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Synopsis:
Episode 2 of a 4 part Steampunk Fantasy set in an alternate universe. For Captain Jack Grant, the hunt has just begun. Can he capture the elusive Raven Steele, or will she slip through his grasp? As both sides take on new alliances, they will find that one will be an honest partner, one will fall, and one will betray them all.
 




Be as gentle as a dove but as cunning as a viper.
 Preserve one's self with intellect, 
 and know when it is time to be either the dove or the viper.
 
RAVEN’S TRAVELLING DRESS covered her from neck to ankle, but she could not rid herself of the feeling she was exposed. Although she wore fewer petticoats than was fashionable, the extra fabric still weighed her down. The corset she wore fit snugly about her waist, and the ribbed leather held her in a comfortable hug. But without her crossbow and quiver, she could never be at ease.
“Madam, the Grommet Dirigible is set to leave at 12:15 for Westmoreland.” The conductor covered a yawn with the back of his hand and punched a stamp across the tickets before pushing them through the window. “Platform 9, please.”
Raven nodded and placed a hand on Darius’s shoulder. She clamped her mouth against the pain in her leg and walked straight but slow. A small crowd milled about the station, and no one gave the pair a second glance. She kept alert and guided Darius toward the small café under the harbor’s clock. They took a seat at a table toward the middle. No one ever paid attention to the people in the middle of the crowd. They’d draw more attention if they were toward the edge.
A green patina gave the leaves and vines of the wrought copper café chairs the illusion of life. Nine tables were laid out in a semi-circle on the patio, and Raven had chosen the one nearest the middle. On the edge, two men in business suits read the paper over their tea.
 The boy still wore farmer’s trousers held up by red suspenders. It made her chest ache to look at him, but she smiled anyway. He looked more like Gregory than the duke’s son now. His skin had lost its pallor and become ruddy from playing in the autumn sun. “What’s in Westmoreland?”
“It’s the closest we can get to the Preston Woods by airship. From there, we’ll take a short train ride to Moorshead. I’ll have to find directions when we arrive there.”
“I wish Nikki could have come aboard with us.”
“The dog will be fine in the cargo hold. They wouldn’t allow her in the passenger compartment.”
The boy shook his head and lowered it a bit. “When I travelled by airship before, Nikki was allowed.”
Raven leaned forward in a like manner and whispered, “They might allow the baron’s dog, but not a farm boy’s.”
Darius’ eyebrows scrunched together before his eyes grew wider. A smile formed on his lips. “Oh.” 
Raven winked at him. The waiter arrived and lifted an eyebrow with his pen at the ready. She set her menu down delicately. “A spot of tea and some biscuits should be enough.”
The boy chattered almost incessantly, and though she paid attention to him, she also needed to keep an eye on the crowd so no surprises would come their way. The two men at the table on the edge kept her focus. Both read a newspaper and sat across from each other. She tilted her head slightly to see the headline better on the paper nearest her. A drawing of a woman in black with a crossbow covered the lower quarter of the page. The eyebrows were a bit thick, and the malice in her eyes exaggerated. Over the drawing, her name stood out in bold along with WANTED in red letters. She straightened in her chair and turned her away, making a conscious effort to keep her lids lowered. The last thing she needed to do was draw attention to what she may have been looking at.
She cleared her throat and scanned the station with her direct vision as well as her periphery. A fondness for counting had always been her comfort. She counted the heads of everyone who appeared to be waiting for the next flight. Among the civilians were several brown coats. Duke’s Guard. Her jaw tightened, but she perfected her bored look as she studied each of them. No red band. These were mere foot soldiers. And they behaved as though they were on leave. Their jackets were open and casual; their stance, relaxed. One ogled a young girl as she passed. 
The waiter set a cup and saucer before both Raven and Darius. The young baron straightened in his seat and sat like a gentleman. The farm boy was all but gone. He took his cup’s handle between his fingers in an elegant gesture that made Raven mildly jealous. At the center of the table, the waiter set a small plate with four biscuits and strawberry jam.
As the waiter poured the tea, she searched her bag for her coin purse. It felt awkward to carry about a travel bag. She usually attached every object to her person by magnets or snaps. Her hands were accustomed to being empty. Inside the bag lay her smallest weapons and other valuables. She took a half moment to caress one crossbow bolt with her forefinger before turning to the waiter with payment. 
“Thank you.” She offered the coins and added, “No change, please.”
“Thank you, Madam.” He made a crisp bow and turned away.
“I thought you lost all your money in that saddlebag.” Darius smiled over the tea and took a gentle sip.
“The pay is very good in my profession, and it’s smart to not leave all your eggs in one basket.” 
His forehead scrunched. “What does that mean?”
With a sigh, Raven leaned forward to explain a little further. “I have several hiding places for valuables.”
“Oh.” Darius nodded, eyes wide. 
They sipped tea in silence, and the boy ate three biscuits to Raven’s one. As they finished, a brown coat closed in on the table in her periphery. She fought to keep her head straight. 
“Excuse me,” a gruff voice cut in, overloud.
Raven stiffened and turned her head slowly. The soldier’s back faced her as he leaned toward the table of the two gentlemen. One of the gentlemen had gripped his paper so tightly his knuckles were as white as the printed pulp. A second soldier stood to the other side of the table.
