sly smile. That told me nothing.

“Still, I know the road from Deepwell is long and often unsafe. She tells me you drew iron more than once.”

“There were a few bumps in the road,” I admitted.

“What would it take to convince you to stick around for a few more potholes before you head home?”

Both father and daughter studied me intently before I answered. Carmilla in particular seemed nervous about my answer.

“No convincing needed, sir,” I answered. “I’d decided before we arrived that I was going to help however I could. I have a little experience with undead. Not a fond memory, but at least a useful one.”

Carmilla visibly relaxed at my answer, and Kasha sat up straighter, relief plain on his lined face. “I’m glad to hear it. How much did you tell him?” he asked Carmilla.

She shook her head. “Not much.”

Kasha leaned forward, lowering his voice slightly, despite the fact that Allison and I were alone as patrons and the dining room was empty.

“We suspect a necromancer has set up inside the mine. Until recently there were undead prowling the roads around town, but we’ve managed to take care of those. None have come to replace them, at any rate. The mine, though? Still swarming with the things. No miners are willing to enter the tunnels. And even if they were, we’re not letting anyone else in.”

“Are you able to prevent others from entering? Is the mine not communally owned?” I interrupted.

“It is, but the mining company manages the mine. We all signed papers that allow company management to make calls like that. Most of us agree with the company’s decision,” he answered.

“And you’re sure there are still zombies in the tunnels?” I asked.

“We are. No one is allowed in to mine, but we were sending in a posse every few days. We killed a few every time, but we’ve lost too many men in the last few months. No one has been willing for a while. They’re thick as mud down there.”

I stewed on that for a bit. “I don’t want you to think I’m unwilling, but one man won’t make much difference. Especially if no one else is willing to pick up a gun.”

“You’re right to say that. But you shouldn’t be alone in this. My daughter wasn’t the only one who went looking for help. We’ve spoken with the Moonsworn in every settlement between here and Deepwell. North, South, and East. Those who have returned have told me there is a posse of lawmen on their way. Hopefully arriving within the week.”

That made me feel a little better about things. A posse of Moonsworn would be very helpful when it came time to throwing bullets.

“Tell them about the baron,” Carmilla said, poking her father in the ribs.

He slapped her hand away, but gave her a loving smile.

“The baron?” I asked.

Allison’s ears stood straight up at that as well.

Kasha sighed. “My daughter is of the opinion that Baron Gowthorpe is responsible for this whole affair.”

“He definitely is,” she insisted.

“I don’t believe it personally,” Kasha said. “I am not a friend of the baron’s, and I’d much prefer if he weren’t here. But I don’t think he has anything to do with this.”

“But he’s the only one benefiting from all this,” Carmilla insisted, her voice raising in volume.

Kasha shushed her. “I agree he is very much taking advantage of the situation. But he owns more stock in the mine than any of us. He’s losing more money every day the mine is closed than I make in a year.”

“And every day it’s closed, another miner gives up and sells his land. Giving Gowthorpe even more stake in the mine.”

Kasha sighed. It was obvious they had argued about this many times already.

“I don’t like the man, but he hasn’t said or done anything to make me believe that he’s responsible for this.”

“What if I can prove it?” Carmilla asked.

Kasha pulled her into a hug and kissed the top of her head. “My daughter, how are you going to do that? The fat rabbit is not going to let you get anywhere near him or any of his men. He hates me just as much as I hate him. More, if I’m being honest. And, unfortunately, that disdain transfers to you.”

Carmilla looked at Allison. “I think I know someone he’d let get close.”

Allison blinked, her ears angling back over her head. She pointed to herself. “Me?”

“Gowthorpe is very close with your father,” Carmilla said. “Always going on about his friend in high places.”

“That is true,” Kasha said. “But you can’t ask your friend to do this, Carmilla.”

“No, it’s okay,” Allison said. “I’ve been trying to figure out how I’m going to spend my time while you all play zombie hunter.”

Carmilla grinned widely up at her father.

Kasha sighed. “I won’t stop you. But don’t be disappointed when you don’t learn anything.”

“If he’s a friend of your father’s, aren’t you worried he already knows what you did?” I asked.

Allison thought about that. “Well, I suppose that means I’ll just need to take a bodyguard with me, doesn’t it?”

Allison gave me a warm smile as Carmilla turned her hungry grin in my direction.

“I suppose it does,” I said.
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I was a little surprised that Allison was willing to go along with Carmilla’s plan. I was even more surprised by how truly excited she was to start her career in spy craft.

She was awake before I was the morning after our meal with Carmilla and Kasha. She woke me up with a nervous knock on my room’s door.

The rest of the morning was her following me around, explaining her plan for the day. Detailing when we should visit Gowthorpe’s estate, her reasoning for why that time was the most appropriate, and instructing me on how I should behave to pass as a believable Blackburn retainer.

I humored her. I actually quite enjoyed seeing her this excited. In almost everything I had seen her do up to this point in our acquaintance, Allison had carried a degree of nervousness and uncertainty. It was refreshing to see her with a little more boldness.

After breakfast, we made our final preparations. She asked me to leave my revolver behind and instead bring my dueling revolver.

“Trust me, Mr. Yuma, it’s for the best. My father’s associates always hired duelists as bodyguards. And, on the off chance anyone we meet today is actually observant, your regular weapon will draw more attention to you than we want.”

She had a point.

She followed me to my room, and as I swapped out my holster, she dug through my saddlebags.

“Miss Allison, what are you doing?” I asked, trying not to show my irritation at the invasion of privacy.

“I’m just checking to see if you have any clothes more appropriate for today. Do you have anything more formal?” She didn’t look up.

I did not own anything more formal. I kept my wardrobe small and manageable. Enough shirts that I could have something free of trail dust if necessary, but not too many that I took up valuable storage space.

She let out an exasperated sigh. “I think I saw a tailor in town. We will stop there on our way.” She rose and faced me. “You will be walking out of there with some new clothes, Mr. Yuma.”

“Why would I do that?” I demanded.

“Because you need to be a believable hired gun.”

“I feel like I already fit that description fairly well. Especially considering Miss Starling hired me to shoot things for her.”

“Yes, yes. But you don’t look like a man that an angora noble would hire, now do you?”

“You tried to hire me,” I countered.

“An angora noble not in self-appointed exile, Mr. Yuma. Two very different things,” she amended. “Don’t worry, I’ll pay for you.”

I wanted to argue more, but she was so eager that I just went along with it.

The tailor was close to our inn. The storefront was painted bright blue with gilded letters on the wall-size windows announcing what waited inside.

The jackie man that managed the store was more than happy to accommodate all of Allison’s requests.

I felt like a pretentious ass wearing the new outfit Allison had paid for. It was made worse by the fact that the new pants were too starched, and the shirt was itchy. At least the colors weren’t too over the top. I’d put my foot down when Allison had originally suggested pastels.

“You look great, Mr. Yuma,” Allison told me as we made our way up the town’s main street.

“If you say so, Miss Allison,” I said, not agreeing at all.

Every person we passed on the street was staring at us. I knew they were only doing so because we were unfamiliar faces in a town that was losing folks like a shot man loses blood, but I couldn’t help but feel like they were staring at me in particular. Judging me for the way I walked in these new clothes.

“You should address me as Miss Woodgate-Blackburn going forward,” Allison said.

“If you say so, Miss Woodgate-Blackburn.”

“Hm. Maybe just Miss Blackburn? I’d almost forgotten how much of a mouthful that is.”

“Of course, Miss Blackburn.”

She grinned at me, her ears standing straight up. She skipped a little ahead of me, and I noticed her tail was twitching excitedly.

I watched her tail for a while. I hadn’t been able to really appreciate just how shapely she was before.

I glanced back up as she spoke again.

“You’ll likely be stuck against the wall with whatever bodyguards Baron Gowthorpe employs. If they’re anything like my father’s hired help, they’ll like to gossip. But they won’t just give away anything too spectacular right away. So, try to ingratiate yourself with them.”

“How do you suggest I do that, Miss Blackburn?” I asked.

“I don’t know. What do men like to talk about? Sexual conquests? Maybe they’ll like to hear about how you bedded a pretty nocturne girl.”

I blinked at that. There was a touch of bitterness in that statement.

“Excuse me?” I asked.

“Is that not something men would talk about? I really only have my brothers, so maybe too small a sample size. They were always bragging about the poor women they coerced into bed.”

“That’s not what I meant,” I said.

“Oh.” She walked in silence for a few paces. “Yes, I know you slept with Miss Starling. I…” She shook her head. “I don’t blame you. She is quite beautiful.” She gave me a reassuring smile. “Maybe don’t mention it was her. According to Mr. Starling, we don’t want anyone to know we’re friendly with him or his daughter.”

I decided not to pursue the topic. “I’m sure I can come up with something.”

“I have complete faith in your abilities.”

Carmilla had told us how to find the baron’s estate, but in all honesty, we likely would have been able to find it even without her guidance.

We moved north, almost to the base of the mountain. Then West, toward the gulch. The buildings thinned around us until eventually there was just a collection of outbuildings and stables, with a large manor house behind an iron gate.

Just beyond the estate was the northern bridge across the gulch. I was tempted to walk beyond the iron gates to get a glimpse down into the gulch, but Allison was leading the way and marched right up to the gate.

A bored-looking jackie was leaning against the gate. His left hand rested casually on the handle of a dueling revolver.

He studied the two of us from under the brim of his hat.

I matched his casual stance, resting a hand on revolver, and doing my best to look bored but observant.

“Can I help you folks?” His voice was friendly enough as he pushed himself off the fence and stepped in front of us.

“Yes, thank you. My name is Allison Woodgate-Blackburn. I wish to call upon Baron Gowthorpe. I believe he is an associate of my father’s.”

“Blackburn?” he asked, lifting his brim up slightly to get a better look at the woman. “Sure, and I’m a member of the Throne Council.”

“Excuse me?” Allison puffed herself up. Her ears moved back slightly and her tail fluffed out.

I stepped up next to her, hand still resting casually on my gun.

The man’s gaze drifted to me and he looked me up and down. “Fancy shirt,” he said.

“This is just a social call, friend. Miss Blackburn is new in town,” I said, trying very hard not to let my irritation show.

He looked back at Allison and considered. “What’s a Blackburn doing out here?” he demanded.

“That is my business, sir,” she said, not even trying to hide her annoyance.

The man considered before turning and whistling a long, sharp note.

From a nearby shack, an older human man appeared, also wearing a dueling revolver at his hip. He walked like a man who spent more time on a horse than on his own feet. He leaned up against the gate and took in the scene through the bars. “What?” he demanded of the jackie. An unlit cigarette poked out from under an impressive white mustache.

“This lady says her name’s Blackburn,” he said.

“Yeah. She’s a Blackburn. You here to see the baron, Ma’am?” his tone was much politer as he spoke to Allison than it had been with the other man.

“What do you mean, she’s a Blackburn?” the jackie demanded.

“Ignore him, ma’am,” the human said. “He ain’t been out East. Don’t have the manners one should when speaking to a lady.”

“That’s fine. My name is Allison Woodgate-Blackburn. As I was telling your friend, I am here to call on Baron Gowthorpe.”

“Of course, Miss Blackburn,” the man said. He turned to the other man. “Move out of the lady’s way, you moron.”

The jackie sputtered indignantly but moved aside as the other man opened the gate for us.

“Your man will have to leave his gun at the door. Hope that’s okay, ma’am,” the human said as he led us up the flower-lined path to the front door.

“That will be fine,” Allison said.

The front door opened as we reached the wrap-around porch. A lynx woman in a stiff black dress stood in the doorway and watched us approach.

“Who may I say is calling?” she asked.

The man with us gave Allison’s name. The woman’s cat ears flicked at the Blackburn name, and she hurried off to announce us.

The man fell back beside me and held out a hand. “Name’s Drubridge. I’m head of security here.”

I accepted the hand. The grip was unnecessarily tight, but I just smiled. “Yuma.”

“How long have you worked for the Blackburns?”

We hadn’t discussed what I should say, so I answered as honestly as I could. “Not too long. Was hired to get Miss Blackburn across the plains safely.”

Drubridge raised a brow at that. “Really?”

I shrugged. “What can I say? I did something to impress them.”

“Mr. Yuma has been a wonderful guide and protector,” Allison said, without looking back at us. “More than earned his pay.”

Drubridge nodded in appreciation. “Glad to hear it. The road can be a dangerous place for a young woman.”

The lynx woman returned a moment later and ushered us inside.

Once through the door, Drubridge stopped me and took my gun belt. Beside the door was a wall of cubbies. My weapon was placed inside one of them.

To my surprise and relief, he removed his own gun belt and placed it in the cubby next to mine.

“The baron is taking tea in the back garden,” the lynx woman told Drubridge.

“Thanks, Nadia. I’ll take them there.” Drubridge tipped his hat at the woman before leading us farther into the house.

We made our way past the entrance and between a pair of curving stairways that led up into a narrow hallway.

Through some of the open doors, I noted a sitting room with a large fireplace, a kitchen, and a large dining hall. Baron Gowthorpe was definitely doing well for himself.

Eventually, we reached the back door. Drubridge held the door open for us before moving back to lead us down the back steps.

A stone path led from the back porch and through an opening in a large hedge wall. On the other side of the hedge was a stone courtyard with benches on every side and a gazebo in the center.

Sitting at a small table in the gazebo was the fattest rabbit I had ever seen. In his hand he held a teacup that looked tiny when compared to the rest of him.

“Miss Blackburn,” Baron Gowhtorpe said, placing his cup down on the table.

With a grunt of effort, he pushed himself to his feet and waved for Allison to join him in the gazebo.

I went to follow her, but Drubridge put a hand on my shoulder. “We get to wait down here, friend.”

Allison approached the baron, holding out a hand for the fat angora. The baron took her hand and planted a graceless kiss.

“I wish I had known you were coming; I would have prepared something more appropriate.” He indicated she take a seat across from him. There was already a place set for her.

“This smells wonderful, Baron,” she said, lifting the cup and taking a small sip. “Delicious,” she said, giving the baron a gracious grin.

Drubridge placed another hand on my shoulder and led me to one of the benches. “Let the rabbits have their tea,” he said, sitting down with a tired sigh.

I couldn’t make out what Allison and Gowthorpe were saying, but Allison was apparently charming the man. She would occasionally lean across the table and playfully touch his arm, his light brown ears standing straight up at the touch. He laughed uproariously at something she’d say, and she would return the favor with a polite giggle of her own.

“You hungry?” Drubridge asked me.

The words broke me from my intense study of the two angoras.

“I can ask Nadia to fetch us a couple of sandwiches.”

“That would be very kind of you,” I said.

He waved to the opening in the hedge wall, and the lynx woman appeared as though from thin air. She hurried over and placed a familiar hand on the man’s shoulder. He whispered in her ear, and she left.

She returned shortly with a pair of plates holding what might have been the tastiest-looking sandwiches I had ever seen, along with a pile of fried potato chips.

“The cook here is pretty good,” Drubridge told me. “He and Nadia are the main reasons I stick around.”

“How long have you worked for the baron?” I asked.

“Five years, I think?” He accepted the plates from Nadia with a wink.

As the Lynx woman walked away, he slapped her ass. She gave him a dirty look over her shoulder, but I noticed the smile as she turned away. Her tail was swishing back and forth as well. A clear sign she enjoyed the attention.

“He a decent boss?” I asked, choosing not to comment on his relationship with the maid.

“Takes care of his people. Most of the rich rabbits do. You should know that working for the Blackburns.”

“Hasn’t been that long. But I think I know what you mean.”

The sandwich was as good as it looked.

After an hour or so of conversation, Allison excused herself, rising from her chair and offering the baron a perfect curtsy.

Drubridge and I both rose as she left the gazebo.

“Mr. Drubridge,” the baron shouted, “Speak with Nadia and make sure Lady Blackburn leaves with a copy of the calendar.”

“Of course, sir,” the man gave a half-bow before he led us back through the house.

“Calendar?” I asked.

“The baron has been kind enough to grant me an open invitation to all the events he will be hosting while we are in the city, Mr. Yuma,” Allison answered.

“Guess we’ll be seeing more of you,” Drubridge said.


Part Three

Lifestyles of the Rich and Forsaken


Chapter Fourteen
Poker Night



Allison didn’t waste any time. She found the first event on the calendar that would make sense for her to attend, and we made our plans.

Because of the apparent rivalry between the angora noble and Carmilla’s father, Allison made sure any communication between us and the nocturne woman was coincidental or made with a third party. Our innkeeper was deemed a trustworthy go-between because of his friendship with Kasha, and he agreed to deliver any messages Allison had for Carmilla.

The two planned their new mission immediately. I offered advice when necessary, but neither of them seemed to want or need my input.

The first gathering at Gowthorpe estate was just a few nights after our first introduction. Gowthorpe had a weekly social gathering of the well-to-do members of Forsaker’s Gulch. On the calendar he had provided, it was simply called “Drinks and Conversation.” Allison insisted these gatherings would likely be the most important on the event list. An excuse for the town’s wealthy to enrich themselves and one another. Exchange rumors and favors.

It reminded me a lot of the officers’ card night when I was in the army. I had more than once early on been assigned guard duty for those events. And it was always just the second sons of nobles and bankers agreeing to do each other favors while they pretended to play poker and drank enough to earn a normal soldier disciplinary action.

I’d actually always enjoyed that assignment. Every officer had brought their own low-ranking grunt as an escort, and we always ended up in a circle outside the tent playing our own game.

I was a little surprised to find that it worked much the same for the folks of this town.

We arrived at the gate as the same jackie man from before was welcoming a small group inside.

I recognized everyone as city folk. Despite the fact that they were so far out on the frontier, they had never truly lived anywhere without a well-defined road and a fully stocked pantry. They were human, rabbit, mouse, and nocturne. With each of the Baron’s guests there was a man with a gun at his hip. Some looked more comfortable wearing their iron than others, but no one was here without an escort or bodyguard.

The rabbit at the gate sighed when he saw us, but he gave Allison a respectful bow as he waved us through.

“Nice shirt,” he commented as I passed. I was wearing another of the fashionable items Allison had bought for me.

I noted there were more armed men roaming the grounds than I’d seen before. At the door of almost every one of the outbuildings there was a man with the look of a hired gun. I even spotted a Krag with a modified trench gun at his hip.

They weren’t acting confrontationally. Many of them even waved friendly greetings at the familiar faces that made their way up to the house. Some even tipped their hats in respect to Allison.

At the front door, Drubridge and another man were collecting the weapons from the bodyguards and storing them in the cubbies.

Drubridge gave me a friendly pat on the shoulder as I handed him my gun. “Glad to see you made it back, Yuma. When you get upstairs, head to the room past the one all the respectable folk will be in. Hope you have some money on you.”

I grinned at that. “What’s the game?”

That was apparently the right response. He returned my smile with his own. The skin around his eyes wrinkled in a way that told any looking this man was quick to smile. “Five card. Buy-ins are pretty cheap, but we play for keeps.”

Allison seemed fairly familiar with this process. She wished me luck with my game as she let herself into the fast-filling sitting room at the top of the stairs.

I did a quick scan of that room before I moved on. It was all the soft-looking folk I’d seen at the gate. Bankers, merchants, clerks, and the like. Men and women who made their living off the labor of others.

Nadia the lynx maid and several other serving staff were moving among the guests, serving drinks and finger foods.

Nadia clocked me watching the room and gave me a patient smile before weaving her way through the guests to the door.

“Mr. Yuma, welcome back.” I’d never introduced myself to her, so I had to assume Drubridge had told her my name. “Miss Blackburn will be perfectly safe in here. But I promise, if anything untoward should happen, I will come fetch you myself.”

I touched the brim of my hat and bowed my head. “Thank you kindly, Ma’am. I worry too much, I know.”

She gave me a more genuine smile. “Tell Mason I said to look after you,” she said, patting my arm.

“Mason?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes. “Drubridge. Why can’t you men just use your given names?”

“I must confess, I do not know.”

She waved me away. “Go play your cards; I have guests to attend to.”

More guests were arriving, and I got out of their way fast enough not to draw attention to myself. I knew from some limited experience that folks like this liked to pretend the help was invisible. And I was okay with that if it meant I didn’t actually have to speak to any of them. Folks who counted money rarely had any good stories.

The next room over was another sitting room, almost as big as the first. Several tables were laid out around the room, each occupied by men I had more in common with.

There was a bar at one end, and a small mousefolk man was pouring drinks for everyone. There was a sign posted stating that we were all limited to two drinks for the evening. Made sense. We were on the clock.

At some tables, card games had already started, while others just had men with drinks in hand catching up.

I went to the bar.

The mousefolk looked up at me. “New face. Welcome, welcome. What’s your poison?”

“What whiskey you got back there?” I asked, leaning on the bar.

“None of the good stuff, sorry to say. But it’ll burn your throat and warm your belly.”

“Sounds perfect.”

He poured me two fingers of amber liquid and, to my surprise, dropped a large block of ice inside. This angora did have means if he was allowing the help to have ice with their drinks.

He saw my surprise. “Let me guess, you prefer it neat?”

I shook my head. “Rocks are fine. Just didn’t expect it.”

“The Baron takes care of us.” He slid the glass over with a clink. “That’s not the good shit, but it’s meant for sipping, alright? Don’t waste it.”

I took a sip and opened my eyes wider in surprise. “What do you mean this ain’t the good shit?” I demanded.

The mouse laughed. “I said it wasn’t the good stuff. I didn’t say it was bottom-shelf. Come back when you finish that one, and I’ll get you something else. Make them last. Only two each.”

I gave him a gracious nod and turned back to face the room.

Drubridge had entered and was laughing with some of the other men at a table. He spotted me and waved me over.

“Boys, this here is Trevor Yuma. The hired gun of Allison Blackburn.” he presented me like a proud father. He might have been old enough to be my father, now that I considered it.

“Blackburn?” one of the others asked. “That the white bunny I spotted at the gate?”

“That’d be her. Her pa is the richest man East of the Gulch,” Drubridge answered.

A few men whistled.

“Must pay well,” one of them said, elbowing me. He smelled as though he’d already met and passed his two drink limit.

“Well enough,” I answered.

Drubridge clapped a hand on my shoulder and laughed. “Look at what he’s wearing! You know a man has money when his shirt is that clean. Come on, Yuma, you’re dealing the first hand.”

The game wasn’t as serious as Drubridge had made it sound. They were playing for keeps, but it was small change at best, and no one played as cutthroat as it could get in taverns or inns on the plains.

“So, Yuma,” Drubridge asked a few hands later. “I hear you rode into town with Carmilla Starling?” His voice and face were friendly enough, but the rest of the table fell silent at the question.

Luckily, Allison and I had thought of this. I’d known people would talk. We were in a small enough city that word would get around. Especially if the lack of warm feelings between Kasha and Gowthorpe was as serious as the nocturne man had made it sound.

“The pretty nocturne girl?” I asked.

Drubridge didn’t look away from his cards. Just nodded his head as he rearranged his hand. “That she is.”

“We met her on the road. She asked to join us.”

“How long you ride with her?” he asked. This time he looked up and met my eyes. I felt ice in my chest. His tone was still friendly, but those eyes were cold.

“A fair ways,” I answered honestly, choosing to focus on my own cards rather than look at the others around the table.

“What do you think of her?” he asked.

I thought about that. “I enjoyed her company. But haven’t seen her since we got to town, so maybe I misread.”

“She not tell you anything about the town?” he asked.

I shook my head. “No. Said her pa worked at the mine and that she’d been gone for a while. That was it, really. She and Miss Blackburn didn’t get along too well, if I’m being honest. You know womenfolk can get. They’re polite, but,” I shrugged.

Drubridge nodded. “Oh, I get that. Just thought I should warn you. The Baron and Miss Starling’s father are not friends. Very much the opposite, in fact.”

“Really?” I was fairly proud of my acting skills at this point.

“She probably heard you came by to visit the Baron. Likely why you haven’t seen her since. So if you were planning on enjoying her company any more, might not happen.”

“Damn,” I tossed a coin into the pile. “I was kind of hoping I’d get to, uh, know her a little better.”

The table laughed at that, and I inwardly sighed in relief. Whatever tension had been there before was gone, and the game continued with no further interruption.

“Mind if I ask, why don’t they get along?” I asked.

Drubridge shrugged. “Rich folk being rich folk. Starling doesn’t like how the Baron does things, and the Baron thinks Starling is bad for business. This doesn’t leave this table,” he shot a threatening glare at everyone seated around us, and everyone nodded their acceptance of that. “But I think it’s ridiculous. They’re both smart, capable men. Town would do a lot better if they buried their hatchets and worked together. But the Baron don’t pay me to think. Pays me to shoot who and what he tells me to shoot.”

“I can appreciate that,” I said.

“Can you?” another man asked.

I met his eye and nodded. “I was cavalry back in the war. Gilded Crest, if that matters to you. The officers were always getting in each other’s way. Giving orders just to spite the orders given by another man. I lost friends because rich boys playing soldier couldn’t get over stupid squabbles.”

Drubridge considered me. All around the table, other men raised glasses and drank to my statement.

“I was infantry,” one of them said. “Crest, too. Same shit, man. Same shit. Some days I can’t believe we won that war.”

“I don’t think anyone won that war,” I said.

He laughed and drained his drink. “I hear that.” He rose, grabbing my glass with his own, and wandered over to the bar to get us both a refill.

“How old are you, kid?” Drubridge asked me.

“Damn… Last I counted twenty-six?” I hated when older men asked me that question. It usually only came after I mentioned my time in the army. And they almost always had a look of pity for me.

“So you were eighteen when the war ended?”

I nodded. “I lied about my age to enlist.”

Drubridge gave me another pat on the shoulder. “You’re something, Yuma.”

I was relieved to see no pity in Drubridge’s eyes.

Our game continued in much the same way for the next few hours. I tried my best to glean any information I could about the Baron and the other rich folk of Forsaker’s Gulch, but I learned nothing that surprised me or might implicate anyone in the presence of a necromancer.

I did learn about the undead. I felt I acted suitably surprised at the revelation.

I asked why nothing had been done to clear the zombies out of the mines, and the men all insisted something was being done, but the cost of sending men in was just too high.

Several of the men at the table insisted it was their boss who had sent for the Moonsworn, who should arrive within the next week or so.

According to Drubridge, the Baron was in full support of sending the lawmen into the mines to help clear out the zombies. In fact, from what I could tell, the Baron was just as distraught about the undead problem as anyone.

I wondered how much the older man actually knew about the whole situation. I suspected more than he was letting on. As the night went on, more and more of the Baron’s men came looking for him, and he would step into the hall to give instructions or receive reports of something or other.

When I asked what he was dealing with, he answered, “A lot of the folks in town have been leaving since the mine closed. Baron Gowthorpe has been trying to make sure they’re set up nicely wherever they end up. So, he’s bought a lot of land. Some of the boys have been checking on the further out there farms. I couldn’t tell you why they insist on reporting while I’m kicking all your asses, though.”

Everyone else at the table booed the man. He laughed wickedly at our displeasure as he pulled a pile of coins to himself, revealing his winning hand.

I had just been dealt my next hand when Nadia entered the room. She moved to the nearest table, bending down and whispering to one man there. He thanked her before rising and leaving the room.

Nadia moved to another table, and another man left the room.

She stopped at our table next. She placed a hand on Drubridge’s shoulder and smiled down at the man before she bent down and whispered to me.

“Miss Blackburn is ready to retire for the evening. She will need your help to return to her room.”

“Is everything alright?” I asked.

“Just a few too many is all, Mr. Yuma. She’ll be fine.”

Drubridge chimed in. “No drink limit next door, Yuma.”

I rose and left the room like the other two before me had.

Allison was leaning against the wall of the hallway. Her normally pale face was flushed bright red.

“Mr. Yuma,” she said, a little more loudly than necessary in the enclosed space.

She half-stepped, half-stumbled toward me, and I caught her by the arm. She giggled as I helped her back up to her feet.

“Take me home, Mr. Trevor,” she said, bopping my nose with a finger.

I would have worried that she might be embarrassing herself if not for the fact that half a dozen others were in the hall waiting for their own escorts. It seemed these rich folk couldn’t hold their booze.

I helped Allison down the stairs. At the front door, I collected my dueling revolver from the attendant, and we left the manor house.

“I had so much fun, Mr. Yuma,” Allison loudly whispered as we walked through the front gate.

“I’m glad, Miss Allison.”

“Did you have fun?” she asked. She stood on her tiptoes and almost fell over as she leaned into me, putting her nose to mine.

“I did,” I told her.

Her grin spread, and she lowered herself back to the ground. “Good.” She gripped my arm tighter and rested her head on my shoulder as I carefully guided her through the darkened streets of Forsaker’s Gulch.

“I didn’t learn anything, though,” she pouted.

“That’s okay. You will.”

Her smile returned, and she beamed up at me. “You’re so nice to me. I love you.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I patted her head. She closed her eyes and pushed her head into my hand, her ears twitching excitedly.

We made it back to the inn, and I led her up to her room. She managed to find her key and unlock the door. I guided her inside and set her down on her bed.

She let out a contented sigh as she settled onto the mattress. “Mr. Trevor?” she asked.

“Yes, Miss Allison?”

“Can you take my shoes off for me? I don’t think I can reach.”

“Of course.” I bent down and undid the laces of her boots.

I pulled them off and placed them on the floor next to her bed.

“Thank you, Mr. Yuma,” she slurred.

“Have a good night, Miss Allison. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I turned to leave, and she grabbed the sleeve of my shirt.

I turned back to find her undoing the buttons on her blouse with her free hand. “Don’t go,” she whispered.

I gently removed her hand from my sleeve. “You should rest, Allison.”

She shook her head. She continued to unbutton her buttons. With both hands free, she moved quicker.

“Stay,” she whispered again as she clumsily pulled her blouse down over her shoulders.

She was wearing a thin undershirt. I could clearly see her erect pink nipples through the fabric.

I tried to turn away, but it was too late. I was not ungrateful for the sight and knew it would be with me until I died. But I refused to take advantage of a drunk woman.

“Get some rest, Miss Allison. We can talk in the morning.”

I hurried to the door and let myself out into the hall.

I glanced back one more time to find her cupping her impressive breasts and staring down at herself, tears in her eyes.


Chapter Fifteen
A Full Social Calendar



Allison —
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Allison woke the next morning to a pounding headache. She had not in her entire life ever had that much to drink. She couldn’t even remember exactly how she’d had so much.

There had just been someone there every time she finished to take the empty glass and hand her a full one. She’d always been too young to drink whenever she and her mother had attended any of her father’s gatherings. As a young girl, she’d always promised herself she wouldn’t behave like so many of her father’s guests. And here she was, just as bad, if not worse. At least she hadn’t been alone in overdoing it.

She sat up in her bed and inspected herself. She was still wearing her skirt from the night before, but at some point she had removed her shirt and undershirt.

She had also somehow managed to get her boots off. No, she hadn’t taken her boots off, had she? She’d asked Trevor Yuma to do that for her.

More memories flooded back.

“Oh no,” she groaned, falling back onto the bed and covering her face. “No, no, no.”

When had she taken her shirt off? Had she fully exposed herself to the man? Or had he left before that. He had left, she knew that. She remembered him wishing her a good night.

She’d been upset that he’d left her alone, that he’d rejected her.

He had been very kind, though. She felt that was true. He had practically carried her the entire way back to her room from the party.

She had felt no real embarrassment about her behavior at the gathering. She had just behaved as was expected at an event like that. But what she could remember of what she’d said to Yuma was enough that she would have been fine with the ground opening up and swallowing her.

After a time, she forced herself to get out of bed and prepare for the day. She washed in the basin of water in the corner of the room and changed into a clean, unwrinkled outfit.

She checked the room’s mirror and made sure she looked composed enough before she opened the door and left the room.

Yuma was already seated at a table in the inn’s dining room. He was in the middle of a conversation with the innkeeper. He laughed at something the nocturne man said, and Allison’s heart fluttered behind her breasts.

How was his smile so genuine? Her embarrassment came flooding back, but she pushed it to the side and crossed the room to the table.

“G’morning, Miss,” the innkeeper said, greeting her with the same warmth he had since they’d first arrived. At least he wasn’t looking at her any differently.

She ordered breakfast, and he left the two of them alone to fetch her plate.

She stood awkwardly, hands fidgeting nervously. “I wanted to apologize about last night,” she said finally.

He shook his head before knocking on the wood of the table, indicating she should sit down. “Nothing to apologize for, Miss Allison.”

She sat down, still avoiding his eyes. “I don’t remember everything that happened. I didn’t⁠—”

“You did nothing worth apologizing for, I promise.”

She looked up and met his eyes. Her heart beat faster again. How were his eyes so blue?

“Did you learn anything last night?” he asked.

She mentally composed herself again. Business, yes. That would keep her head where it needed to be. On the ground and not floating in the clouds. Not distracted by this beautiful man.

Why was she still thinking like this? He obviously had no interest in her in that way.

She tried again to compose herself and answered his question. “Nothing useful. I can tell you who in this town is happy that Gowthorpe is buying up all the land. But nothing tying him to the mine being closed.”

“Worth continuing?” he asked.

She considered that. She knew from experience that it could take a long time to work her way into the confidence of powerful men. It might never happen. But if they stopped now…

“I don’t think it can hurt,” she answered.

“Okay. What’s next, then?”

“The weekly gathering is the best place to start. And then, at the end of the month, the baron is hosting a gala of some kind. Some guests from last night told me it’s the event of the season. People come from other cities to attend.”

“And this will help with our little investigation?”

“If the baron is anything like my father, he’ll be doing more business than dancing. If we don’t learn anything by then, I don’t know. Miss Starling might just have to rely on the Moonsworn that are supposed to be arriving soon.”

Yuma nodded at that. “Okay.”

“I should have asked. Did you learn anything?”

He told her about his night playing cards, and the two spent the morning exchanging notes and preparing for the next week’s event.

The next month was spent attending the weekly social, but Allison was able to ingratiate herself enough with the baron that she soon found herself being invited to have morning tea with the baron and his wives several times a week.

She was worried at first that the man might be attempting to convince her to join his harem, but she soon realized he was just hoping to impress a member of the Blackburn family.

There was always a different eligible bachelor at most of those events, but there was never anything more serious than an introduction and an hour or so of polite conversation.

Yuma, for his part, had been all but fully accepted by the baron’s men. The Angora noble had his own private army of hired guns, and most of them had grown very fond of Trevor Yuma.

He shared with her what he had learned about these men. Former soldiers, bandits, and failed lawmen. They were a diverse and dangerous group of men, but they liked her Yuma, which meant their leader, a Mason Drubridge, spoke fondly of him whenever he reported to his boss.

The Baron had told her over tea one morning how lucky she was to have a retainer as qualified as Yuma. She feared she had blushed at that, and the baron had not failed to notice, though he said nothing. Just gave her a knowing smile.

After every meeting, tea, or night of drinking, she wrote a letter to Carmilla. She hadn’t spoken directly to the woman in weeks, but the two of them were as consistent a pair of pen pals as ever had existed.

Carmilla was very different in her letters than in person. Polite, eloquent, and gracious. She still insisted on calling Allison Princess, however. Though it felt less like an insult in the letters.

Through it all, though, Allison could not confirm that the baron was actively sabotaging the city or the mine. The most she had managed to get out of him was his admitting to taking advantage of the situation by buying up the land of those wishing to leave.

“Not very philanthropic, I admit,” he told her over tea one morning, “but this situation is actually making me wealthier. Even with the loss of profit from the mine’s closure.”

Unfortunately, taking advantage of an unpleasant situation did not prove him responsible for that situation.

The month was almost up, and neither Allison nor Yuma had found anything concrete. The Moonsworn were expected to arrive any day now. It was really all the people of the city were talking about.

Many were excited at the prospect of the mine opening back up after the posse trained gunmen helped to clear out the undead in the tunnels. Carmilla and Allison were both upset that they had no evidence to present to the lawmen.