 Raven turned her head back to Darius but kept her ears tuned to their discussion. She watched them from the corner of her eye. The boy tilted forward on his chair and had his knee placed on the seat so he could lean closer to the discussion. His face shone brightly with wonder. The farm boy had returned.
“May we see your identification and tickets, please?” The guard nearest them made the demands. His hand pushed back his coat and rested a palm on the butt of his pistol. “Move your hand slow, please, and keep your extra one on the table.”
The white-knuckled gentleman threw his paper down in a huff, knocking his bowler hat to the pavement. “What is the meaning of this?” 
The taller guard leaned toward the gentleman’s face, placing a hand on the tabletop. His overlong salt and pepper colored bangs fell into his eyes. In a smooth motion, he pushed them back with his free hand. “Tickets and identification, if you please.”
Raven dropped her napkin from her lap and reached down to pick it up. She used the most demure look she could muster as she glanced at the proceedings. The icy blue glare of the taller guard met her gaze. She cleared her throat and sat upright with her napkin, giving the man a curt nod. He returned the gesture, before returning to the flustered gentleman who was busy pulling out papers and identification from his billfold. The red-faced gentleman murmured under his breath in an unintelligible manner. He used the word “outrage” at least three times. 
“Leonard Green.” The taller guard held the identification card under close scrutiny. Closest to her, the shorter guard still kept his palm on the hilt of his gun. The first guard looked over at the latter and asked, “Does that name sound familiar to you? Or is it just me?”
The latter guard nodded, his grin so wide Raven caught a glimpse of his molars. “Seems to me that we just heard that name a short bit ago…on the other side of the station.” 
“That’s what I thought.” Taller guard nodded.
“What! Preposterous. I’ve never been so accosted and insulted in my entire life.” The crimson faced gentleman attempted to stand, but the taller guard set a hand on his shoulder and shoved him back into his seat.
“Nope. I’m sure you haven’t. Just as I’m sure you are not Leonard Green.” He tightened his grip on the man’s shoulder until the gentleman let out a squeal and recoiled from the pain. 
Raven felt that it was an appropriate time to stare as slack-jawed and saucer-eyed as the farm boy across from her. She turned in her seat and joined in.
In a rough, awkward motion, the two guards wrestled the gentleman to the ground and pinned his arms behind his back. After a short struggle, they detained the man, cuffed him, and set him back on his feet. 
“I’ll have you know…”
“Oh shut your trap.” The short guard punched the disheveled gentleman in the gut to silence him. “The jig is already up. We caught you red handed with the billfold and identification of Leonard Green, Pick-pocket. You didn’t think the real Mr. Green noticed you bumping him in the lavatory, did you? Well his description led us directly to you. Now come away without any more difficulty, and I won’t punch you again.”
“Now boarding, the 12:15 to Westmoreland.” The conductor’s voice came over the quiet murmur in the station and echoed from the walls.
Raven leapt to her feet before she remembered to slow her movements so as to appear normal. She set a hand on Darius’ shoulder and tilted her head in the direction of the platform. The boy tore his eyes away from the two brown coats and hurried toward the loading dock. Raven smiled as she followed close behind, relieved to put some distance between the guard and herself. The boy’s red suspenders bobbed through the crowd toward the crates waiting to be loaded into the cargo hold. She shook her head. No surprise the boy would be looking for a last chance to see his pet.
“Excuse me, miss.” The gruff voice of the tall guardsman called toward her, and Raven stopped. Her adrenaline amped up, and the station faded out, as she concentrated on every possible escape maneuver. Darius was too far away. Could she run through the crowd, catch him by the suspenders and make her escape? Doubtful. She clenched her jaw as she felt fingers lightly tap her shoulder.
She turned to face him, a smile frozen on her lips. Act naturally.
The taller guard’s formerly icy star had melted into a cordial one. He bowed his head slightly and held up her bag. “You’d forgotten this.”
Raven blinked slowly, hardly recognizing the burgundy carpet bag the man held in front of her. After a moment, she took on the part of a farm girl to match her dress. “Oh, goodness. I’d forget my head if it weren’t sewn on.” She smiled, batted her eyelashes, and bit her lip. “What a gentlemanly thing to do. Thank you so much, sir.”
The tall guard blushed and grinned. “No problem, miss.” He turned and trotted back to his partner.
Raven let out the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding. The world spun around her just a little and she thought she might faint. A full week of preparations in the city, and she had not had one close shave. Fifteen minutes in the airship station, and she thought she’d been done in. Her heart still raced, and her panic seemed higher than usual. Must have been the caffeine. She really needed to curtail her intake of tea.
Aboard the airship, Darius settled into his seat beside Raven. She thought he’d never sit down. For a half hour, he had bounced from window to window, repeatedly exclaiming his love for zeppelins. It took extreme concentration in order to mark each passenger as threat, potential threat, or no threat. When she felt her safety assured, she leaned back in her chair. She smiled as the boy nodded off. It helped her finally have a moment to think.
She hadn’t been to Westmoreland in seven years, since she was thirteen years old. It was her fourth mission and her first kill. She closed her eyes and remembered the day.

Timothy Steele was a tall man, nearly a head taller than most. Raven had inherited his height, but still, his lofty frame blocked out the afternoon sun when Raven looked at him. Her height would be her advantage on this mission. 