Despite not finding anything, Allison was more and more convinced that the baron was behind everything. He reminded her too much of her father. Not in presence or how he spoke. He was nowhere near the man her father was. But his ambitions, his lack of real empathy. They made it impossible for her not to see the worst in the man.

She and Yuma sat in their inn’s dining hall enjoying a simple stew for dinner. The next night was to be Gowthorpe’s gala.

“I’m told I’m not allowed to play cards tomorrow night,” Yuma told her.

“Why is that?” she asked.

“Drubridge says it’s traditional for the help to attend as well. It’s the rich folks’ way of thanking their staff.”

Allison suspected that wasn’t the full reason, and Yuma seemed to have settled on the same assumption.

“I suspect,” he continued, unprompted, “it’s because folk from outside are attending as well, and the elites of Forsaker’s Gulch don’t feel completely safe with outsiders around.”

There was a ring of truth to that, and she told him as much.

“Think anyone attending from outside will know who you are?” he asked.

“There is a very good chance I am recognized. All of my father’s children are easy to recognize as his blood.”

“I’ll be sure to keep a close eye on you then,” he promised.

Her heart fluttered at that promise, and she gave him a grateful smile. She had tried this past month to get over her little crush on the man, but then he would go and say something like that with that serious look on his face, and she fell all over again.

She was not a child. Why couldn’t she just ignore these feelings?

There hadn’t been a repeat of her first drunken attempt to seduce him, and their relationship had turned into something that she considered friendly.

She could tell the man was fond of her, but she didn’t think it extended to romantic feelings. How could it? He had slept with Carmilla once, that she knew. It was likely that there had been other occasions. And humans weren’t like the rabbitfolk. It was common for an angora man to have multiple wives and lovers. But she did not know of humans doing that.

She’d read somewhere that the goblin tribes of the plains were polygamous. Jackies as well, which made sense, considering how much in common they had with their angora cousins. But not all cultures or traditions accepted that lifestyle.

Or, so she had convinced herself.

“Miss Allison?” Yuma asked, freeing her from her introspection.

“Yes?” she asked.

“I was just asking if you think it would be appropriate if I asked you to dance tomorrow night?”

Her heart beat faster, and she felt her cheeks burn. “What?”

“Is that not acceptable?” he asked.

“No, no, it’s fine,” she blurted. “I-I think I would very much like that.”

He smiled for her again, and she felt her cheeks burn even brighter.


Chapter Sixteen
A Necromancer Comes Calling



We had spent almost a month in Forsaker’s Gulch and had learned very little. Allison had ingratiated herself with all the well-to-do folk that lived in and around the city. From what I could tell, Baron Gowthorpe was fairly fond of her, though she insisted that had more to do with her father’s name than her own efforts.

For her part, she had grown quite fond of many of the people she socialized with. The baron, not as much. He reminded her too much of her father.

My opinion of the baron was formed through my relationships with the man’s small private army. Mostly conversations I had with Mason Drubridge.

The old gunslinger said nothing outright negative about his boss, and I could tell the fat rabbit was a good employer. Even when he asked a lot of his men, he paid them enough to justify any task he put them up to.

I considered Drubridge a friend, and he returned the sentiment. I wished I could say the same about all the men who worked for the baron, but most of them were the type that wouldn’t be able to find work that didn’t involve holding a gun.

Not to belittle those who chose that profession, but I could tell if it weren’t for this job, most of them would make their living robbing travelers or sticking up trains.

Even if we hadn’t all become fast friends, we were all still hired guns and had more in common with each other than our employers, which meant I could learn from all of them.

If the baron was involved with the undead in the mines, he hadn’t shared that with his employees. Drubridge alone might have been able to keep a secret like that, but none of the others were the type you’d want to trust with such sensitive information.

Several of them had even been in the mines early on during the undead outbreak. And all of them had helped with the cleanup around the city. They were all incredibly proud of themselves and the roles they played in making the roads around the city safe.

I hadn’t been allowed near the mines, so I had questioned if there even was a zombie outbreak. The stories these men shared with me confirmed that at least that claim was real.

I had my doubts that the baron was involved. He was certainly taking advantage of the situation. And I suspected he might play a role in all the failed crops that were forcing the farmers to sell their land. Though I wasn’t sure how.

I thought maybe sabotage, but wasn’t able to find any evidence of that. I’d even talked my way into joining a group of the baron’s men to ride out to an isolated farm the baron had just purchased.

I spent the day on horseback with Drubridge as he explained we were essentially just going to be making sure all the buildings were closed up properly and any left-behind property was properly documented.

I was impressed with how professional the entire group was. They certainly moved over everything like men used to finding a hidden stash, but none of them said or did anything to make me think they had personally done anything to chase the former residents away.

As the end of the month was approaching, I was starting to get stir-crazy. I had not spent this long in one place in years. Not even waiting between jobs in Deepwell.

To keep myself sane on days when there were no social obligations, I took Hestur out into the plains around the city.

The old warhorse let me know how displeased he was every time. He was doing just as poorly as I was with being forced to stay here for so long.

Luckily, he hadn’t taken any of his frustrations out on the poor stable-hand, though I had to pay the innkeeper to replace a wall Hestur had decided he didn’t care for.

Allison insisted on joining me on these rides once I admitted to her where I was going on the days I disappeared.

Her Duchess and Hestur had become fast friends, something that had surprised me a little. We would let the two horses roam the green fields miles away from the city, and Allison and I would rest on a hillside watching the horses enjoy their temporary freedom.

After I had agreed to bring her along, the angora woman had started packing us picnic lunches. After every meal, she would ask me what I thought, and the next time we rode out, she would present a different meal, adjusted based on how I had answered the last time.

I found myself looking forward to those meals almost as much as I looked forward to escaping the streets of the city.

At first, we would just discuss our purpose for being in Forsaker’s Gulch. She would gossip about the rich folk, and I would tell her about the hired guns. We gave our theories for how these folk might all be involved in this conspiracy Carmilla insisted was real. But after the first few outings, our conversations changed.

Allison asked me about my childhood, and I told her about Short Tree. About the pastoral fields, my childhood friends, my parents and my siblings.

In turn, she told me about her life. Beyond the story she’d told us about her father and how she stole his Deed Note. She shared stories of working as a seamstress while still pretending at a station that she didn’t actually want anymore. She told me about her mother and how much she wanted to be like her.

After a few weeks of these outings and all the events we attended together, I found myself even fonder of the woman. Whenever she smiled at me, I felt the same warmth in my chest that Sonya produced.

More than once I thought about that night when she had drunkenly asked me to stay in her room. But she never brought it up again, and I worried it would complicate things if I did.

I promised myself that once this whole affair was concluded, I would bring it up. I would invite her into my bed if she would have me.

I started counting down the days until the Moonsworn were supposed to arrive. Let them resolve this issue. I would ride with them to help clean up the mess the city was in if needed, but I was ready to stop pretending when it came to my relationship with Allison Woodgate.

I was grateful that our deception meant I got to remain at her side, but I wanted it to be more than just a rich girl and her hired gun.

Those thoughts always led me back to Sonya. She and I had an understanding. She openly encouraged me to pursue other women, though I rarely did. Her heart only had room for me, but she understood I couldn’t stay in Deepwell with her. And she refused to ride with me.

I knew that was selfish of me, but she allowed my selfishness. She was better than me in a lot of ways.

And there was Carmilla. I hadn’t seen her in almost a month, but our one night had felt special. I would like to know if there was more potential there than just one night of fun.

I was just relieved that Allison and Carmilla seemed to be something approaching friends now. Their relationship was now entirely expressed through letters, but what little Allison shared with me confirmed they had overcome whatever distaste they’d had in the beginning.

Just one more reason I was keen on this whole affair to be over.

Things continued in this way until the night of the baron’s gala.

Once more, Allison insisted on me expanding my wardrobe. Not only did she force me into buying a new shirt, but I had to get a jacket to go with it.

No arguments could dissuade her of this notion, so I arrived at the party uncomfortable and overdressed.

Maybe that second part wasn’t necessarily true, but I felt like it.

“Nice suit,” the jackie at the gate told me as I escorted Allison inside.

“It is, isn’t it?” Allison replied, smiling up at me from her place on my arm.

The rabbit man frowned at that but said nothing else.

The party was taking place behind the manor house, in and around the hedge walls of the gardens. Instead of collecting my weapons inside the front door, Drubridge had set up a station just down the path from the front gate. A group of his men were carefully labeling and storing the weapons they were given in a collection of wooden trunks.

There were far more guns inside the chests than usual. Drubridge had told me this event was bigger than any others we’d attended so far. He’d claimed folks rode from all the surrounding settlements to attend. And not just the rich or successful. Mostly them, but not just.

“Good to see you, kid,” Drubridge said, slapping my shoulder companionably. “He still taking care of you, Miss Blackburn?” he asked Allison with a respectful tip of his hat.

“He’s taking very good care of me, Mason,” she answered.

I wasn’t sure when she’d decided she was on a first-name basis with the man, but his face split into a wide grin at the familiarity.

“Nadia will be happy to see you’re here,” he told her. “She just won’t shut up about how much she loves having you as a guest.”

Allison waved that away. “Oh, I don’t believe that at all. But thank you so much for saying it. I suspect she’s going to be too busy for me to corner her today?”

Drubridge shrugged. “Probably, but I think she’d be grateful if you at least tried.”

“Then I will make sure to at least say hello.”

He gave us one more friendly smile before waving us on so the next group in line could check in their weapons.

Allison leaned closer to me and indicated I should bend my head down so she could whisper to me. “I still don’t know how Gowthorpe managed to hire that man.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“He’s such a lovely old man,” she said, glancing back at the checkpoint.

I laughed at that.

“What?” she demanded.

“That man has a past,” I told her.

“I’d think so. Almost everyone does. And the likelihood just goes up with age.”

She had a point there. And it probably wasn’t fair of me to say that about old Mason Drubridge. He hadn’t ever actually come out and told me about his life before he started working for the fat rabbit. Whatever his profession had been, it was done on horseback and with a gun in hand.

From around the house, I could make out the sound of music. As we rounded the corner, we found a stage set up against the manor’s back wall and a full band playing away.

Allison let out a satisfied sigh and hugged my arm tighter.

“Like the music?” I asked.

She nodded. “I feel like it’s been years since I’ve actually been able to listen to real music. And look, people are dancing!”

Sure enough, many of the guests were congregating in the open space in front of the stage and dancing to the upbeat tune.

“Do you ever dance, Mr. Yuma?” Allison asked.

“Been a bit, but yeah.” As a kid, I’d gone to a lot of dances in Short Tree. The old folks were always trying to find ways to occupy the youth of the town. For a while they’d thought dancing was the answer.

It had certainly occupied our time. It had also made it possible for a lot of us to get closer than some parents were happy with.

“We should dance,” she said.

I blinked at that. “Are you sure that’s proper, Miss Blackburn?”

“Who cares? Doesn’t matter if it’s proper. This is supposed to be a fun event. Look.” She nodded toward the dancers.

Sure enough, several of my fellow hired guns were dancing. Most of them were dancing with women I recognized as maids or other hired help from businesses around town, but there were a couple of the high-society types jigging along with them.

“This gala is supposed to be for everyone. The baron made a big show of explaining that to me when he first invited me.”

I hesitated, but Allison let out an annoyed sigh before simply dragging me onto the dance floor.

The band ended the song they’d been playing as we stepped into the space. They immediately started a new tune. This one was fast-paced. The guitars and fiddle practically insisted we move our feet in time.

The gathered crowd, both dancers and the rest mingling to the sides, applauded the new tune. I recognized the tune. It was usually played by traveling bards in inn common rooms. It was a simple tune. A skilled performer could make it work with just one guitar. But with a whole band, there could be more layers, more moments to match movement to sound.

Allison let out an excited gasp as she grabbed my hand and dragged me farther onto the dance floor.

She released my hand and spun in place, her skirt billowing out around her. Once she finished her spin, she stepped back up to me and took my hand.

Grinning up at me, she repeated her request. “Dance with me, Mr. Yuma.”

I allowed her to pull me into the dance with her. She laughed in time to the tune as we spun and stepped together.

The song ended, and another started, and she leaned into me, breathing heavily, before starting a new step for the new tune.

I don’t remember how many songs I danced with her, but eventually I dragged her off the dance floor and sat her down on a bench.

She was still grinning widely up at me. I waved down a short mousefolk woman carrying a tray of glasses.

I took two of the glasses and gave one to Allison. She drained it quickly, and I gave her the second.

“Thank you, Mr. Yuma,” she said, still a little out of breath.

I sat down next to her, and she rested her head on my shoulder.

I wanted to say something then. To bring up the topic I’d been struggling with for weeks now. Wanted to ask her if she would perhaps want to leave the party early and go back to my room at our inn. I wanted nothing more than to just be alone with her right then.

But I saw a familiar figure skirting the edges of the party. They were making their way toward the gazebo at the center of the baron’s garden.

The rabbit was greeting guests from his wicker chair like a king on a throne. He had spotted the approaching figure and was in the process of chasing away his current conversation partner.

The last time I’d seen Vail Talas he had been wearing loose, flowing robes with his arms free. Now he was dressed in a fine suit with a small hat that covered his bald head.

I could just make out the red and black lines of tattoos peeking out from under the hat.

His skin was still the same pale white, and his thick tail was the same white, almost silver I remembered.

His slitted eyes passed over the gathered crowd with a bored indifference as he waited for his turn to speak with Gowthorpe.

The angora man waved the gorgon necromancer up to the gazebo.

“Mr. Yuma?” Allison shook my shoulder.

She had apparently been speaking to me, but I had heard none of it.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“We need to go,” I told her, rising to my feet and pulling her up behind me.

“What is it?” she demanded.

“Not here,” I told her.

I scanned the rest of the garden. There, at the back door of the manor, was a hulking figure.

She’d been wearing a robe with a hood when I’d met her eight years before, but I knew it had to be her.

She was a spiderfolk. They were rare, even this far out on the plains. Usually stayed in the canyons and caves of the deep deserts. I had only ever met one in my life.

Two, it turns out.

I wasn’t sure what kind of spider she was. Her skin was almost as pale as the gorgon’s, but with a slight blue tint. Where most creatures had two eyes, she had eight. A pair of four clustered pearls that watched the crowd, unblinking.

Her arms and legs looked familiar enough, but she also had four extra limbs; those that gave her away as a spider. They grew from the small of her back, and she had them wrapped around her torso like a bandolier. She even wore a sleeve on each limb, covered in pockets and pouches.

She was wearing a dress that might have been scandalous farther East. Her muscular shoulders were bare, and the collar of her dress dipped down enough to show an impressive amount of cleavage.

Her unblinking pearl eyes passed over me, and for a worrying moment I thought she might recognize me, but they moved on to study the rest of the party.

I tried not to look too obvious as I led Allison back toward the front gate.

“Leaving already?”

I’d almost run right into Drubridge. The old gunslinger was heading back into the garden, a drink in each hand.

“I’m afraid I overdid it a little,” Allison lied. She was still a little out of breath from dancing.

Drubridge glanced at me. “That so?”

I forced a grin and nodded. I briefly considered asking about the baron’s visitors, but the memory of watching thousands of people die eight years before had stilled my tongue.

“Well, safe travels, friends. I guess I’ll see you at the next one.”

“I very much look forward to it,” Allison answered for me. “Oh, and tell Nadia hello for me. I’m afraid I wasn’t able to find her.”

He tipped his hat with the rim of one of his glasses and stepped out of our way.

I collected my gun belt and quickly led us out onto the main road.

“What’s wrong, Mr. Yuma?” Allison repeated after we were a few paces past the gate. “You keep looking over your shoulder like you’ve seen your own mother’s ghost.”

“Carmilla was right,” I said.

“What do you mean?”

“Baron Gowthorpe is meeting with his necromancer.”


Chapter Seventeen
Under the Moon



Allison asked the innkeeper to send a message to Carmilla as soon as we returned to the inn. She quickly wrote the note, and the man sent his stable hand to deliver it.

While we waited, I told Allison the story of Vail Talas.

“You’re sure it’s him?” she asked.

“I’m sure.”

Allison moved from her seat at our table and nestled up next to me. “I’m sorry you had to experience that,” she said, resting her head on my shoulder.

I couldn’t tell her then that the experience was just one of countless horrible things I’d seen in that war. In fact, watching monsters kill people wasn’t as horrific as witnessing regular folk do the same.

The stable boy returned eventually and let us know Carmilla would come by in the morning to see us. It had taken him a while to get the message to her.

Apparently the Moonsworn had arrived that day and were meeting with townsfolk. I guessed that if we’d stayed at the Baron’s party, we might have seen one of them arriving to meet with the angora noble.

Carmilla and her father were helping the posse of lawmen find their way around.

“Did she read the message?” I asked the boy.

He shrugged. “She stuck it in a pocket and told me she’d come by tomorrow. Sorry, Mr. Yuma. I didn’t know it was that important, or I would have said something to her.”

“It’s fine, thanks.” I handed him a couple of coins for his trouble.

“What do we do now?” Allison asked.

By that point, it was getting late.

“We should try to get some rest. Carmilla will be here first thing, I’m sure. And I want to be ready for anything. I’m hoping the Moonsworn are going to be ready to do something about the mines. I’m going to offer to head in with them, if they are.”

She stared up at me, ears drooping back as her eyes silently begged me to stay safe.

“I’ll be okay,” I told her.

“I know,” she said, though there was some doubt in her voice. “I’ve just gotten used to having you by my side.”

“I’ll see what I can do about speeding up the whole process,” I said.

“So you can get back sooner?” she asked.

I cupped her chin and turned her face up toward me.

Her eyes opened wider, and her ears stood up straight.

“I’ve grown quite happy here at your side,” I told her.

Her eyes fluttered and her mouth moved, unable to find whatever words wanted to come out.

I leaned down and kissed her.

“We should get some rest,” I told her, rising from my seat and offering her my hand.

I helped her up and escorted her to her room.

She paused in her doorway and turned back to me. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay here?”

“I would like that very much. But I have some preparations I need to do for tomorrow.” I paused and considered my next words. “Once this is over, I would very much like to pursue whatever this is. Would that be okay with you?”

She nodded excitedly, hands clenched between her breasts. “I would very much like that, Mr. Yuma.”

I leaned down and kissed her one more time before turning and making my way to my room.

I locked the door behind me before removing my gun belt and draping it over a bedpost. I pulled my saddlebags out from under my bed and pulled out my other gun belt.

My old revolver, the one with the proper handle, sat inside.

I drew the weapon and aimed down the barrel. The handle felt good in my hands. I’d almost grown accustomed to the dueling handle after a month of wearing it around, but this weapon just felt right.

It fit my hand perfectly. As it should. It had been made for me by The Moon herself.

I popped open the cylinder and inspected the empty chambers.

I reached back into the saddlebag and pulled out a box of rounds. I placed gun and bullets on the bed, then moved to my window.

I opened the curtain to reveal a waning red moon in the sky.

I returned to the makeshift altar of my bed and knelt down in front of my revolver.

I hadn’t done this in a while. I knew the gun would work as intended, even without my prayers. But I felt after a month of using another weapon I wanted to remind the weapon that it was mine. I bowed my head and prayed.

I slept soundly that night, and I dreamed of The Moon.

“Hello, Trevor,” She said to me.

“Hello, My Lady,” I answered.

I met her black and silver eyes and returned her smile.

When I’d first met her, and for years after, I had averted my eyes, head bowed in deference. But she had corrected that behavior. She was The Moon, and The Moon exists to be seen, for her light to be appreciated.

As was always the case when she visited my dreams, I found myself on an expansive plain of windswept grass. The blades were a softly glowing white, and scattered at random were patches of wildflowers, blues and reds and purples.

The goddess sat on an impromptu throne. The remains of a tree that might once have been struck by lightning, burned down into a perfect seat.

If she were to rise to her feet, she would be a good head taller than me, but she seemed much taller with her antlers that grew from her pitch-black hair.

Glowing with the same white light as the grass, they went up and out into a many-pointed crown. Vines of the same wildflowers in the field hung from the points. She had made the handle of my revolver from these same antlers.

She was nude, her skin the same blue as the night sky. The bridge of her nose and the expanse of her breasts were freckled with points of white light. Stars for the night sky of her skin.

She rose from her seat and approached me. Her bare feet made no sound as she parted the long grass.

I moved toward her as well, my own footsteps felt deafening compared to hers.

Her pointed doe ears twitched at the sound, but her smile only grew.

“Oh, my clumsy knight,” she said as I reached her.

She opened her arms wide and pulled me into a hug.

I held her tightly, resting my head on her chest. She placed a hand on my head and pressed me further into her soft breasts.

Her nipples were slightly darker than her skin, and I noticed they rose slightly from my touch.

“Sorry about the noise,” I said.

She laughed. The sound was musical and put me in mind of gentle rain against tent canvas at night.

“You have nothing to apologize for. For even if your footsteps are loud, you have not yet strayed from the path I have lit for you.”

“I’ve tried to stay on that road,” I said.

“And you only curse me every once in a while,” she teased, pushing me back to arm’s length so she could study me.

“Well, sometimes the path is a little inconvenient,” I admitted.

“But has the reward ever been less than worth it?” she asked.

Sometimes that reward was just knowing I’d helped folks. And that was worth it.

“Never, Ma’am,” I said.

“Good. Now, tell me, why are you afraid?”

I blinked at that. “Ma’am?”

“You never pray to me unless you’re scared. What is it, my knight?”

I told her about the necromancer and what I feared might happen in the mines the next day.

She listened patiently until I was finished. “I fear you won’t need to worry about that,” she said.

“My Lady?” I asked.

She sat down in the grass and pulled me down beside her. She patted her bare thighs, and I lay down, resting my head in her lap.

She idly stroked my hair as she spoke. “Another of my chosen is in Forsaker’s Gulch with you. She is brave and very capable. She does not yet know you exist. She will be very surprised to see you, I think.” She laughed at that.

“But what did you mean that I won’t need to worry? You expect me to let this woman handle it? You know I can’t not help.”

She smiled down at me, her hand moving from my hair to my cheek. “And that is why I love you, Trevor Yuma. But you still need to finish the last task I set you before you can worry about this one.”

“What task?” I asked.

“Miss Allison Woodgate. She is going to need you tomorrow. My sworn were not the only ones that arrived tonight. I saw another. I can’t spoil too much for you, but I ask that you fulfill your promise to protect the girl before you do anything else.”

I sat with that for a moment.

My contemplation was broken as she bent down and kissed me.

Her lips were cool and soft.

I kissed her back, moving my hands to either side of her face.

She shifted back, gently lowering my head to the ground without breaking away from the kiss.

She moved to straddle me, one shapely leg on either side.

She moved on top of me, her nude mound rubbing me through my pants.

I grew, my pants tightening instantly.

She moved expert hands to my belt and freed my cock from its prison, still not breaking the kiss. The kiss that had grown more urgent.

Finally, she released me, and I gasped for air. I would have drowned in that kiss if she’d let me.

Slender fingers wrapped around my shaft, and she was running her hand up and down my length, the whole time staring into my eyes.

She leaned down, her mouth near my ear. “I was your first, and I will always be yours. No matter how many others I guide you to find, I want you to always remember me.”

Those words did as much for my erection as her busy hand.

She guided me inside her and slowly lowered herself until I was fully sheathed.

She sat there, eyes closed and lips pursed in pleasure. She did not move at first, and the two of us just sat there, with me resting inside her soft warmth.

She rolled her hips, slowly at first, then with more urgency. The night dark skin of her thighs rippled wonderfully with every motion, her breasts bouncing in time. Her nipples had grown darker and were more visible now.

I cupped one of her breasts and ran my thumb over the erect nipple. She made a satisfied growl and increased her pace.

I moved in time with her, thrusting up as she bounced up and down on my cock. I growled with pleasure at every motion.

I grabbed her arms and pulled her down toward me. With her height, my head nestled comfortably at her shoulder, so I didn’t need to worry about her antlers goring me as we made love.

I hugged her tight against myself as we moved in time together. With every inward thrust her walls tightened around me, daring me to escape. And I couldn’t escape, not that I would ever want to.

Every rock backward just made the next forward thrust that much more urgent. I needed to be inside her as deeply as I could.

Her breath remained even the whole time. Not once did her stamina give out, but she was making desperate and hungry keening sounds as I struck her in her deepest parts.

“You are my knight,” she moaned as she hugged me tighter. “You are my knight and I will always love you.”

She let out one final moan as her full weight fell on me. Her thighs were shaking and her walls convulsed around me.

I had been holding myself back for some time, but her orgasm finally gave me permission.

I emptied myself into her and gave my own moan of pleasure.

She pushed herself up, resting hands on my chest. “Thank you, Trevor Yuma.”

She bent down and kissed me again.

I woke in my bed. I was covered in sweat and my cock had a pleasant ache.

A red wildflower sat on my bedside table.
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Carmilla arrived first thing in the morning.

I woke to her pounding on my door. “Trevor Yuma, you wake up this instant!”

I pulled on my pants and opened the door to find her and Allison both standing in the hallway.

Allison’s hair was in disarray, and she was wearing her nightgown, but she was awake. Carmilla pushed past me into the room, Allison close behind.

“Why didn’t you tell the boy that the message was urgent?” she demanded.

Allison’s gaze lingered on my bare chest as I pulled a shirt on. She looked disappointed for a moment before she answered Carmilla’s question.

“I told you, Miss Starling, we assumed you would read it immediately. We didn’t know you were with the Moonsworn.”

“Have you told the Moonsworn about the necromancer?” I asked as I was pulling my boots on.

Carmilla scowled. “Not yet. Pa asked me not to mention anything about the baron unless I had actual evidence. I only read your message after all the Moonsworn had gone to their rooms for the night.”

“Why come here first, then?” Allison asked.

“I thought it might be better if Mr. Yuma told them himself.”

“I can certainly do that,” I said, strapping my gun belt on.

“Done with the dueling revolver?” Allison asked me.

“Considering how today might go, I think this one might be of more use,” I said, patting the gun at my hip.

“Finish getting ready,” Carmilla said. “You too, princess. The sooner you cover those things, the sooner we can get this over with.”

Allison blushed, folding her arms across her chest.

“I’ll be waiting in the dining room.” Carmilla turned and left my room.

Allison hesitated, still covering herself. She met my eyes and gave me a nervous smile. “Morning, Mr. Yuma,” she said.

“Good morning, Miss Allison.”

She blushed deeper, her ears twitching, before turning and rushing out after Carmilla.

I was ready before Allison, and I waited with Carmilla at a table for her to finish getting ready.

“How have you and the princess been doing?” Carmilla asked me. She leaned on the table and grinned at me. “You miss me?”

“I’ve been forced to attend a lot of parties I might have avoided normally, but it hasn’t been so bad. And yes, I missed you.”

“Aw, Mr. Yuma.” She reached out and ran a hand up my arm. “I missed you too.”

As we waited for Allison to finish getting ready, I found myself checking the door. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was going to happen.

I’d been told as much in my dream. Something was going to happen with Allison today that would prevent me from helping the Moonsworn. I hoped I could still share what I knew.

I understood why Carmilla wanted me to talk with the lawmen. My status with the Moonsworn meant they might listen to what I had to say. Carmilla’s own vendetta against Gowthorpe unfortunately meant they might be less likely to fully hear her out.

We both looked up at the sound of boots at the door.

It was the jackie man that usually watched the baron’s gate. He scanned the room until he spotted me.

His eyes narrowed as he recognized who I was speaking with, but he approached regardless.

“Yuma,” he said, stopping in front of our table, hand resting on his gun’s dueling handle.

“Yes?” I asked.

“Where’s the boss lady?” he asked, looking around the otherwise empty room.

“Getting ready for the day. Did you need something?”

He sneered down at me. “Nice shirt,” he said.

I was wearing one of my old shirts.

His eyes lingered on my gun belt. He had obviously noticed I was carrying a different gun than the one he was used to seeing. He didn’t comment on that.

“How long do you think she’ll be?” he asked me.

“If you have a message for Miss Blackburn, I’ll be happy to deliver it,” I told him.

His face contorted as he considered that. I could see him deciding whether that would count as following whatever order he’d been given.

“Fine. Let her know Baron Gowthorpe needs to talk to her right away.”

“I’ll pass it on.”

He stared at me for a few more seconds, eyes narrowing suspiciously again. But he turned and left, saying nothing else.

“What do you think that’s about?” Carmilla asked after the man was gone.

“It’s not good, whatever it is,” I answered.

I had a suspicion. It was probably inevitable, especially considering how long we had stayed here. Allison may have been better off if she’d left long ago.

Allison arrived not long after, and I gave her the message.

Her ears twitched with concern. “Did he say what this was about?”

“Didn’t feel like a social call,” Carmilla answered.

Allison’s already pale face grew paler.

“Don’t worry, princess,” Carmilla said, rising from her seat. “Good ol’ Trevor Yuma is going to keep you safe. Isn’t that right, Mr. Yuma?”

“Of course,” I said. “Whatever it is, I’ll be there with you.”

“But as soon as you’re done, you need to come find me,” Carmilla insisted.

Both Allison and I assured her we would.

Allison panicked a little on the walk to the baron’s estate.

“What could he want to talk about?” she asked me. “Maybe we shouldn’t go?”

“That’s up to you,” I told her. “If you want to turn around, we can. But it’s probably better to just get it over with.”

“I know,” she groaned. “But what if it’s my father? We’ve been here too long. He’s sent someone after me.”

“I’m going to be honest with you, I had that thought as well.”

She made another panicked groan.

“It’s going to be okay, Allison,” I promised her. “I’m here.”

She calmed a little at that. “Right. You are. Thank you.”

I reached out and gave her hand a tight squeeze.

She stood straighter at that. She calmed her expression and gave my hand a grateful squeeze back.

The jackie man was back at his post, leaning against the gate.

“You made it,” he said, almost sounding surprised.

He let out a sharp whistle, and a group of the baron’s men exited the nearest building.

“The boys are just going to escort you to the front door, if that’s alright,” he said.

“No problem at all,” I said.

I did not fail to notice how twitchy some of their hands were.

“Stay close,” I whispered to Allison, pulling her tight against my left side.

One man ran ahead, letting himself into the house as Allison and I walked up the path to the front door.

As we mounted the steps of the front porch, the door opened and the baron himself greeted us. He stepped out of the door, followed by two men and a woman.

One was the man who ran ahead to let him know of our arrival. The other was a scarred lynx with a pair of revolvers at his waist, one a dueling. He was chewing on an unlit cigarette.

The woman was a lupus dressed to ride, with a loose fitting shirt and a pair of denim pants. Her torso was crossed with a bandolier that ran between a pair of small, perky breasts. The belt was lined with large caliber rounds for the dueling revolver she wore at her hip. Her thick, gray tail curled up from under the red poncho she wore over everything.

Pinned to the red fabric of her poncho was a silver moon. She was one of the Moonsworn. She was small for a lupus. Even Allison had some height on the woman.

Her purple eyes were intense and focused. She had a jagged scar across the bridge of her nose, as well as through the right side of her mouth.

As I studied the newcomers, my attention lingered on the woman. And not just because her erect nipples were visible through the cotton of her shirt. It was the badge and the gun.

It was clearly a dueling revolver, but the material of the handle looked very familiar. Underneath the purple wrapping that ran the length of it, I could see the grain. It wasn’t wood. Anyone would be excused for assuming it was demonhorn.

Similarly, she had spotted my gun. Our eyes met, and we both asked the other the silent question.

She tilted her head, her gray ears twitching curiously. Her nostrils flared as she sniffed the air and her eyes opened wide with recognition.

I had just spoken with our mutual goddess the night before. I wondered if her scent was on me, despite that encounter having been in a dream.

“Miss Blackburn,” the baron said, instantly bringing me back to the issue at hand. His tone was accusatory.

“Baron Gowthorpe,” Allison responded, doing an impressive job at sounding pleased to see the man.

“I cannot believe you have taken advantage of my hospitality. A month. An entire month you have come into my home and lied to my face!” he spat.

“Excuse me?” Allison said.

The baron held his hand up, and the man with the cigarette placed a sheet of paper in the waiting palm.

The baron made a great show of shaking the paper flat in his grasp.

He took a deep breath and read the letter loudly, projecting his voice unnecessarily.

“My friend Baron Gowthorpe, I fear I must forgo niceties and get to the point. I have many such letters to write today. One of my children has stolen from me. A Deed Note. I don’t know where she is going, so I am sending this letter to all my friends on the frontier. If you happen across a young angora woman, please let me know. You will surely recognize her as of Blackburn blood. Her name is Allison Woodgate. If you have by chance seen her already, please inform the man delivering this letter. He is a bounty hunter, one of many I have hired to bring her and my property back. Your attention to this matter is greatly appreciated.”

He waved the letter in Allison’s face. “You are no Blackburn. A bastard after the fact. And you have come here, using your father’s name, to what? Steal from me?”

Allison said nothing, but I was pleased to see she was not shrinking away from the man’s anger.

The baron turned toward the man standing behind him. “You may take her now,” he said.

I stepped between Allison and the baron. Every man around us immediately moved hands to guns.

The Moonsworn wolf watched everything with interest.

“Don’t make this harder than it needs to be,” the bounty hunter said around his unlit smoke. “I’m not here to hurt you. Just take you home.”

“Not happening,” I said.

“Don’t do this, Yuma.” Drubridge stepped from behind the door and walked up to his employer. “If you’re worried about employment, I’m sure the boss would be happy to have you.”

He froze for a moment as he noticed the gun my hand hovered over.

He blinked at that and moved his eyes to meet mine. He asked the same silent question the wolf had asked.

“Miss Rusk,” the baron turned to the wolf, “would you kindly step in.”

“Rusk?” I said.

She met my eyes and nodded. “Yes, Valerie Rusk. And you are?” Her voice was deeper than her stature would have led me to believe. She also had the slight permanent growl that a lot of wolf-folk had.

“Trevor Yuma. I know a Rusk. A man in Deepwell.”

“My brother,” she said.

“He oversaw a duel I was forced into.”

She tilted her head.

“Who cares?” the baron shouted. “Your employer lied to you, Mr. Yuma. She is no woman of means. She is a thief.”

“Prove it,” I said.

The man spluttered as he waved the letter in my face.

“That states she stole a Deed Note. There is no actual precedent for that.” I looked to the Moonsworn. “Deed Notes belong to whoever holds them. As much as I hate that little loophole, I’ve met enough Deed Hunters on the trail that have escaped bars or a noose because the Throne insists possession is all that matters.”

Everyone was staring at me, open-mouthed.

Valerie sighed deeply. “He has a point, Mr. Gowthorpe. That said, I can’t stop your bounty hunter from taking the woman, but I have no responsibility to help, either.”

“Fine,” the fat rabbit growled. “Step aside, boy,” he said to me.

I shook my head. “I request a duel.”

Everyone blinked at that. “Excuse me?” the baron asked.

I pointed at the bounty hunter. “A duel, blessed by The Moon.” I nodded to Valerie. “If you win, you can take the girl. But if I win, she is off limits for as long as she is in Forsaker’s Gulch.”

I would have liked to say she was off limits forever, but the outcomes of a duel were usually only respected in the area where they were held.

“You can’t be serious,” the baron snorted.

“Sounds good to me,” the bounty hunter said. “Up to you, of course, Ma’am.” He looked to the Moonsworn.

The wolf woman was still studying me. “Very well. Shall we say high noon?”


Chapter Eighteen
A Duel for Allison



The baron tried to convince Valerie Rusk that Allison should be left in his care until after the duel, but the Moonsworn refused.

The bounty hunter, for his part, didn’t seem to mind.

At the Moonsworn’s request, Allison, the hunter, and I all left the Baron’s estate and followed her into town.

Drubridge and a handful of the baron’s other men followed us at the rabbit’s order. To make sure there was no funny business, according to Gowthorpe.

The wolf didn’t seem concerned.