Dressed smartly in reaper black, with a crossbow snapped to the magnets on the harness sewn into his vest, her father shrugged and shook his head. “I’m not crazy about the idea, Raven, but this is a mission I cannot ignore.”
They dismounted their horses in front of an inn at the edge of the hilly town. A grave expression traversed his face, and he refused to meet her eyes. When he was nervous, he fidgeted as he did now. He ran a hand through his sandy hair and scratched his chin.
She searched his pale, clean shaven face. “What is it, Father?”
“I’ll be near by the entire time, but you will be the one in the most danger.” 
Raven’s heart fluttered. It was about time. On the previous missions, she had felt little more than a third wheel. Uselessly, she did more observing than anything else. She couldn’t wait to use all she’d learned. A grin spread across her cheeks. “I can handle it.”
Her father’s violet-blue eyes met hers, his lip curling in half a smile. “I believe you can or we would not be here.”
She stood a little taller, smoothing her green farm dress over her breeches. He wouldn’t let her wear black yet. “So what’s the mission?”
Wrinkles reappeared in the corners of his eyes and creased his forehead. “Someone has been kidnapping young girls in this town.”
Raven gasped.
“The girls are a bit older than you, but you’re tall and with the right hair and dress, we can make you look about sixteen. We’re going to bait the thief.”
“What has been happening to the girls? Are they dead?”
“No.” He shook his head and looked away again. “They ended up in a town to the north called Channing. Sold to the house of iniquity there.”
A whorehouse. Her father liked to think of his little girl as innocent, but she knew much more than he’d think. When they were in strange towns on assignment over the past three years, he’d thought he’d safely left her in their quarters at the inns. More often than not, she’d sneak downstairs to the tavern and watch the men there. Often they’d fight. Their drunken, slow movements were a source of amusement for her.
She dismounted her horse to follow her father’s lead. They brought their horses to the livery stable next to the inn and left them with the stable hand. Her father palmed the man a coin before they started for a neighboring shop. 
Hats of assorted color and size sat on disembodied head shapes in the window. The man behind the counter had pins between his lips, and he concentrated on the hat in front of him. His eyes were red- rimmed and bloodshot beneath half spectacles. 
“Mr. Marsh?” Her father’s deep baritone softened in the close quarter.
The gentleman looked up and his jaw slackened. The pins fell from his lips and beat a musical chime on the countertop. His eyes were wide and watery as he pulled the glasses from his face and asked, “Mr. Steele?” 
Her father nodded and stepped up to the counter and offered his hand. “Yes, sir.” 
The relief on the man’s face seemed to melt into his shoulders, and she thought he might faint. He took her father’s hand and jerked it up and down. “Thank God. I was so afraid you wouldn’t accept the mission.”
After a moment of smiling and nodding, Raven’s father finally extracted his hand from the haberdasher’s grip. “Please, give us as many details as you can.”
The haberdasher nodded and his face hardened again. His gaze dropped to his hands. “Three nights ago, I had an argument with my daughter. She was supposed to go to the dairy earlier in the day so we’d have butter with our bread for dinner. But she’d forgotten.” His eyes lifted, filled with unshed tears. “I didn’t mean for her to go right then, but she took it on herself to do so.”
He stifled a sob with his kerchief. Raven and her father gave Mr. Marsh a moment of silence to compose himself.
“I didn’t even know she’d left. Mrs. Tailor came into the shop late to pick up an item, and Anna left while my back was turned. She’s only fifteen. I wish I’d never gotten so angry.” His eyes pleaded for forgiveness, and he swallowed hard before he continued. “I searched everywhere for her, but the constable called her a runaway. I’ve hardly slept since she’s been missing. I leave the gaslight on in the window every night so she’ll know I’m staying up, waiting for her.”
After giving him another moment to compose, Raven’s father nodded and said, “But you’re convinced she’s not a runaway.”
The man’s eyes grew determined and he shook his head forcefully. “Never. Anna would never run away. She’s all that I have. We’ve been close since her mother passed on. I know she’d never leave me over a simple disagreement.”
Raven’s father darted his eyes in her direction, and she suddenly knew why she was here. Her father had connected with the man at the gut level. Raven would never leave him that way either. 
“So tell me about the common thread among the missing girls.”
Mr. Marks shook his head again, slowly this time, and his eyes met her father’s. “For the past few months, girls have been disappearing. Everyone knows not to let their daughters walk alone at night. I think she thought she could make it to the dairy and back because it’s just around the corner, but she should never have gone.” His face dissolved again.
After stepping up and putting a hand on the man’s shoulder, Raven’s father said, “What happens to the girls?”
“They’ve been discovered in Channing. A neighbor, Bill Mason’s daughter went missing months ago. He went to Channing to find her, but he never returned. Everyone thinks that the kidnappers may have killed him. I was too scared to go myself, and the constable will not help me.” This time the gentleman put his head in his hands and fell into sobs.
Raven stiffened. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She’d never seen a grown man cry in such a way before. Her father never cried in front of her, but she thought once she heard him mourning the night he buried her mother. He wouldn’t let her near enough to know for sure.