She led us to a home farther in town. Carmilla and her father, Kasha, sat on the large porch with a handful of men I hadn’t seen around town before. Many of them were lupus.

I quickly realized they were the other Moonsworn.

“Is this all of you?” I asked Valerie.

She glanced up at me. “No. The rest are either patrolling the city or inspecting the mine. Forsaker’s Gulch hasn’t had a visit from our order in a while. There are… grievances we are attempting to help with.”

Carmilla was on her feet and rushing toward us. “How did it go?” she asked me. She seemed momentarily surprised at Valerie being with us, and she eyed the bounty hunter suspiciously, but didn’t comment on either of them.

“These two gentlemen will be dueling later,” the wolf said.

She waved to her companions, who joined us in front of the porch.

She gave instructions to the group. I noticed that all the other Moonsworn were older than her. I guessed she was just past twenty, but many of the men here had white in their hair and lines that spoke of years riding under the sun. But they all listened to her instructions and responded like respectful subordinates.

Two Moonsworn led the bounty hunter away. He tipped his hat to me as he passed. He was surprisingly good-natured about the whole affair.

I felt a little bad that I would likely have to kill this man, but I had promised that I would protect Allison.

“Miss Starling, it seems you know these two?” Valerie said to Carmilla.

“I do,” she answered.

“Would you be willing to keep Miss Woodgate—it was Woodgate, yes? Would you keep her safe here until after the duel?”

“Of course, but what’s this all about?” Carmilla asked again. Her first attempt at asking had been overshadowed by the flurry of activity from the Moonsworn.

I explained the situation to her, and she sighed.

“Better not lose, Yuma. I’ve grown fond of the princess.” She took Allison’s arm and led the other woman up onto the porch.

Kasha rose and took Allison’s hand, kissing it as he had the first time we’d met.

Valerie turned to face me, hands on hips. She squared her shoulders and stared up into my eyes.

“Where did you get that gun?” she demanded.

I laughed. “Your brother asked me the same thing,” I told her.

“And?”

“It was a gift,” I told her. “Was yours?” I nodded down to the long dueling handle.

“It was,” she answered.

“When?” I asked.

“Two years now. You?”

“Nine years.”

She grunted.

“She told me to protect Allison,” I added.

Valerie blinked at that, but said nothing at first.

“I’m sorry for making things difficult for you,” I continued. “But it was all I could think of short of drawing right there.”

“You made the right call. That hunter is clearly a duelist, so he’s not going to say no to the challenge. And your argument about Deed Notes wasn’t wrong, though I hate that Deed Hunters can use that excuse.”

“I agree with you. But I don’t think Miss Woodgate should be punished for what she did. Maybe it wasn’t the best course of action, but I’m still going to protect her.”

“She really asked you to protect her?” she asked me.

I nodded.

“I won’t argue. But I’m also going to oversee this duel properly. You’re not going to be able to use that, though. We can provide you with another gun.”

“I have a dueling revolver.”

“Good. We’ll send someone for it. Come on.” She led me up the steps of the porch.

“Mr. Starling, we’ll be isolating the two duelists in your home, if that is acceptable,” she said to the large nocturne man.

“Of course,” he said.

The bounty hunter had already been led inside. I didn’t know where they’d taken him, but I was put in a small sitting room.

The home felt comfortable, even from the little I could see. Carmilla had told us that her mother had died years ago and her father had never been interested in remarrying. So I knew all the feminine touches had to be Carmilla’s doing. The floors were clean, the sills dusted, and the corners free of cobwebs.

There was even the smell of fresh baked bread filling the space.

I set myself down in the comfortable armchair that sat in front of the unlit fireplace.

“You have a few hours,” Valerie said to me. “Spend that time in meditation and preparation for your trial.”

I gave her a grateful smile. This woman was apparently very old-fashioned. Even her brother hadn’t isolated me like this. It had once been standard practice for duelists to spend the hours before their duels in silent preparation to meet death.

About an hour later there was a knock on the door and Carmilla let herself in. She was carrying a plate of bread with a small pat of butter and a jar of something bright red.

“Moonsworn Rusk said I could bring you some food,” she said.

She placed the plate on the table beside me before she lowered herself into the seat nearest me.

She reached out and took my hand. I was surprised to see so much concern in her expression.

“Is everything alright?” I asked her.

She squeezed my hand and shook her head. “Are you not worried?” she asked.

I took her hand and kissed it. “Not as much as you, it seems.”

She moved her hand from my lips to my cheek. “Promise me you’re not going to die, okay?”

“I will do my best, Miss Starling.”

“You’d better.” We sat in silence for a moment before she took a deep breath, steeling herself for something.

“I know you’re getting stir-crazy here. Missing the open trail and all that. But when this is all over, I want to spend more time with you.”

“Really?” I asked.

She nodded. “I know you and the princess have been getting close. I have some friends who attend Gowthorpe’s parties, and they always let me know the latest gossip. A lot of those high society folks have been scandalized by how close the young heiress and her bodyguard are.”

I said nothing. It seemed like she still had more to say.

“I never really considered myself to be one for sharing, but I’ve enjoyed our time together, and I’ve really missed you this past month.”

“I missed you, too,” I answered honestly.

“Is there enough of you for more than one woman, Mr. Yuma?” she asked.

“You tell me.”

She laughed softly. “I think so. I watched you chase a dragon away without firing a shot. I think that’s plenty of man to go around.”

After she left, I helped myself to the bread. It was still warm, and the butter melted nicely. The red stuff in the jar was berry jam. A little more sugar than I’d expected, but it tasted very good.

At some point, I fell asleep. I’d put my feet up and pulled my hat over my face to block out the light.

I jerked awake at a knock on the door. I slipped my hat back and blinked at the figure in the doorway.

“Are you ready?” Valerie Rusk asked me.

I stood up and made my way to the door.

Valerie held up a familiar belt. My dueling revolver rested in the holster. I handed her the belt with my normal holster and took the one she offered.

I followed her outside to find my opponent already waiting for me with his own Moonsworn escort.

The bounty hunter offered me a friendly nod as the two of us followed the Moonsworn down the road.

“Fine day for a duel,” he said. The cigarette in his mouth was lit.

“Sorry about this,” I said.

He shook his head, breathing a plume of smoke into the air. “No apologies necessary. I’ve had a lot of duels. Killed a lot of men. Plan on killing a lot more.” He watched me from the corner of his eye as he took another long drag.

We walked in silence for a while. The only sound the many boots of our group and the wind.

The lawmen led us outside the city. There was already a crowd gathered. All the townsfolk were in a group at the edge of town. Drubridge and the rest of the baron’s men were also there, separated from the others by just a few steps. It wasn’t much, but it was noticeable.

There were more Moonsworn here than there had been at the Starling residence. I counted almost twenty at a quick glance. Far more than I’d have expected.

There was no obvious arena for our duel. No well to stand over, no road to define the borders. Instead, the Moonsworn led each of us to our spots in the grass.

The city and crowd were lined up to one side, eagerly watching as we prepared to kill each other.

One of the Moonsworn stepped out from the crowd, carrying a bucket. They placed it on the ground between the two of us.

Valerie Rusk approached, exchanging a quick word with the man before turning to face the gathered crowd.

She raised her hand in the air and the crowd fell quiet.

“We gather today to determine what is just.” She pointed at the bounty hunter. “This man is here to claim a bounty.”

There was a sound of general distaste at that from the crowd. They obviously knew who the man was here to collect, and Allison had made a lot of friends in the past month.

Valerie pointed at me. “This man has declared his right to protect.”

The crowd seemed to appreciate that.

Most of the baron’s men seemed less than thrilled. Their boss had definitely told them what their opinion was supposed to be here.

Drubridge, though, was smiling at me. He gave me a shallow nod when he noticed I was looking in his direction.

“If the challenger is victorious, then Allison Woodgate-Blackburn is off limits, whether bounty, deed, or hunters of any other type. She is under the protection of The Moon for as long as she is in this city,” Valerie continued.

“If the challenged is victorious, then none may stop him from taking her.”

She turned to me. “Do you still wish to go through with this rite?”

“I do,” I said.

She lifted the bucket and approached me.

She held the bucket up at waist height. “I offer you this water blessed by the moon.”

I stuck my right hand in, holding it in place for a while. It wasn’t as cold as the well water in Deepwell had been. I cupped my hand and scooped some water to my mouth, taking a short sip.

Valerie gave an appreciative nod before turning and walking toward my opponent.

He dunked his hand in all the way to the bottom. He held it there for a while, watching me the whole time.

When he brought his hand out, he too had a cupped palm full, but instead of drinking it, he dripped it over the length of his revolver’s handle.

The Moonsworn wolf walked to the side, joining the rest of the crowd.

The two of us eyed each other, hands hovering over guns.

I think I drew first. But as was often the case, it all happened too fast for me to be sure.

Four shots were fired in total.

He got off three rounds before my one.

The first bullet tore through my right thigh, the second cut through the left side of my chest, and the final hit my shoulder.

I spun from the last shot, collapsing to the ground. Fire erupted all over my body as it registered the injuries.

I clenched my teeth and held in the cry of pain.

With my good hand, gun still clenched in my fist, I pushed myself up as much as I could and turned to face my opponent.

He was still standing.

His right arm hung at his side, gun still held firmly. His left hand moved to his mouth to remove the cigarette, then moved to the brim of his hat.

He gave me one last nod of respect before he collapsed to the ground. The wound in his neck was spurting blood, painting the grass.

No one moved. The crowd held its breath as I tried to push myself up to my feet. My right leg screamed in pain, but I managed to get myself upright.

Not everyone in the crowd moved to loot the dead bounty hunter, but some did.

Valerie of the Moonsworn started toward me, but before she reached me, Allison and Carmilla rushed past her, each catching an arm as I fell again.

My left shoulder erupted in an extra burst of agony as Allison tried to support me.

I blacked out as they gently lowered me to the ground. The last thing I saw were the faces of the three women looking down at me.

Red, black, and purple. They all had such pretty eyes.


Chapter Nineteen
Nurse



I woke with a start to find myself in a darkened room. My body felt heavy, and my head was full of mist and cotton.

“Trevor?” A feminine voice I vaguely recognized broke through the fluff in my head.

I opened my mouth to respond, and a dry croak came out.

The rim of a cup was at my lips, and I drank greedily as someone tipped cold water into my mouth.

“Slow down,” a different voice said. I recognized this voice as well.

I forced myself to sip the water more slowly.

As I did, the throbbing in my head retreated just enough that I noticed the pain throbbing in the rest of my body.

“How do you feel?” the first voice asked.

I forced my eyes open and focused on the speaker. It was Carmilla.

I was in my bed with more pillows than could have possibly been necessary, propping me up.

Carmilla was sitting on one side of the bed, leaning in toward me, studying my face. Allison sat on the other side, a cup of water held at the ready for me.

“Feel great,” I lied. In truth, under the layer of fog, I felt like I was burning alive.

Allison leaned in closer and offered me another sip of water.

I tried to raise my left hand to take the cup from her and grunted in pain.

I glanced down to find I was wearing nothing but a blanket and some bandages. My chest and left shoulder were wrapped in white linen.

“Doctor said not to move too much,” Allison said.

“Lucky for you, the Moonsworn had a hellkin with healing magic,” Carmilla said.

“Doesn’t feel like I healed much,” I said.

“Well, you did,” Carmilla said. “You got lucky.”

“The doctor said a bullet just missed your heart,” Allison said. “He said you probably wouldn’t wake up today.”

“How long have I been out?” I asked.

“Not too long,” Allison said. “A few hours.”

“And, if you haven’t figured it out, you won,” Carmilla said.

“Oh, good,” I said.

“The baron was pretty upset,” Allison said. “He’s spent all day trying to convince Miss Rusk to reverse her ruling.”

“Not her ruling,” I said. “The Lady Moon made the call.”

The two women glanced at each other. They seemed amused by something.

“What?” I asked.

“It’s nothing,” Allison said, running a hand through my hair.

“Liar,” I said.

Either the doctor or the healer hellkin had given me something for pain management. It didn’t feel like it was working, which probably spoke to exactly how bad my pain really was. But it was certainly doing something for my mental focus.

“You just talk in your sleep,” Carmilla added. She placed a soft hand on my cheek. “And I swear, you didn’t say anything we’re going to use against you.”

“Oh good, because I probably have a lot of secrets I’m not supposed to talk about.”

“Really?” Carmilla said.

“Why do you say it like that?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Like you’re teasing me.” I tried to narrow my eyes, but just ended up blinking at her.

“Rest if you need to,” Allison said. “We’ll be here when you wake up.”

I started to say I didn’t need to rest, but I passed out once more.

When I next woke, the room was darker, and whatever I’d been given for pain had completely worn off.

“Mr. Yuma?”

I shifted to find Allison in the same seat she’d been in before I’d fallen back to sleep.

“Hi,” I croaked.

She hurried to grab the cup from the table and held it to my lips for me. The water wasn’t as cold as it had been before, but it still felt wonderful on my dry throat.

“How’s the pain?” she asked.

“Bearable,” I said.

She narrowed her eyes at that.

“Hurts like hell,” I admitted.

“I can get the doctor.” She started to rise, but I caught her arm with my good hand.

“No, I’m okay. I’d rather the pain than not be able to think straight.”

She sat back down, but her expression was still mostly concern.

“Really, I’m fine,” I insisted.

She pursed her lips. “If you’re sure.”

“What have I missed?” I asked.

“Not too much, really. The baron is upset that you won, but gave up trying to argue. Miss Rusk killed one of his men for trying to break into the inn.”

“Really?” I asked.

She nodded. “There’s about a dozen Moonsworn around the inn. They all seem extra protective of you.”

“I’m sure they’d do that for anyone,” I said.

“I’m sure.” Her ears twitched. “Thank you for what you did.”

“I wasn’t going to let him take you,” I said.

She leaned forward and planted a kiss on my forehead. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Whatever healing magic the hellkin had, it was effective. The Moonsworn man came and checked on me a few times over the next few days. I wasn’t instantly healed, but I made progress quicker than would have been natural.

Forsaker’s Gulch’s resident doctor made sure to remind me constantly how lucky I was that I was healing so fast.

I did my best to be grateful to everyone for taking care of me as well as they did, but there were moments that made that hard.

Allison supporting me down the hall to the Inn’s privy was particularly rough on the ego. But Allison was kind and gentle enough that it almost made it bearable.

Allison had assigned herself as my primary caregiver. She spent the entire week of my recovery sitting at my bedside.

More than once I would wake, the pain making consistent rest hard, and find her asleep in her chair.

Early one morning I was awake in bed, restless, but obeying the doctor’s request that I not move without help just yet.

Allison’s chin was on her chest, hands folded over an open book in her lap. Her ears drooped around her face as she snored softly.

I found myself studying the shape of her face as the morning sun crept across the room to give her an ethereal glow.

She blinked awake as the sun reached her face.

She opened her eyes wide as she saw I was looking at her. Her cheeks turned a pleasant shade of pink as she looked away from me.

“Good morning, Mr. Yuma,” she said.

“Morning,” I said.

“How was your rest?” she rose from her seat and went about adjusting my pillows for me. It wasn’t necessary, but I didn’t stop her.

“Doing nothing but resting lately. Getting pretty good at it,” I told her.

She gave me a smile before settling down to sit on the edge of the bed. “Is there anything I can get for you? I’m sure I can convince someone to make some breakfast if you’re hungry.”

“Not really hungry yet,” I said.

“How’s the pain?” she asked.

“Getting better,” I said.

“Think you have it in you to sit up for me?” she asked.

“Am I getting ripe again?” I asked, raising an arm and sniffing myself.

She kept her face impassive. “The doctor says it’s important we wash the wounds and change the bandages. That’s all.”

“Thank you for sparing my feelings,” I said with a grin.

She smiled back. “Well, I would never tell a man he needed a bath. You never know how he might react.”

I pushed myself upright. I was still naked from the waist up, the bandages the only coverings.

“May I?” Allison asked, already beginning to unwrap the linen.

“Go ahead,” I said.

She moved to the side for me so I could turn and drape my legs over the side of the bed. She sat down next to me on the mattress and gently continued to unwrap the bandage that was wrapped around my chest and left shoulder.

This had become part of our daily routine. There was now at least no blood left on the wrappings every time we changed them. The pain was minimal as well. Not gone, but much more manageable.

She finished removing the bandage and revealed the puckered pink of the two healed bullet holes. One in my chest and one in my shoulder. The chest wound had apparently been inches from hitting anything vital.

Allison already had a large bowl of soapy water waiting on the table near the bed.

She dipped a sponge in the water before climbing onto the bed next to me.

Neither of us said anything as she began to softly wipe away the sweat and dirt. She was extra tender as she cleaned around the wounds.

She paused at my shoulder, touching the exit wound on the back with a soft hand. I glanced back to find her expression pained.

“What’s wrong, Miss Allison?”

She said nothing, just bent down and kissed the wound before continuing the sponge bath.

Once chest and shoulder were acceptably clean, she began to re-wrap me with a clean bandage.

She had gotten very good at this over the last few days. She was slow and deliberate, and she paused often to inspect her work.

She rested a hand on my chest once I was wrapped up, and just held it there.

Her soft touch had become my favorite part of the past few days. I placed my hand over hers.

She looked up, almost surprised to find me still in the room with her.

“Right, let’s do the leg now,” she said, clearing her throat.

I pushed myself to my feet, grimacing slightly at the pain in my right leg. I kept most of my weight on the other leg and balanced with the help of a bedpost.

I was wearing a pair of short undergarments, but Allison still had to shift the garment slightly to get to the wound on my thigh.

She unwrapped the bandage, again revealing the puckered pink of healing flesh.

She dipped the sponge in the bowl and went to work cleaning.

I was likely well enough that I could have cleaned myself, but she insisted. And I would have been mad to give this up.

Her fingers were gentle, softly trailing behind the sponge and the lukewarm, soapy water.

The pain had been enough in past days that I hadn’t had much reaction to her touch, but it was different this time.

She paused at a certain point, noticing before even I did.

I was too focused on keeping myself upright that I didn’t notice she’d stopped right away.

I glanced down to find her staring at the bulge in my drawers. I wasn’t fully erect yet, but the soft touch of her hands and the sponge on my thigh had definitely gotten me started.

I went to turn myself away from her. “I’m so sorry, Miss Allison. I can handle the leg.

She grabbed my waist and slowly turned me back toward her.

She looked up at me, red eyes filled with desire. “Is it alright if I look?” she asked me.

How could I deny her that request? I nodded.

She put the sponge back in the bowl before grabbing the waistband and pulling the shorts down.

My half-erect cock fell out, almost smacking her in the face.

“Oh,” she said, a half-giggle escaping.

She glanced up at me again, silently asking for permission to do more.

The look was enough to get me more excited, and my member twitched.

“Go ahead,” I said, keeping my voice down for fear that speaking too loudly might startle her and scare her away.

She reached up with those soft hands of hers and touched me. With one hand she cupped my balls, and the other she ran slowly up and down the length of my shaft.

She watched in fascination as her light touch caused me to grow harder. She tightened her grip slightly and moved faster, stroking me with a surprising amount of enthusiasm.

She glanced up at me one more time. She wasn’t asking permission this time; she apparently just wanted to see my reaction as she leaned in and kissed my tip.

She opened her mouth and with a pop sucked me inside.

I made a surprised groan as she swirled her tongue around the head of my cock.

“Is that okay?” she asked, voice nervous as she pulled back from me.

“Very much so,” I assured her.

She placed her hands on my hips and gently guided me back to sit on the bed before spreading my legs open enough for her to kneel between them.

She bowed her head and took more of me into her mouth. She moved up and down slowly. She was inexperienced, I could tell, but that didn’t change how nice this felt.

I placed my hands on her head, grabbing a handful of hair in each. Her ears twitched excitedly at the contact. I turned one hand to run up and down the length of one of her ears. The fur was soft and exquisite.

She moaned around my member at the touch.

She pulled back up, my tip popping out of her mouth loudly. She stared up at me with hungry eyes.

“Can we do more?” she asked.

Without answering, I worked at the buttons on her blouse. Her face, already flush with desire, burned a darker red. Her desire overpowered her embarrassment, and she began to undo the buttons with me. I moved from the top as she undid from the bottom.

We met in the middle, and she allowed me the honor of opening the white shirt.

Under the blouse she was wearing an undershirt thin enough that I could make out the pink of her nipples beneath and a corset.

We both worked to untie the corset.

Allison giggled again, her cheeks still a deep red.

“What?” I asked.

“This is just so much easier to take off with help.” She glanced up at me and gave me a nervous smile.

Once we had all the knots undone, Allison peeled the ribbed cage away from herself, leaving just the undershirt.

I hooked my fingers around the bottom of the shirt and pulled it up over her head. Her heavy, pale breasts spilled out into view.

She moved to cover herself, but I caught her hands. She froze, eyes wide with embarrassment and fear.

The soft pink of her nipples held my gaze, and I memorized the texture of them before moving to study the shape of her soft breasts.

“You are gorgeous, Miss Allison,” I told her.

She gave me another shy smile, gently pulling her hands out of mine so she could push herself to her feet.

I was relieved that she didn’t cover herself. Instead, she focused on the pair of buttons on the waistband of her dress.

The black fabric fell to the ground, giving me a view of a white slip, a match for the undershirt I’d just removed.

She hesitated for just a moment, nerves almost getting the better of her. Then she slipped out of the white undergarment and stood before me in her natural state.

She hadn’t needed the corset. Her waist was narrow enough without it, and her hips were wide and plump above her well-muscled and shapely legs.

Her breasts were larger than I’d expected. Her undershirt had done a lot of work in hiding their true size. I’d known the woman was well-endowed. Any could see it, but free from fabric, the pink-tipped mountains were truly majestic.

Between her legs there was a patch of white, downy hair. The lips of her lower mouth were already parted in desire.

She stood still, her only movement the nervous twitching of her ears. I admired the shape of her as she stood there, waiting for something.

She was similarly studying me. She clearly liked what she saw. Her nipples were erect, and more and more pink was visible under the white hair between her legs.

I reached out to her, and she took my hand.

I pulled her toward me and guided her to straddle my lap. My cock rubbed against the wetness of her folds and she shuddered in anticipation.

She wrapped her arms around my neck, and I rested my hands on the pleasant slopes of her hips.

Her mouth found mine, and she kissed me with an eagerness I would not have thought possible. Her tongue darted out and pressed against my lips. I opened my mouth and moved my tongue to meet hers.

She moaned, pulling herself tighter against me.

She ground her crotch against me, moving her wet folds along the length of my shaft.

She was ready for me, that much was plain, and the moaning and whimpers she made as she kissed me told me she needed me inside her.

She moved one arm from around my neck and took my shaft in her hand. She rose slightly so she could guide me toward her opening.

“Please be gentle with me, Mr. Yuma,” she whispered as she moved me inside her.

She gasped as I slid in. She was so incredibly tight, even as wet as she was, I wasn’t able to sheath my full length.

“I’ll move slow. Let me know if you need me to stop,” I said.

I slowly pushed my hips up a fraction more, and she let out another sharper gasp. Both arms were back around my neck and she pulled me tighter against her.

I moved back down, inching back out of her, and she whimpered softly. When I moved back up, I was welcomed farther in.

With her face pressed firmly against mine, she moaned softly with every up and down movement I made. Each stroke brought me that much closer to full insertion.

The soft warmth of her walls felt incredible, and with every small advance deeper inside her, I found myself as hungry and desperate as she was.

“That feels so good, Trevor,” she gasped. “It hurts a little, but it feels so good,”

I hesitated when she told me it hurt, but she whimpered again when I stopped moving. She made a relieved moan when I started again.

“Oh, fuck,” she whined as I finally pushed myself in to the base.

“Is that okay?” I asked.

She growled in my ear. “That’s so good. Oh gods, it’s so good.”

She moved herself, grinding back and forth with me fully sheathed.

“You fit so much better than I expected,” she moaned. “I was worried you’d be too big.”

As she moved on top of me, she kissed me. Starting on my cheek, then my ear, she moved to my neck, then found my lips.

I kissed her back with as much enthusiasm as she was showing.

I also allowed myself to explore the rest of her body with my hands. Her breath hitched with every movement, both from her own movement and the touch of my fingers dragging across her soft, milky skin.

“Gods, Trevor,” she groaned. “I need you to take me.”

I knew what she meant immediately.

She rose from my lap, and my cock fell out of her. It was wet and creamy with her fluids.

I moved out of the way so she could stretch out on the bed. She balanced herself on hands and knees, back arched down so her backside was presented.

Her tail was twitching wildly as she spread her legs farther, giving me an even more perfect view of her open lips.

I settled in on my knees behind her and guided myself back inside her. Her tight walls took my entire length.

“Thank you,” she panted.

I moved myself in and out of her. With every stroke she gasped and moaned and begged for more.

She was the most insatiable woman I had ever slept with.

She came quickly the first time. Pressing herself back into me as she cried out. “Oh gods, oh gods, Trevor!”

She recovered quickly and began moving herself again.

My stamina was not what it should have been, and she realized that shortly after her second orgasm.

I was breathing heavily, my heart pounding in my chest, and my mostly healed injuries aching in time with that heartbeat.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

She slid me out of her and spun to face me.

I just smiled at her. The look of concern on her face was so adorable. Knowing she truly cared was enough for me to push through.

She realized what was going on, moving hand to mouth. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I should have thought⁠—”

I shook my head before bending down to kiss her. “I’m not done yet,” I assured her. “But mind doing a little more of the work?”

She moaned in excitement. “Please,” she said in answer.

She guided me to lie on my back, and she reinserted my still erect member. With hands resting on my chest, she moved herself up and down and back and forth.

Her breasts were a sight to behold as they bounced with every motion. The soft pink of her nipples was hypnotizing.

She orgasmed a third time, dropping her head to my chest as her legs shook and walls spasmed around me.

“Oh, oh my gods,” she whimpered.

I emptied myself inside her then, firing round after round until I was completely empty

She gasped in surprise before wrapping her arms around me and hugging me tightly. I returned the embrace as best I could.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you.”

She sat up so she could look at my face. Her eyes were misty with emotion, and a goofy grin split her face.

I placed a hand on her cheek, and she leaned into the touch, closing her eyes and sighing softly.

“Thank you, Allison,” I said. “You’re one hell of a nurse.”

She laughed before leaning back down and kissing me again.


Chapter Twenty
Plans of the Elite



After a few days of bed rest, the doctor finally gave me the okay to walk around the inn. I felt well enough to leave the building, but was informed by the small army of Moonsworn that were now renting rooms at the inn that I was not allowed to step foot outside until I was either fully healed or the situation with Baron Gowthorpe was resolved.

After my duel, the Moonsworn had investigated my claim that the baron had hired a necromancer. And while no one could find the necromancer himself, there were a few spellcasters in the posse, and they were able to confirm a few things.

At Carmilla’s prompting, they checked a few of the farms that had recently been sold to the baron and found traces of necromantic curses in the soil.

While not damning evidence of the angora noble’s involvement, it was at least a sign of foul play.

The baron had reacted to this rather strongly. He denied the accusations that more and more folks in the city were directing at him, and he pulled his now majority ownership of the mine to prevent anyone from getting close.

His small army of hired guns was now split into two forces: one guarding the rabbit’s manor, the other preventing any from even stepping foot on the road to the mine.

The folks of the Gulch saw that as a confession of guilt and requested the Moonsworn do something about it.

For their part, the lawmen agreed the baron was likely guilty, but they were in no rush to start a fight.

“We would win,” Valerie assured me one afternoon.

I was resting in the inn’s dining room, enjoying my freedom from the confines of my bed when the wolf woman showed up, and I asked how things were moving along.

“I believe that,” I agreed.

Their numbers and skill were both beyond what most of Gowthorpe’s men could contend with.

“But beyond obeying orders, I have nothing to really call them out on. And no one else in town is bringing anything else we can use against him. Just more accusations with no evidence.”

“But you believe him to be guilty?” I asked.

“Oh, I’m almost positive, but he has powerful friends. Usually, we can avoid the messy politics of rich assholes this far west.”

“So you’re afraid of what?” I asked.

“I’m not afraid of anything,” she growled at me. “But I am worried that if we take him in without solid evidence, he’ll walk. Even if he’s no longer here, he’ll be out there somewhere, doing this again.”

I couldn’t argue with that. The rules never seemed to apply in the same way to rich men. Especially rich men with richer friends.

“Another bounty hunter showed up the other day,” she said, changing the subject.

“You send him away?” I asked.

“I informed him that Allison Woodgate was off limits as long as she was in town. He seemed to accept that, but he rented a room and hasn’t left yet. I’ve had one of my men with her any time she leaves the inn, just in case.”

“Thanks for that,” I said.

“Of course.” She leaned back in her chair and studied me. “How are you feeling? You’ve been moving a lot more lately. Josef’s healing working?”

Josef was the hellkin Moonsworn. I hadn’t seen him in a few days. On his last visit to my room, he declared his powers had done all they could do, and the rest was between me and The Moon. I told Valerie as much.

“What’s the town doctor say?” she asked.

“He thinks I need another week or two of bed rest, but he said that after telling me there wasn’t really anything more he could do for me.”

Allison still came to check on me every day to change my bandages, but the wounds no longer even needed the coverings. Really, it was just an excuse for us to have a tumble. Something that I felt was helping with my recovery more than anything.

My stamina was up, if nothing else. The woman was insatiable. Not even Sonya had Allison’s drive.

“How’s the gun arm feeling?” she asked.

“That arm has been fine.” I raised the arm in question and rolled my shoulder to demonstrate.

She looked lost in thought.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Kasha Starling is currently meeting with everyone else at the mining depot. They’re trying to convince Gowthorpe to let us into the mines to kill the zombies.”

“Think it will work?” I asked.

“If he continues to deny us access, I’m going to use that as evidence that he’s, if nothing else, taking advantage of the situation. There’s bound to be some sort of law I can cite in that case.”

“I’m sure they have something out East,” I said.

She didn’t respond immediately, just sat there, hand idly rubbing a scar on her cheek as she thought.

“How’s the new revolver?” she asked.

After winning the duel, I had earned another revolver. I usually sold any weapons I won in a duel, but this was the second duel in a row where I hadn’t. The first time I’d just kept the gun on a whim. This time I’d been unconscious and unable to sell the weapon. Both dueling revolvers were now tucked away in my saddlebags.

“It was a well cared for weapon,” I said. “Haven’t decided if I’m keeping it yet or not.”

“You should,” she said. “Can be useful having a spare.”

“I guess that’s true.”

She finally looked at me and offered a friendly smile. “A pleasure talking with you, Mr. Yuma, as always. I’ll come calling again.” She rose to her feet and marched out, hand resting casually on her revolver hilt.

The next day, I was finally allowed to walk outside. Both Carmilla and Allison insisted on accompanying me on the trip.

A small circle of Moonsworn stayed in our orbit as the two women led me down the city’s smooth streets.

They each took an arm, elbows looped around mine as if I were the one escorting both of them on a pleasant walk.

The folks of the town greeted us the whole time. In just the month we’d been in town, Allison was almost as well known as Carmilla, and both women were greeted with friendly enthusiasm. I had mostly just been known as Allison’s bodyguard, but my recent duel had earned me a level of infamy with the town, and many asked after my recovery.

Valerie Rusk appeared around a corner, a small group of her men with her. She waved at us, and they fell into step with us.

“How does the freedom feel, Mr. Yuma?” she asked.

“The sun feels extra fine today, Miss Rusk,” I said.

“Good. So, who wants to hear the good news?” she asked.

Carmilla gasped. “Did they do it?”

Valerie nodded. “I think your father could have afforded to be a little more direct with his warnings, but Baron Gowthorpe finally got the message. He agreed to pull his men back from the mine entrance. We’ll be heading in tomorrow.”

“Finally!” Carmilla said.

“Please be careful in there,” I said.

“We’ll be fine,” she assured me.
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I was torn from sleep that night by the all too familiar sound of gunfire. With trained reflexes, I rolled out of my bed, drawing my revolver from the belt hanging on the bedpost.

Staying low, I moved swiftly to the window. The glass and wood shutters were open. I had no memory of opening them. Maybe Allison had before returning to her room?

Out in the night another gunshot cracked out, followed by panicked screaming. More pops of shots fired followed rapidly.

The sound was far off. I couldn’t quite place the distance, but I guessed the sound was coming from the direction of the mine. My gut told me that was correct.

I turned to rush toward the door.

A shadow dropped from above, knocking my gun from my hand.

Looking up, I saw the figure clinging to the ceiling. They were wearing a hooded robe that hid their face, but the four spider legs sticking out of the robe told me who this was. Three of the legs clung to the wood above her, and the fourth had just knocked my gun free.

The spider dropped toward me. I caught sight of something grasped in one hand. A weapon. I only just stepped back in time to dodge the attack.

After landing, she rose to her full height. She was as large as I remembered. She took a step toward me, and I instinctively swung a fist.

Her head jerked to the side, but she finished her step toward me and raised her hand again.

I could see the weapon she was holding now. It was a blade of amber crystal. I remembered those crystals. And I had a good idea what would happen if she stabbed me with that weapon.

I moved backward, reaching for my gun on the floor. She darted forward, knife flashing out toward me. I was forced to jump back faster; my fingers brushed the handle of my revolver, but I wasn’t able to scoop it up.

A long spider leg shot out and kicked the weapon across the room toward the door. She continued her forward movement, crashing into me and driving me into the wall.

I managed to get a hand up in time to grab the wrist of the hand holding the amber knife. The tip of the blade inched closer to my chest.

I wrapped both hands around the wrist, grunting with effort as I tried to push the blade away.

She placed the palm of her other hand over her clenched fist, and the knife again moved closer.

She was stronger than me, I couldn’t avoid that.

I tried to slide along the wall away from her, but her four spider limbs sprang to life, pushing and holding me against the wood.

I brought my legs up and placed them on her chest. With another grunt of effort, I kicked her back away from me.

She shot back, arms flailing to maintain her balance. As she moved away, her arms released me, and I slid down to the ground, landing hard.

I rolled just in time. She recovered quickly and darted forward again. The knife dug into the wood of the floor where I had landed.

I kicked up from my spot on the ground. I connected with her face, knocking the hood back. She glared at me with all eight eyes, her face twisted in anger and pain.

I rolled away again as she wrenched her knife from the floor and slashed at me.

Planting my feet firmly against the wall, I kicked off. I slid the short distance across the floor and under the bed.

I dragged myself to the saddlebags and reached in.

The bed above me lifted off the ground and crashed into the wall across the room.

The spider woman dove toward me, amber blade aimed at my chest.

I drew the dueling revolver from the saddlebag and fired twice.

She landed on top of me.

I pushed her limp corpse off me. The crystal knife had jerked to the side as I’d shot her, and had just missed me as she’d landed.

All this happened in a matter of seconds.

My door burst open to reveal a disheveled Allison.

“Trevor?” she asked.

I was standing over the dead spider, dueling revolver in hand.

“I’m okay,” I told her.

Outside, another round of gunfire and shouting could be heard.

“What’s happening? Who’s that?”

Instead of answering, I scooped up my fallen belt and my revolver. I didn’t have time to dress, so I threw the belt on over my drawers.

“Trevor?” Allison said, voice tinged with panic.

I put a hand on each of her shoulders. “The baron is making his move. I need to get out there and help everyone.”

I put a dueling revolver in her hands. “Lock yourself in your room. Make sure your window is closed. Don’t let anyone in until I get back.”

She nodded her understanding.

I grabbed my pants and boots as I rushed out the door. I pulled the pants on as best I could while moving, then hopped on one foot then the other as I slipped my feet into boots.

A handful of Moonsworn in a similar state of undress as me stopped in the hall. The lead man lowered the gun he’d raised.

“Are you two okay?” he demanded.

Allison was poking her head out of her room, my dueling revolver clutched between her breasts. She nodded nervously.

I was about to explain what had happened when another burst of gunfire echoed outside.

As one, we all turned toward the exit and rushed down the hall.