Her father patted the man’s shoulder. “Going to Channing will not solve the problem. Channing is in the duke’s territories. I doubt that the kidnappers are from there. Someone in this town is swiping and shipping the girls north. We need to find this culprit. He will tell us where your daughter is.”
The man lifted his head, his face swollen and blotchy. “Thank you,” he mouthed, but no sound escaped his throat.
Outside, the sun barely peeked over the tree line at the top of the next hill. “We’ll make preparations quickly. He took Raven to a dress shop and asked the woman to find a brightly colored dress that made his daughter look older. The woman raised her brows in a quizzical manner, but did exactly as he said. When they left the shop, Raven wore a yellow dress with bright blue flowers in the fabric, and the neckline exposed more skin than she felt comfortable with.
It was also the first time she’d worn a corset. The bone ribs within the fabric poked her in the sides. It pulled tight against her waist and pushed up her developing breasts. The only sign of the sun in the sky were the orange streaks of sunset.
“It’s nearly time.” Her father nodded to the west. “You have your breast dagger?” 
Raven nodded. The thin blade’s blunt point did not stab her as she drew breath.
“I won’t be far. Let’s go into the inn and rent a room. I’ll leave through the back entrance a bit before the streetlamps are lit. Then you will wait five minutes before leaving on your own from the front. Understand?”
She nodded.
At the inn, her father waved for her to sit at one of the chairs in the lobby while he stepped up to the keeper’s desk. Her corset kept her from sitting comfortably, so she sat on the edge of the settee with her spine straight. She wiped the sweat from her brow and watched her father. After making arrangements for the room, he stepped back toward Raven. 
“We’ll use that room tonight, to get some rest before heading for Channing. I already informed the keeper that we’d be coming in late.”
Raven nodded but stayed quiet while her father peered out the window. Her stomach growled; she hadn’t eaten since luncheon, and that had only been a bit of meat and cheese with water. Her father fasted and taught her to do the same when they were on a mission. She really felt too queasy to think of eating. 
“Five minutes,” he reiterated before stepping toward the back of the inn.
Raven watched the clock on the mantle over the fireplace. The minutes trickled by. She couldn’t wait to get out of the corset. She hated the thing. It made her feel too feminine. How she wished she were a boy.
When it had been three minutes, Raven stood and paced the room. She figured that the movement might help the time pass. She walked a circle around the room twice before the clock told her she had thirty seconds left. Counting each second, she strolled to the front door and yanked it opened the moment she reached thirty.
Outside, the sky had become pitch black, but the gas lit streetlights washed out the stars a bit. Her heart pounded in her chest. Raven watched the shadows but couldn’t find her father anywhere. It didn’t matter whether she could see him or not. He was there. She trusted in that.
Across the street, a couple entered the pub. The revelry within spilled into the street when they opened the door. Orange-tinted light. The peal of an organ. And the laughter of the crowd fell to a low din the moment the door shut behind them. The street became all but silent, and not a soul stirred but hers.
She needed to think like a normal girl, right? Not like a reaper. She stood straighter and kept her eyes from darting in every direction. Her ears strained to catch every sound. How did her father hear things so well? He said she’d gain it with training in the blindfold, but right now, she felt about as dumb as she was deaf.
One step at a time, she started down the street. As nothing happened, she relaxed and swung her arms in a more strolling gait. Maybe she should whistle? She tried it for a few bars but then felt silly and giggled to herself. This was too easy. Nothing was happening. Besides, what did she have to worry about? Her father would pulverize whoever meddled with her.
When she crested the next hill, she thought about skipping her way down. Or running–that would be fun, too. But she didn’t want to get too far ahead of her father, and if she looked odd, would the kidnapper still take the bait? She decided to walk down like a normal girl. As she passed an alley between buildings, she heard a small cry for help.
A young girl, about four years old stood under the lamp in the alley. Her hand was on the handle of the door lit by the lamp. Pink ribbons tied back her hair in pigtails, matching a faded muslin night gown. “Can you help me please? I need help.”
Raven glanced up and down the street. No one, not even her father could be found. She took one step forward. “What’s the matter, little girl? You shouldn’t be outside this late. Don’t you know that?”
“But I need help. I lost my kitty.”
Raven took two more steps into the alley. “Where’re your mum and dad?”
The little girl jiggled the handle on the door. “See, I’m locked out.”
With a sigh, Raven approached the child. When she drew near, she knelt and met the girl at eye level. The little girl smiled and knocked on the door.
It swung in and two men jumped out. Raven fell back against the wet flagstones in the alleyway. She crab-crawled backward for several feet, until one of the men dashed behind her. He grabbed her by the hair and lifted her. Before she could scream, he slapped a grimy, meaty hand over her mouth. His voice had a gravelly edge, and he mocked her in a sing-song voice, “What’s the matter little girl? You shouldn’t be outside this late, don’t you know that? Where’re your mum and dad?”
He laughed and the other man handed the little girl her teddy. She grabbed the toy bear and stuffed an ear into her mouth. Her expression was neither scared nor apologetic. Obviously, she’d only done what she’d been told to do.
The short man, who’d given the girl the teddy, ran a hand through his slicked-back, dark hair. The gloves he wore had the fingers cut out in them and frayed at the cuffs. He smiled, revealing his orange- stained teeth. “Pickin’s become slim, lately, but we hit a jackpot tonight!”