“Lock your door and window,” I shouted back at Allison.

“Be careful!” she shouted back at me.

“I’ll be back soon,” I promised as I rounded a corner.

Outside, far down the street, more Moonsworn were rushing toward the commotion. These men were fully dressed. They must have been on guard duty that night and hadn’t been asleep in bed when whatever was happening had first started.

My group ran after the other men. The closer we got to the sound, the more obvious it was that we were heading right for the mine. Fear tightened my chest as I grew more and more certain of what was waiting for us.

We passed the town’s second inn. More of the Moonsworn were on the inn’s wrap-around porch. Valerie Rusk stood in the center of the group, giving instructions.

She had also been asleep, apparently. She was just wearing her loose shirt. It fell down to just above her knees. Her bare legs pale compared to the sun-bronzed skin that was usually visible. Without her hat on, her hair was free to fall in messy waves down her back. Her fluffy gray tail was holding her shirt up and gave me a pleasant view of her shapely legs and round ass.

No one was focusing on her partial nudity, though. She was shouting instructions to the Moonsworn and armed townsfolk with her.

She waved at us as we approached, and we fell into place with the others gathered.

“Ma’am,” the lead Moonsworn with my group said, eyes staying above neck level as he addressed the woman.

“The undead are moving,” she said. “We have men holding the line. None have broken through yet.”

None of us were surprised by that news. If anything, it was a relief to know my suspicions had been correct.

Valerie ordered a handful of men to head toward the mines. I realized those men weren’t just dressed, but they were actually wearing their polished breastplates and padded long jackets.

She pointed to the partially dressed men with me. “You boys get dressed. We don’t need anyone not prepared for this. But don’t dawdle.”

They rushed off, no one commented on the fact that she was the least dressed of any of us.

She ordered the rest to head on down the street toward the mine, but she dropped a hand on my shoulder as I followed behind them.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she demanded.

“To help,” I said.

I could tell she wanted to argue, so I spoke over her before she could. “I have my gun, enough ammo to keep firing for a while, and you know my iron is going to do more than most.”

“You’re injured,” she argued, but her tone told me she knew I was as close to fully recovered as we could hope for.

“You can’t stop me,” I said. “I’m not Moonsworn.”

She scowled. The scars on her face made the effect even more impressive.

“If you get in the way, I’ll shoot you myself,” she growled.

She stepped aside and let me follow after her men.

The rate of gunfire increased as I left the town proper and drew closer to the mine. I hadn’t been able to visit this part of town before, but found it looked mostly how I would have expected. Even in the dark of the night, I could see the shapes of the buildings and the belts that led from the mine.

There was a shallow cut through the mountain leading to the mine entrance. It was narrow enough that only three of us could stand beside each other as we moved. It was a good choke point, and I hoped the Moonsworn were using it appropriately.

When I finally arrived with the others at the entrance, I saw they were using it effectively.

Several wagons and handcarts had been appropriated for the defense of the town and were set up blocking the narrow path.

The path itself widened right in front of the mine entrance, leaving an area of large open ground before the cave opening presented itself.

That open area was filled with shambling corpses. Many of them were more crystal than flesh, and I wondered at how long they’d been left to fester in the dark of the mountain.

Almost a dozen Moonsworn were posted on the walls of the small canyon, rifles in hand. Their gunfire was responsible for most of what we could hear in town. There was an urgency to what they did, but they weren’t rushing themselves. Every shot was taken with careful aim, and at least one zombie fell in a shower of dusted crystal every time a gun cracked.

The Moonsworn on the ground were set up behind their impromptu barricades with swords and spears in hand. Any undead that made it to the narrow path were stabbed until they stopped moving. There was an impressive mound of unmoving bodies in front of the first barricade, almost acting as another.

With a little help from one of the Moonsworn, I scrambled up the steep slope of one wall.

One rifleman glanced up at my arrival. “Yuma. Nice of you to join us,” he said, shifting over for me to take a spot at his side.

From the elevated position, I could make out more of what was happening in front of the mine entrance.

The opening was a swarming mass of crystal-infected bodies. The entrance was half-clogged with the zombies already taken out by the sharpshooters.

The barricade of flesh and crystal was effectively slowing the horde behind it. It was a lucky thing the Moonsworn had set up a watch on the mine and been able to clog this opening before too many zombies escaped.

There was still a steady stream of shambling corpses from the opening, but it was slow enough that the Moonsworn down below could keep up.

I considered firing my revolver into the mine, but I worried that the effects of my Moon blessed weapon would destroy the wall of unmoving bodies and open the floodgates for the still mobile zombies.

I opted instead to fire into the space between the mine and the chokepoint at the start of the narrow path.

Each of my rounds disintegrated two or three undead. After emptying my cylinder three times, along with the precision shots of the sharpshooters and the men on the ground blocking the path, the open space in front of the entrance was almost empty of zombies. The slowed flow from the entrance was now completely manageable.

A hand brushed my arm, and I turned to find Valerie Rusk standing next to me.

The dark-skinned woman rested her hand in the crook of my arm as she surveyed the mostly stable battlefield. Her eyes glowed white with reflected moonlight.

She’d dressed herself since I’d seen her last. She was wearing the Moonsworn silver breastplate under the long, padded coat. She was also wearing the same poncho she’d had on the first time I’d met her.

“Miss Rusk,” I said.

“Mr. Yuma,” she answered, not looking up from her study of the killing grounds.

“What are you thinking, Ma’am?” I asked.

The other men around us were glancing up at the woman between their shots. I’d already seen how much these men respected her, but it was even more obvious now.

Many of these men were twice my age or more. I wondered what this woman had done to earn that respect. She did possess a Moon blessed revolver. Was it just that? Not that being gifted such a weapon was a simple matter.

“How do you boys feel about a little exploring?” she asked.

“You want to head in there?” I asked.

Instead of answering, she drew her revolver. She shouted down into the narrow pass below us. “I’m opening the door. Get ready for some guests.”

The men gathered below shouted a chorus of “Yes, Ma’am.”

Victoria took aim and fired once.

I expected her gun to do the same thing as mine. It did not.

There was no blinding burst of moonlight from the barrel. It was just the crack of a revolver firing in the night.

One zombie attempting to push its way through the narrow opening fell to the ground as its mostly crystal head shattered. A heartbeat later, farther back in the cave, there was a burst of light and white fire swept forward, erasing the shambling corpses and the wall of unmoving ones.

She glanced up, grinning at my shocked expression. “What? Doesn’t yours do that?”

“Not quite,” I said.

“Interesting. Maybe the Lady has a favorite?” she teased.

It didn’t take long for more undead to fill the space that had just been cleared by Valerie’s white fire.

“How many do you think are in there?” she asked.

“Can’t be that many left, can there?” The man beside us said.

“You’d hope so,” I said.

I took aim and fired into the new mass of corpses.

While it wasn’t as flashy as Valerie’s had been, my shot cut a barrel sized path through the swarm. A dozen zombies fell to the ground in pieces.

Valerie wrinkled her nose. “Bit messy, isn’t it?”

“Does the job,” I said.

She fired another shot, and another wave of fire cleared the opening.

Then she turned and called out names. The men she named rose to their feet. “You boys are coming with me and Mr. Yuma here,” she slapped me in the chest with the back of her gloved hand. “Everyone else, you stay out here and make sure not a single one of those dead sons of bitches gets past you, understood?”

There was another chorus of “Yes, Ma’am.”

“You ready, Yuma?” she asked me.

In response, I holstered my weapon and slid down to approach the mine.

Valerie and the others she’d selected followed closely behind. There were shouts of encouragement and warnings to be careful from the rest of the Moonsworn.

Lanterns were lit, and we headed down into the darkness.


Chapter Twenty-One
Duel for Forsaker's Gulch



We fell into a routine as we moved deeper and deeper into the tunnels of the mine. At every new turn in the path, we would encounter another shambling mass of undead. Either Valorie or I would fire into the packed group.

If I fired, the other gunmen with us would pick off any that were still moving. If Valerie did the honors, once the fire snuffed out, there was rarely anything left behind.

At every branch in the tunnels, we would wait, picking off the zombies that came for us from deeper down each path. Eventually only one path would have any undead left, and we would continue down that path, going off the assumption that the tunnels that no longer had any bodies likely were dead ends.

One of the other men had been thoughtful enough to bring a stick of chalk with him, and he marked every tunnel. If we had to backtrack, we would at least be able to find our way back easily enough.

After the slow, careful march had been going on for several hours, we were all getting low on ammunition. If it hadn’t been for Valerie and me carrying Moon Blessed weapons, we would have run out much sooner.

As it was, we were attempting to conserve rounds. At my suggestion, the rest of us had given Valerie any extra bullets we had. Her revolver’s fire was the most efficient method of clearing out the corpses. The rest of us each had a full cylinder we were saving for if we needed them, but until necessary we settled for using weapons intended for a more personal touch.

Most of the Moonsworn carried large knives or cavalry swords as part of their kit. Valerie was generous enough to let me use her knife.

The weapon was more sword than knife, honestly. Its blade was wider than my hand and as long as my forearm. There was no grace to the weapon, but it somehow felt appropriate for the wolf woman.

My memory of that Forsaker camp all those years ago had convinced me that fighting through these mines would be close to impossible. But I was surprised to find that we were thinning the herd quite effectively.

From far back near the entrance, there was a very brief symphony of gunfire, which likely meant we had missed some zombies on our way. But the deeper we went, the smaller the groups we encountered became.

Eventually, instead of the tunnels being blocked by dozens of undead, we were running into groups of four or five at most.

Valerie stopped using her revolver entirely and allowed the rest of us to hack the zombies to pieces instead.

I lost track of time in the darkness of the tunnels. Periodically, more undead would shamble into our lantern light. The deeper into the mine we went, the sparser their numbers. I was starting to think we actually had a chance of completely wiping these monsters out. If we were able to find where the necromancer was hiding, we would actually pull this off.

Think the demon’s name.

The tunnel we were following turned a corner and we found ourselves in a large cavern. From what I could tell, it appeared to be a natural cave. Or, at least, had been before its current resident moved in and made things decidedly unnatural.

There were lanterns hanging all around the cavern, the light an odd blue shade. Against one wall there was a comfortable living space. Complete with a bed, table and chairs, and a large fur rug.

On the far end of the chamber, the gorgon necromancer was hunched over an upturned mine cart. A corpse was spread out in front of him, and he was urgently pulling out the dead man’s innards.

He glanced over his shoulder, his yellow eyes narrowing at our appearance. He didn’t seem overly concerned at our appearance.

“Are you the ones undoing all my work?” he asked.

Around him was a scattering of corpses. I suspected they were the last of his supply.

As I studied the dead men, an amber crystal pushed its way out of the eye socket of one corpse. There was a pop as the eye was destroyed.

The body jerked as the crystal reanimated it. It sat up with a low growl.

One of the Moonsworn with me drew his revolver and shot the zombie through its crystal eye, returning it to its immobile state.

The gorgon didn’t flinch at the gunshot. Just stared at the now permanently dead zombie. He let out a world-weary sigh. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

He glared at us again. “Moonsworn? I was told you wouldn’t be a problem.”

“Someone lied to you, then,” Valerie said, aiming her gun at the snake man.

The necromancer shrugged. “Make it quick, then.”

He turned his body full toward us and spread his arms out.

As he did, the half-dozen dead bodies scattered around the room jerked to life at the same time.

We all drew our weapons and aimed toward the sudden movement. All the undead were shot before they could rise fully.

But the damage had been done.

Next to me, one of the Moonsworn let out a pained cry that cut off abruptly.

Glancing over, I found an amber crystal stabbed through his throat.

He staggered backward, hand falling away from the wound. His eyes rolled back in his head as he turned to the man on his other side and sank his teeth into that man’s shoulder.

The second man had enough time to realize what was happening. He met my gaze, eyes pleading.

“Sorry, friend,” I said to him as I raised my gun.

He gave me a grateful smile before I pulled the trigger, killing him and the newly created zombie that was still latched onto his shoulder.

Behind me Valerie was cursing, and I spun to find her watching in horror as the rest of her men were tearing into each other.

I grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled her behind me. One more bullet and I killed the Moonsworn zombies.

Valerie threw my hand off her shoulder and charged across the cavern toward the necromancer.

“You son of a bitch,” she snarled.

Her tail was straight out behind her, fur bristling.

She raised her gun one more time as the gorgon was pulling his hands from pockets, more sharpened crystals in hand.

Valerie fired again.

The gorgon didn’t move at all. A hole just appeared in the center of his bald head. A white flame slowly spread out from the hole and consumed his flesh.

Valerie bent over and vomited onto the stone floor of the cavern.

I knew it wasn’t the violence. It was the fact that she had just lost so many friends and comrades in an instant. I had lived through similar experiences.

I stepped up beside her and placed a comforting hand on her back.

When she was done emptying herself on the floor, she stood up straight.

“Sorry,” she said.

“Nothing to apologize for,” I reassured her.

She shook her head. “Lost control for a second there.”

She glanced back toward what was left of her comrades.

“Take all the time you need,” I told her.

“No, we need to get back to the others,” she said.

I picked up one of the dropped lanterns and waited for her at the cavern entrance.

She paused over the body of one of her friends. “I’ll be back for you,” she promised the dead man. Then she rose, and the two of us made our way back toward the outside world.

“Do you hear that?” Valerie asked as we were nearing the exit.

Her ears were twitching from whatever it was she could hear.

“No, what is it?” I asked.

“Sounds like gunfire.”

We both started running faster.

As we moved farther, I could hear the gunshots as well. They were slightly muffled, which likely meant they were coming from outside the mine.

There was a familiar rhythm to the shots, I realized. This wasn’t the Moonsworn picking off leftover undead. There were two sides to this conflict.

I couldn’t explain how I knew that. But there was just a familiar back and forth to the shots. A heated argument with fire and powder and lead.

The opening in the rock came into view. Framed by the circle of rock with the night sky as a backdrop, we saw the Moonsworn fighting for their lives.

They had moved the wagons they’d been using as barricades. They now sat in a circle in the center of the open space in front of the mine. The Moonsworn were all hunkered down behind the barriers of wood.

I could now see the pattern I’d been able to only hear earlier. They hid behind their shield of wagons as enemies, still unseen by Valerie and me, fired on them. The wood of the wagons splintered and dissolved under the rain of lead. Then, when they could, the Moonsworn rose from hiding to return fire.

Their defense was imperfect, though. Whoever was attacking them had the advantage of higher ground. As we watched, multiple men fell, silver breastplates pocked with bullet holes and stained with blood.

Valerie and I pushed ourselves to run faster. As we reached the opening, we both already had weapons drawn. We stepped out and raised our Moon Blessed revolvers. Without consulting each other, we each chose a side and opened fire.

I recognized the folks attacking the lawmen. It was Baron Gowthorpe’s men, obviously. They were surrounding the Moonsworn from the top of the slopes that surrounded the path to the mine and the large open space.

I was standing on the left side, facing out, so I fired in that direction while Valerie fired on the right.

I fanned the hammer of my revolver, firing six shots in the time it took most men to fire one.

Seven men who had been aiming rifles down at the men below turned to nothing, only the sound of gunfire echoing off the rock walls and their boots to let anyone know they had ever existed.

I ducked back inside the cave, back to the wall as I reloaded. I only had a handful of rounds left. Valerie and I had split what rounds were left as we’d made our way back to the exit.

Valerie popped in behind me an instant later. Strange shadows played against the wall of the cave for a moment before vanishing. The white fire of her revolver burned fast and hot. There had been the shape of dying men in those shadows for an instant.

Our eyes met for a moment. Determination and anger were written plain on her beautiful, scarred face.

She gave me a nod before she rolled back out, firing the instant she was in open air.

I followed behind her.

I fired off two more shots, timing my shots just right to punch barrel-sized holes through four men.

There was an angry cry above me. I spun in time to see the krag. The rock creature had climbed up right above the mine’s entrance.

He was aiming his massive sidearm, essentially just a modified trench gun, at Valerie. I dove to the side, tackling the woman out of the way.

The krag was firing slugs. The round left a crater the size of my head in the ground where Valerie had been standing.

From her back, Valerie fired up at the krag. The bullet hit the krag’s chest, a wave of white fire spread out over the rocky skin, leaving nothing even resembling a scar.

The krag let out a cruel laugh as he aimed his weapon again.

I fired up, hitting his wrist.

The rock monster screamed in pain as the foot-thick rock limb exploded. His hand fell to the ground as he gripped what was left of the arm with his other hand.

I fired again, this time at one of his ankles. He tumbled to the ground, now missing both a hand and a foot.

Valerie and I scrambled out of the way as the krag crashed to the earth.

I didn’t bother checking to see if he was still alive. He wasn’t moving or making any sounds after hitting the ground.

I returned my focus to the now dwindling shooters above us.

Then the ground under my feet exploded, and I was thrown back against the stone of the mountain.
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My head was ringing from the explosion and a heavy impact with stone to skull. Next to me, Valerie was limp. She’d lost her hat in the explosion, and blood poured down over her face.

I didn’t have time to check if she was breathing before someone began shouting over the gunfire.

“Alright, gentlemen, we’re all going to put our weapons down and talk this through.”

Mason Drubridge was marching up the narrow path toward the stuck in Moonsworn. His voice carried surprisingly well. Even dazed as I was, I recognized immediately what he was doing. It was an old battlefield commander trick. A simple spell that could project the speaker’s voice over the sound of men fighting and dying.

Drubridge was wearing his dueling revolver on his left hip, left arm resting casually on the hilt. In his right hand he held another weapon in a loose grip at his side.

His boys cheered at his arrival. One of them, the jackie that always gave me a hard time at the Baron’s gate, rose with rifle in hand and fired down into the huddle of lawmen.

One of the Moonsworn dropped, hand clasped over a fresh wound.

Drubridge aimed his revolver up the wall at the jackie. The rabbit exploded in a shower of dirt and gore. “I said we were all putting our weapons down and talking this through,” he said.

A Moonsworn rose and aimed a rifle at Drubridge. The old gunslinger shot first. The wagon the man was hiding behind turned into a pile of burning splinters. The Moonsworn fell back, rifle dropping from his hand.