Raven’s eyes darted to the street. Where was her father? Wasn’t he supposed to protect her? She glared at the orange-toothed man.
He stepped forward and pulled at one of Raven’s curls. “This is naturally curly, isn’t it?” He pulled it to his nose and smelled it. “Lilacs and something else…familiar but I can’t place it.”
Raven wanted to bite the hand over her mouth, but she knew from training it was unlikely she’d make purchase without drawing the hand closer. She waited another moment for her father, but he didn’t come. 
Where was he? Her heart thumped in her chest and her breath came in shallow pants over the man’s hand.
Orange-tooth stepped back, and he was just the right distance. She could do this; it was just like with the training dummies. She closed her eyes and steadied herself, counting.
One. She slammed her head into the man behind her. The bones of the man’s face crunched. His arms around her slackened, and she stepped forward.
Two. After a kick to the groin, the man in front of her fell to his knees. When he was doubled over in pain, she kneed him in the face.
Three. She pulled the blade from her corset and spun around to face the second man, but he lay on the ground, unmoving. 
Out of the shadows, a man stepped forward and held up a hand. Raven lifted her blade, ready to throw it. He called out, “Enough, Raven. That’s enough! You did fine.” 
Her chest ached and she immediately started sobbing. She rushed into the arms of her father and squeezed him tightly, crying into his chest. 
He stroked her hair as he spoke. “I was there the whole time, Raven. I knew you could handle it. If either man had pulled a weapon, I would have come to your aid. You didn’t need to be scared.”
She pulled away and swiped the tears on her face. The little girl behind her wailed. 
“Papa! Get up, Papa.” The small child shook the shoulder of the man Raven had slammed in the face with her head. “Papa.”
Raven’s father knelt next to the man’s still body, checking for a pulse at the throat.
“Is he gonna be all right?” The fair hair child’s blue eyes pleaded, full of tears.
He patted the young girl on the shoulder and stood, refusing to answer in affirmative or negative. His eyes never left Raven’s. The light from the gaslight behind her caused his violet-blue eyes to sparkle. He stepped closer and put an arm around his daughter, whispering, “It takes a heartless man to do to young women what could have been done to his own daughter. You may have saved her from the same fate in her future. Do not mourn her loss.”
Raven swallowed hard as the words sunk in. Her heart became stone and fell into the pit of her stomach. She doubled over and retched. Again she was thankful for the fasting. With each dry heave, her stomach attempted to turn itself inside out. And when she was finished, the man who she’d kicked in the groin had begun to stand.
Her father stepped forward.
After a lengthy questioning, Timothy Steele found out that the man Raven had killed was the constable of Westmoreland. There was good reason no one could find help in getting their daughters back. Additionally, the cheese-toothed deputy who Raven had kicked in the groin joined their journey to Channing, where each of the daughters of Westmoreland were returned…maybe with a bit more maturity than anyone would have wished.
Because of the six girls, Raven and her father had to take the train back from Channing to Westmoreland. As they neared the station, her father spoke. “I didn’t mean for you to make your first kill that way Raven.”
She stayed silent while he hesitated. She traced the line of his strong jaw with her eyes while she waited for him to continue.
He smiled at the group of girls still huddled together in their seats. Wide eyed and unsure, they looked about the cabin and did their best to pretend at normalcy. The wiry red hair of the haberdasher’s daughter smashed against her face as she slept. She was the only one who seemed able to rest, but they’d intercepted her while traveling to the whorehouse. 
Raven’s father continued, “You’ve already redeemed yourself. These girls were as good as dead without your rescue.”
“I really didn’t do much. It was an accident.” She flushed.
“I would rather you had never to kill anyone. At least it was a side-effect of the training. When I’m in the thick of battle, men are no longer men to me, it’s like they are replacement training dummies. If I think about them as husbands or fathers, I could never kill anyone, even the roughest of criminals.”
Raven nodded. “That’s exactly how I saw them.”
His eyes met hers briefly before looking ahead again. He half-laughed. “I guess you can’t go about wearing yellow if you’re going to be drawing blood. And how did you like the corset?”
“I hated it. It was about the most uncomfortable thing I’ve ever worn.”
He frowned. “That’s too bad. I was hoping to get magnets put in one. A vest harness would have looked out of place—but a corset? Much more lady-like and you could even have worn it under your shirt.”
Raven’s jaw dropped, and she snapped it closed quickly. “I could become accustomed to wearing it.”
Her father smiled. She knew she always had his love, but it felt good to have his approval.

Thunder rolled in the clouds below the zeppelin, causing the boy lying next to Raven to stir, but he didn’t wake. A porter came forward into the traveling cabin and announced a slight delay in arrival time due to the storm. 
Raven sighed and glanced at the boy leaning on her shoulder. He was worth saving. And she would make certain that he would live, no matter what.
 




In battle, be aware when things are out of order.
 If the opponent has a limp or weakness, find the difference in his gait or movements.
 His strengths will be found in the same way. 
 Keep one's eyes open.
 
JACK GRANT ABHORED the odor of the man on the mechanical horse ahead of him. Jasper Hollow’s rotund girth overlapped the sides of the copper machine. Layers of leather lay over the khaki work-wear on the man. At least, Jack assumed it was khaki once—the last time it had been washed.
He did his best to look elsewhere. The road ahead had been washed by the recent rainstorms and exposed rocks could easily lodge into one of the flesh horse’s hooves. He hated keeping horses at only a walk, but their welfare required it. Although nearly an hour away from the seaside town of Channing, the humidity still caused sweat beads on his forehead. Sparse trees provided little shade.
“You’ve got to think like a reaper to catch a reaper.” Jasper’s brass eye swiveled shorter as he turned toward Jack. “We don’t think like you do, you know?”
It took everything Jack had not to snarl in disgust at the man. Honestly, he didn’t like putting Raven and this man in the same category. They weren’t even in the same class. He couldn’t imagine that this smelly, unwashed drunkard could move as quickly as the woman. But his hand moved to the sore spot on his throat, a reminder that Jasper could. After a moment, Jack asked, “How is that so?”
“There’s a code we live by, tenets we learn. Training hardens us in ways which would break a softy guardsman like yourself.” He said it in a matter-of-fact manner. It wasn’t meant as a jab at the guard as much as a truth, like the sky was blue. Still, it poked Jack right in the chest.
He didn’t want to interrupt the man’s train of thought. Raven seemed the quiet type, so it surprised him how much Jasper talked. And his lips loosened with drunkenness.
“The training is so demanding it’s been difficult finding new recruits. I find one man who has potential and he quits long before I get to teaching him finesse.” Jasper pulled up the mechanical horse and turned him around to face the back of the guard. He looked down the road back to Channing. “I never tell them the fate of the ones who quit. They’ve got to train of their own will, not because death hangs over them like a fire and brimstone preaching. Men just don’t have the will to learn The Reaper Way any more.”
Jack couldn’t help but follow the direction of Jasper’s gaze to the back of the guard. The sound of galloping hooves reached him a moment before the scout rounded the corner. Could Jasper really have heard it so much sooner?
Young Scott James flew between the four guardsmen with Jack and pulled up his flesh horse just as he reached his captain. “Captain Grant.” His breath came in ragged huffs. He saluted respectfully before dropping his hand in a signal to wait. After a few breaths, he continued. “Sir, we’ve had a report of a Great Dane being shipped by a young boy and woman to Westmoreland.”
“Westmoreland? When?” Jack tensed, ready to run in any direction.
“The airship carrying the cargo left New Haven an hour ago.”
Jack gripped his reins in a tense fist. Not only was he too slow, but it also meant the woman had been hiding right under his nose in New Haven. “Has anyone radioed the ship? Where is its next stop?”
The scout shook his head. “It’s a direct flight, sir. It should be reaching Westmoreland in another half hour.”
Jasper’s sandpaper laugh broke his concentration. “Typical of a reaper–always a step ahead.”
Jack grew tired of Jasper’s speeches about the superiority of a reaper. He glared at the man before turning to the scout. “When does the next train leave Channing for Westmoreland?”
“I checked already, sir, and took the liberty of commissioning a car for the guard. It leaves at 1:45.”
Jack pulled out his grandfather’s chronometer from his waistcoat pocket. After a quick glance, he dropped it back in and surged forward. He jerked his horse into the muddy ditch beside the road. “Men, back to Channing! We’ve got fifteen minutes to catch a train!”
He glanced back once to make sure that the hired reaper was following his team. How much help would Jasper Hollow be? Did they really need the smelly, middle-aged man on the trip with them now that they’d found where the woman had gone? The pounding hooves squelched through the mud in the ditch.

Raven stepped off the airship and felt as though a huge weight had been lifted from her chest. Would Baron Solomon let the guard know where she planned to take his brother? She couldn’t think on that now. It was too difficult to forecast what others might do in life, outside of a battle. In the fight, she’d found them predictable. 
Her camel-colored cropped jacket had become a burden. The warm air of the southern town hinted at early autumn, even though it was nearly November. When they’d left New Haven, they had predicted snow for the night in the almanac.
With a lilting step, she followed the boy to the cargo terminal. The airship had been delayed as they flew over a storm. It had dampened her mood, but her cheery disposition returned upon arrival, even though the sky was overcast. The hills of Westmoreland made the houses and streets roll up and down. Green trees marked each house like hatpins among the city’s businesses. The culture of home business drove Westmoreland into becoming one of the major stops in the shipping industry.
“Nikki!” Darius darted for the kennel as two strong men pulled it from the belly of the ship. 
Raven smiled, gave each man a copper, and leaned toward them. “Could you please have this crate delivered to the train station?”
The men grinned and nodded as she clicked a leather leash on the dog and released it from the cage. The dog’s reserved demeanor exploded into excitement as it stepped into the open. Nikki jerked Raven forward as she bounded toward young Darius. When Raven handed the young boy the leather leash, she stepped back, narrowly missing the whip of the animal’s tail.
“Well then, the train won’t arrive from Channing until this evening. We have about two hours to spend here until then. Should we get an early dinner?”
“Is there anywhere we can go with Nikki?”
“Typically, an outdoor café will allow us to have her at our table, provided she lies quietly at our feet.”
“That’s what Reginald trained her to do at meals.”
Raven furrowed her brows. “Reginald?”
“He’s my tutor and caretaker.” He smiled wider and giggled a bit. “I call him my nanny because he gets uptight when I do.”