“Guns on the floor,” Drubridge said, pointing with his sidearm.

The ringing in my head was subsiding, and I could finally comprehend what I was seeing. Demonhorn. Mason Drubridge had a Demonhorn weapon.

“Do what he says,” Valerie shouted from beside me.

I hadn’t even noticed her sitting up.

There was a palpable relief from the Moonsworn at hearing their commander’s voice. They all obeyed her order and dropped weapons to the ground.

“Now, my boys are going to hang on to their weapons,” Drubridge said, waving up at his men. “But none of them are going to shoot unless I tell them to. And I ain’t gonna tell them to unless you folks do something foolish, understood?”

Drubridge walked around the clearing until he was standing in front of Valerie and me.

“Good to see you’re still alive, kid,” he said.

He’d dropped the spell, and his voice was low enough that only Valerie and I could hear him.

He squatted down so he could look me in the eye. “I’m guessing you killed the snake.”

I nodded. “And all his little toys.”

He seemed relieved at that. “For what it’s worth, I hated this plan. But the boss doesn’t pay me to feel bad for folks.”

Of course he knew, but having him confirm it stung a little. I liked this man. I’d considered him a friend. Part of me had wanted to believe that he was ignorant of Gowthorpe’s plans. That part mourned his friend now.

“Now what?” I asked.

He sighed long and deep. “Boss wants all the lawmen dead.”

Valerie tensed at that, hand twitching toward her empty holster. She’d dropped her weapon when Drubridge had shot the ground at our feet.

“None of that now, Miss,” he said without looking away from me. “That’s an order I don’t plan on following unless I have to. We’re going to figure out an amenable solution for all of us.”

“I don’t know if that’s possible, Mason,” I said.

He thought about that. “You’re probably right. But I really don’t want to kill you, kid. And if we kill the Moonsworn, that new bounty hunter that showed up last night is going to try to take Miss Allison. I don’t want that either.”

My heart sank even farther.

“No matter what happens here, Trevor, I’ll protect the girl for you. Least I can do. Nadia and I like the little lady. Besides, I may not be the most pious man, but I am a duelist at heart. I will honor the outcome of a duel.”

“Always?” I asked.

His eyes lit up, and he smiled, his thick white mustache twitching. “You thinking what I’m thinking, kid?”

“I win, you let us walk. The Moonsworn arrest Gowthorpe,” I said.

“And if I win?”

“Miss Rusk, her men, and Miss Allison. You let them ride out. Promise me you won’t hurt the folks of the town. But you let everyone leave, and they don’t stop you or your boss from doing whatever it is he’s trying to do.”

Valerie growled beside me. Drubridge glanced over at her. “Can you agree to those terms, Miss?”

Her face twisted in anger, but she took a deep breath and nodded. “If you win, we will leave Forsaker’s Gulch. If those are the conditions you two settle on.” She pointed up with a shaky, blood-covered hand. “I don’t have time to get any water, but The Lady Moon is watching.”

The old man and I both glanced up to observe the serene face of the moon.

Drubridge grinned at that. “Good enough for me. Give me a moment. I think I saw your gun bounce over here somewhere.”

He rose and turned to face the waiting men. Both his own hired army and the lawmen were waiting patiently while their leaders discussed terms.

“Good news, everyone, Mr. Yuma and myself are going to settle this the old-fashioned way.”

The Baron’s men cheered at that.

It took a little work to set up our arena. Valerie explained the situation to her men, and they went to work removing the wagons from the clearing. None of them seemed thrilled about the duel, but they accepted their commander’s word.

I found my revolver where I’d dropped it earlier. It was undamaged by the explosion caused by Drubridge’s Demonhorn.

I reloaded the cylinder and met Drubridge in the center of our impromptu dueling grounds.

“Any special rules you want to use?” he asked.

“We use these.” I patted my Moon Blessed iron and pointed to his Demonhorn.

Now that I was close enough, I could see the handle was a dark red, almost black, material. Folks could be forgiven for mistaking it for wood, but it was clearly Demonhorn. The grain was too chaotic to be anything else.

He raised a brow, his mustache twitching in amusement. “Okay.”

He drew his weapon, opening the cylinder and replacing the rounds he’d fired earlier.

We chose to forgo the formalities. As far as we were concerned, Valerie had already sanctified this duel.

I stood with my back to the mine, and he stood, framed by the narrow pass back to Forsaker’s Gulch.

The Baron’s men gathered on the top of the walls to my left, and the Moonsworn on the right. Both groups were tired and nervous. I just hoped they would respect the outcome of whatever happened here.

Drubridge had assured both Valerie and me that they would respect the outcome, no matter what happened. None of his boys would stop the arrest of their boss if I won.

We watched each other, Mason Drubridge and I. I noted every twitch of his fingers, every tiny change to his face. And likewise, his eyes darted up and down, catching every little movement I made.

He moved first. His revolver left holster so fast I almost wasn’t able to register it. But his eyes had narrowed at just that moment.

I drew and fired once. The space between us flared with bright red flame as my bullet intercepted his.

The sudden light blinded me for a moment. I dove to the side and fired where he had been standing when I could still see.

There was the crash of a Demonhorn round exploding behind me, and the crumbling of rock in front of me.

I blinked away the blindness from the first flash of light to find Drubridge aiming at me again. There was a clean hole through the rock behind him from my last shot.

I rolled away again as the ground where I’d been standing exploded in a shower of fire and dirt.

I threw my weapon up and fanned the hammer back five times. The rock wall of our arena sprouted five more craters in a perfect row.

Drubridge dropped his weapon to the ground. He was missing everything from his left shoulder down to his hip. A perfect crescent moon erased from his body.

I rushed over to the man to catch him as he fell.

His mouth moved as though he were laughing, but the only sound was a wet gurgle.

“Good shot, kid.” His voice was weak. “Mind letting Nadia know what happened.” He coughed up a stream of blood that stained his mustache. “Oh, she’s going to be mad at me.” His eyes dimmed, and he died in my arms.


Chapter Twenty-Two
Endings and Beginnings



Just as Drubridge had promised, his men respected the outcome of the duel. Almost to the man they carried duelist revolvers. The duel was a way of life, a religion, for men like that.

The baron, for his part, actually impressed me in the end. When the surviving Moonsworn marched into his estate, he went without a fight.

“Thanks for your help,” Valerie said to me as the two of us watched the baron climb into the back of a carriage.

The man’s wives all watched with expressionless faces. Behind them, the estate’s servants were already working at loading wagons for the women. None of them would stay in Forsaker’s Gulch, it seemed.

Members of the local Surveyor’s guild were there as well, going over the baron’s various holdings to determine what could be put back on rotation as available land, and what would just be distributed to the residents of the city.

“Happy to help, Ma’am,” I said.

“One of these days I want to hear the story of how you got that gun,” she said, tapping my holster.

“I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.”

She smiled at that. “You’re gonna have to buy me a drink first, Mr. Yuma.”

The carriage carrying the baron left at first light. He was being taken back to Deepwell and then likely to Crownfall for trial. A handful of Moonsworn stuck around to gather statements for the trial.

Valerie also insisted on staying in town for a few days. Just to ensure my duel with the last bounty hunter was respected. Apparently another hunter had shown up the night before looking for Allison, and none of the lawmen wanted to see the woman taken away.

As for the town itself, word spread quickly among the locals. Kasha Starling immediately proposed a celebration marking the imminent reopening of the mine.

Most folks knew he really just wanted to celebrate the fall of his biggest political rival in town, but no one said too much in that regard.

Tables were set up all along Main Street. Those tables were filled with food and drink provided by the citizens of the Gulch.

Valerie Rusk and I were the guests of honor. Kasha insisted we were seated at the head of the table.

The whole city was in attendance. Even those who had been loyal friends of the baron up to that point. And that included a handful of the angora’s hired guns. More than a few of those men had settled down in Forsaker’s Gulch. Had found wives and had children while they’d worked for the baron.

Nadia was not in attendance. I’d found her the night before, while the baron was being arrested, and told her what Drubridge had asked.

She had been understandably upset with me. Had cried and hit me. But she’d also let me hug her to my chest until her sobbing was done.

She left town with the baron’s first wife.

The celebration went all day. It was barely past noon, and most folks were already drunk. Anyone who could play an instrument was recruited to perform, and everyone else was on their feet dancing when they weren’t eating or drinking.

I sat back as much as I could, content to just watch the party. Though when asked, I joined in. Both Allison and Carmilla dragged me into the street to dance with them multiple times throughout the day.

It was getting to be late afternoon, and the celebration was still dragging on, though it had calmed slightly. Most folks were now too tired for dancing, and had settled into comfortable conversation with one another.

I had found a relatively secluded spot on the front porch of the general store and was resting with my back against the wall.

Allison was with me, head resting on my shoulder as she drifted in and out of sleep. She had overdone it with the drink earlier and was still sobering up.

Carmilla was in the middle of a large group of locals who were laughing at something Kasha had said.

The nocturne woman occasionally glanced up at me and smiled. She had promised me I would be thanked properly later, and I was eagerly awaiting my reward.

Valerie had vanished an hour or so earlier. Called away on some business by another Moonsworn.

I was fairly certain that was a ruse, though. The woman didn’t seem to enjoy the attention that was being showered on her, and I suspected she just wanted to get away from that.

“Mind if I join you?” an unfamiliar voice asked.

I looked up to find a man dressed for the trail. He wore a revolver at his hip and spurs on his boots. The lit stub of a cigar rolled around between his lips.

“You must be the bounty hunter I’ve heard so much about,” I said. “Please have a seat.”

He nodded gratefully and sat down in an empty chair. He didn’t look at me or Allison, content to study the celebrating townsfolk. “The lupus woman explained the situation to me,” he said. “Miss Woodgate-Blackburn is off limits for as long as she is in Forsaker’s Gulch. I’ll respect that. I’ve also been listening to the tales of your prowess as a duelist all day. So, I’m not going to risk challenging you. But, as a professional courtesy, I thought you should just be made aware. Even if it’s not me, someone will find her. They won’t stop coming. You gotta know that.”

“I know,” I said. “But as long as they keep coming, I’ll keep killing them.”

He snorted at that. “Fair enough. Well, I’ll leave you to your party.” He went to rise.

“Wait.” Allison had stirred from her partial slumber.

The man glanced at her. “Miss?”

“What if I returned the Deed Note?” she asked. “Do you think that would satisfy my father?”

He considered that. “It would satisfy me. I’d get paid. And I’m happy to tell the rabbit whatever he wants to hear.”

“Can you wait here?” she asked the man.

He nodded and settled back fully into his chair.

She jumped to her feet and rushed off.

“She serious?” the bounty hunter asked me.

“I think so,” I said.

Sure enough, she returned shortly, something clasped tightly to her chest.

She stood in front of the bounty hunter and held out her hand.

He opened his own hand and accepted the slip of paper she gave him.

His eyes opened in surprise and recognition.

“You were serious,” he said.

“Tell him you killed me,” she said. “I left town and ran when you showed up. You had no choice.”

He nodded as he slipped the Deed Note into his breast pocket. “I had no choice. If I’d wasted time, your bodyguard would have found me, and that would have ended badly for me. I’m sure your father will understand the pressure I was under.”

“I’m sure,” she said.

He rose to his feet and tipped his hat. “Miss, Sir. It was a pleasure to meet you. Thank you for your understanding of the situation. I hope whatever waits down your next trail is pleasant.”

He strode away, whistling happily to himself.

Once he was out of sight, Allison slumped down next to me and rested against me. She sighed deeply. “Well, damn,” she said.

“What are you going to do now?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Maybe the tailor here needs a seamstress? Or I could try my hand at mining. I bet I’d be able to do that. Don’t you?”

I laughed as I pulled her into a hug. “For what it’s worth, I think you did the right thing. I know men like your father. He wouldn’t have stopped. The hunter was right about that.”

“I know,” she said softly. “I’d just really convinced myself I was going to pull it off.”

We both sat in our thoughts for a while. “Do you still want to pull it off?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Do you want your own homestead? Or would you rather be here? Working as a seamstress or a miner?”

She considered that as she watched the clouds move above us. “I would have liked to try. I know I’m not anyone’s idea of a rancher or farmer, or anything close. But I really wanted to try.”

I rose and held out my hand. “Come with me.”

She narrowed her eyes suspiciously, but she took my hand and let me pull her to her feet.

I led her back to the inn. Several folks shouted after us, but I assured them we’d be right back.

Thankfully, the dead spider woman had been removed from my room. It was still a mess, with the bed shattered against the wall. But my saddlebags were untouched. Allison had returned my dueling revolver, so I now had both in there, along with my new Demonhorn weapon I’d claimed from Drubridge.

I opened one of the bags and felt around until I found the hidden pocket. It wouldn’t have been too hard for anyone else to find it, but it was harder if you didn’t know it was there.

Inside was a stack of papers. Small slips about as wide as my palm. I pulled out the entire stack and handed it to Allison.

Her eyes widened. “These are Deed Notes,” she said.

“Last I counted, I have about fifty of them.”

“How?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Payments for jobs. I occasionally have to kill a Deed Hunter. Gifts from dying friends. You know how it goes.”

There were supposed to be two more in that pile, but I’d refused Carmilla’s payment.

Her mouth opened and closed as she tried to find the words. I understood how she felt. For most folks, this was a fortune. In that moment, she may have been wealthier than her father. Certainly more than Baron Gowthorpe.

“Take as many as you need,” I said.

“What?” she asked, looking away from the notes to me.

“I don’t plan on using them. But I’d be honored to help you with your dream.”

Her hands were shaking as she placed the pile on the floor. “Are you sure?” she asked.

“I am.”

She hesitated, then slipped a single note from the top. “On one condition,” she said.

“Oh?” I asked. Amused that she would try to bargain with me as though she were the one doing the favor.

“I’m just taking one. Enough for my own small homestead. But I want you to come with me. Help me pick the right place. I don’t really know what I’m looking for, or what questions I should ask the Surveyors. Will you help me with that?”

“That was non-negotiable as far as I was concerned,” I told her.

She smiled. “Then here.” She picked up the pile and handed it back to me. She looked down at the single note she’d taken and held it to her chest as though it were the most precious gift she’d ever been given.

“We can visit the Surveyor’s Hall tomorrow,” I told her. “They’re a little preoccupied today.”

“Okay,” she said, voice cracking slightly.

“Shall we head back to the party?” I asked.
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I slept in Allison’s room that night. She was as insatiable as always, but eventually we both found enough time to fall asleep.

“Welcome back, my knight,” the Lady Moon said to me as I dreamed.

“My Lady,” I said.

I was surprised to be there. But I had long since learned not to question the when or how of our brief visits.

“You did well, my knight,” she told me.

She rose from her tree trunk throne and approached me. She spread out on the soft white grass of her domain and pulled me down to lie with her.

“What will you do now?” she asked.

I told her of my plan to help Allison redeem her Deed Note. “If she’ll let me, I’ll travel with her to her new land. Help her get set up. Make sure she has a good support system. Then I don’t know. I’ve been away from Deepwell for a long time now. Sonya and Emmerich are probably worried about me.”

She said nothing, just made a contented sound in her chest.

“My Lady?” I asked.

“Yes?”

“Is that the right thing to do?”

“Is it what you would like to do?”

I thought about that. Actually thought about it.

“No,” I said finally.

“What then?” She sat up, resting on her elbows so she could look me in the eyes.

“I think I want to stay with Allison. For a while, at least. I… Damn, I think I want to settle down. Claim some land.”

Her smile widened.

“I don’t think I’m allowed to do that, though,” I said.

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. What about Sonya?”

“You do need her, as she needs you. Are you abandoning her if you do this?”

“Maybe.” I thought about that. Maybe there was a solution. Either way, I would need to return to Deepwell sooner than later.

“You must follow the trail as it is laid out in your heart, my knight. Allison needs you, and you need her. Just as you need Sonya. Even Carmilla, and my other knight.”

“Valerie?” I asked.

She nodded.

“I need her?” I asked.

“Do you not? I thought the two of you made a wonderful team.”

I couldn’t argue with that. And I enjoyed the wolf woman’s company. But was the Lady suggesting what I thought she was?

“How many?” I asked finally.

“How many what?”

“How many notes do I redeem? How much land do I claim?”

“Don’t get too greedy,” she answered with a laugh. “But whatever you do, make sure the land has rolling hills, and grass, and wildflowers, and a view of the moon. So I may always watch over you, my love.”

She leaned in and kissed me gently.
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Allison was up before I was the next morning. She was already dressed for the day and nervously pacing back and forth.

“G’morning,” I said.

She froze and spun on me. “Oh! Good morning, Mr. Yuma.”

“I think we’ve gone a little beyond Mr. Yumas and Miss Woodgates, don’t you, Allison?” I asked.

She smiled. “I think so, too. Sorry. My mother raised me to always be a proper lady. Titles are important for some reason.”

I sat up and stretched. Glancing down, I noticed a red wildflower sitting on the bedside table. As I rose to my feet, I picked it up.

“For you,” I said, showing Allison the flower.

She blinked in surprise. “Where did that come from?”

Instead of answering, I placed the flower in her hair at the base of one of her ears. “I wanted to discuss something with you,” I said.

“What’s that?” she noticed the serious tone in my voice.

“I’ve been thinking about this for a while, even if I couldn’t admit it to myself,” I said. I paused, still working out the proper order of these words.

“What is it?” she pressed.

“I know you only wanted a small homestead. But what if we redeemed enough notes for a proper farm or ranch?”

She blinked at that. “I don’t know if I could manage that much land by myself,” she said.

I shook my head. “That’s not what I meant. We. Us. If you’re willing, I would like to come with you. Not just to help you set up a new life for yourself, but I’d like to be a part of that life. If you’d have me.”

She stepped back, eyes wide with surprise, hands clenched between her breasts. “You’re serious?”

“I am. There’s a lot I still need to figure out. But I know I want this.”

She rushed forward, hands clasping mine. “You’re serious?” she repeated, eyes bright with hope.

“I am.”

“I would really like that.”
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