“The man with the bowtie?”
“Yes, he always wears them. The guards make fun of him for it behind his back.”
“I’m not surprised.” She shook her head. “Either way, let’s find a café near the train station so we won’t be late.”
“All right. Nikki will be happy to stretch her legs, I’m sure!” He wrapped the leash a few times around his hand, and the caramel-colored Great Dane came to his side in obedience.
Raven held her carpetbag close to her chest as she started down the first hill toward the station. When she reached the crest, she judged that they would climb three more hills before they reached it. The breeze from the river to their right kept perspiration from collecting and dripping down her cheek. Her limp grew more pronounced. As they trudged up the hill after hill, her right thigh burned and she noticed she’d been rubbing it. Her earlier cheerfulness disintegrated with each step.
At the top of the last hill, Darius and his Great Dane waited for her. She felt like an old lady and part of her despaired that the limp would be permanent. Realistically, she knew her mind condemned her to the worst life imaginable because of the pain. She tried to stifle the thoughts but they dogged each painful step. The cool iron of the lamppost she leaned against pulled the heat away from her shoulder. To the east of the station sat an outdoor café with umbrellas sprouting from white metal tables like merry, blue flowers.
Raven studied the patrons of the café with more diligence as they approached. Her senses were dulled by the pain in her leg, and she needed to force herself to stay focused on keeping her charge safe. Patrons occupied three tables out of seven. A young woman laughed when her beau pulled the teacup from his nose and had a bit of white milk on his mustache. A grandmother and toddler sat at the far end.
At the table closest to the train station, a man dressed in many layers sipped his tea with a grace that disagreed with the torn, dirty rags he wore. Raven’s hair stood on end. When two characteristics about a person opposed each other, it usually meant the person hid something. She clenched her jaw and sat two tables from the contradiction and near the street so she could make a quick escape if necessary. She chose the seat facing the man. Darius told Nikki to lie at his side. She obeyed instantly.
Like a gentleman in a suit, the man ate his tea and biscuits with the same graceful gestures Darius had used. Raven caught herself staring in a manner too easily noticed. The waiter came to the table and took their order. With her mind only partly fixed on the man across from her, she made a quick order of finger sandwiches, tea, and a slice of lemon pound cake for the boy.
The waiter headed over to the raggedy man after taking their order. The man’s salt and pepper beard belied the crisp young voice she heard. “No, thank you. The tea was quite enough.” He paid the waiter in paper bills rather than coins.
Completely perplexed, Raven caught herself staring again. Had her senses been so dulled by the pain in her leg? Somehow, since she discovered the anomaly in the café, the ache was receding.
The café clock struck three, and she needed to buy tickets for the train. She decided that the man’s practices did not seem to pose a danger to her mission. Still, she’d need to keep an eye on him. She stood. “Darius, could you and Nikki wait here for the food? I’ll be right back.”
The boy nodded and the dog lifted its head from its paws. Its droopy eyes watched her as she made her way around the table. Raven passed the ragged man slowly as he leaned back in his chair and wound his watch. A plain wooden cane leaned against the man’s knee. She prepared herself to give him a nod in greeting, but he never looked up as she drew near. In the deep breath she took as she passed, she detected alfalfa and corn grain. Either the man had been working on a farm or he’d slept in a barn the night before. She shook her head and continued.
As she stood in line behind two gentlemen and their lady companions, she immediately dismissed them as nonthreatening. Half her attention stayed with the anomaly and watched that her charge remained seated. When she stepped up to the counter, she’d lost sight of the café through the windows. Her full concentration on the task would guarantee the fastest return.
“Two tickets for the 4:00 train to Moorshead. Will it be arriving on time?”
The conductor’s red cheeks flushed as he pulled his cap off to reveal his scarlet curls. “Yes, ma’am. I believe it might even be early. There’s been some sort of rush on the trip here from Channing. The train skipped its stop in Grafton.”
“Great.” She slid the coins across the counter.
“Will your husband be joining you?”
Raven blinked hard at the personal question. She shook her head. “No, my student.” She forced a smile. Of all her sins, she still hated to lie. She’d have to teach Darius something so that it wouldn’t count as one.
“Oh.” His freckled cheeks scrunched as he grinned and slid the tickets across the counter. “It’s too bad you’d be leaving before my break. I would have loved to treat you to dinner.”
Her jaw snapped closed fast, and her teeth clicked together. She stammered. “How very kind of you. Yes, it’s too bad.” With the tickets in her hand, she stepped away with a curt nod.
Relief washed over her as Darius came into view of the window. The anomaly still sat at his table, arms behind his head, and legs stretched out on the chair across from him. In the distance a train’s whistle blew. Raven’s ears pulled back instinctively. She knew that it was unlikely anyone else had heard the sound. But the anomaly dropped his arms and looked to the south. He’d heard the whistle, too.
 




When a pit is averted and assurance grows,
 a pit deeper than the one avoided awaits.
 
“WE’RE APPROACHING THE station, Captain Grant.” The train conductor wrung his hat in his hands as he eyed Jasper Hollow. Jack's eyes followed the conductor's gaze to where the gruff man snored like a bear in the seat across the aisle.
Sunlight poured through the wide windows on both sides of the travel car. One of the horses in the cargo hold behind them whinnied. Jack nodded to the conductor and scrunched down in the leather seat. Excitement built in his chest. Usually the steady rocking of a train put him to sleep. But he’d been too nervous since they’d skipped the stop in Grafton. His nerves heightened with the realization that Westmorland was in the outer territories. The Duke’s Guard held no jurisdiction there.
His palms sweated in the anticipation of seeing the woman. The feeling confused him. If he followed his commands to the letter, he’d have to kill her, or watch as Jasper did it. Raven Steele was a trained assassin after all. A danger to society. But part of him remembered the salty smell of her hair as she sat on his horse in front of him and the fact that she had killed none of his guard that day on the street. Was she really a danger? He had his doubts.
“Sir, there’s the station.” Rupert pointed toward the front of the windows as the building came into view. Blue umbrellas from the café next to the station pulled in bits of color against the white back drop. “Should I wake the bear?”
Jack nodded. Each soldier made ready, and soon the commotion in the car outstripped the clatter of the horses behind it.

Raven had to be mistaken. Maybe the whistle came from closer than she thought, or maybe the old man just had keen hearing? Either way, it made no difference.
“We saved you one.” Darius smiled wide and held out the plate with one small finger sandwich remaining on the eggshell colored porcelain. 
Her stomach growled as she took the sandwich. “Did you just hear the train’s whistle?” she asked him and stuffed the sandwich in her mouth. The grandmother across the way blinked at her, eyes wide in shock. Raven did her best to smile at the woman with her mouth full.
“Train whistle?” As he asked, the whistle sounded again, closer this time. “There it is!”
The black smoke from the steam engine rose above the treetops. Raven glanced toward the anomaly. The man continued tinkering with his pocket watch and held it to his ear. Behind him, a porter she recognized from the airship station waved at her and pointed to the kennel. She smiled—this time, her mouth was empty.
Raven raised a hand and called the waiter. After giving him a few coins for payment, she downed the lukewarm tea in her cup. The waiter gave her the same wide-eyed look as the grandmother. 
“Sorry,” she offered in a noncommittal way and shrugged. 
With so many strange occurrences, she had no time for pretending to be lady-like. After she placed a hand on Darius’s back, she guided him past the anomaly to the kennel. The porter greeted her with a wide smile and helped them load Nikki in the kennel. A gruff cough came from behind them. She stiffened, and kept an eye on the café and the gentleman in rags.
The train pulled into the station and Raven gave the porter another copper. He tipped his hat and said, “I’ll see to it that this crate is given a good, airy place in the compartment.” He nodded again and pushed the dolly toward the cargo area near the back of the train.
Raven gripped the handles on her carpetbag and joined the gathering crowd collecting at the front of the train. A woman waited on tiptoes, trying to catch a glimpse within each of the travelling cars’ windows. The sun shone against the panes of glass. It wasn’t until the cars pulled completely into the station under the cover of the overhang that Raven could see into a window.
In the fourth car back, just before the first cargo car, people stood at the windows, scanning the crowd. In the closest window to her, she found Captain Jack Grant. Her breath hitched, and she swung her back to him. A sharp pain shot through her leg as she twisted on it. She grimaced and squeezed her eyes shut. Her pulse raced. 
“Is something wrong?” Darius asked. 
She opened her eyes found that she’d been gripping the boy’s arm. She released it. “I’m sorry.” She shook her head and set the hand on his back again. “Let’s go this way, all right?”
He nodded and followed. They weaved their way through the crowd and found a woman selling hats and scarves. The woman behind the merchant’s cart looked bored. Her wiry red hair reminded Raven of her first trip to Westmoreland. She wondered how that girl had been doing since.
Raven stepped up. She didn’t have time to talk. What she needed was to sound calm. “Not much business today?”
The woman sat up straight and smiled, her eyes eager. “Unfortunately not. The winter’s not been on us enough yet for any real sales.”
Raven picked up a wide brimmed burgundy hat. She checked the price and found it was the most expensive item on the cart. The woman’s rags told her that she could really use the sale. She now had two reasons to buy the hat.
“That one there will keep the sun off your skin and goes nicely with your bag, don’t you think?” The cart girl leaned forward and licked her lips, betraying her hunger for the potential of a sale.
“Yes, but do you have a scarf to match, something with a nice print?”
The woman held up a finger and pulled out a few drawers. The brakes on the train squealed behind them as it pulled to a complete stop. Raven stiffened further. The saleslady returned with a woven silk burgundy and camel striped scarf. Raven nodded and leaned toward Darius. “Pick out a hat.”
Darius looked up at her with questioning eyes and whispered, “But I’ve never worn one before. I’m not cold.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Sometimes we must try something for the first time.”
He nodded and looked back at the cart. He chose a blue and red striped knit beanie and held it up to the lady to show her. The sales lady smiled wider, almost jumping up and down in giddiness as she took the coins. 
In a smooth motion, Raven yanked the beanie out of Darius hands and shoved it on his head. She leaned toward him. “You’ll need to wear it now, understand?”
He nodded and adjusted it so that it sat over his head appropriately. Raven put on her own hat and wrapped the scarf around her chin. She glanced back toward the train cars. Grant and his team of guards spilled into the station and spread out. Among them was a large, bald, bear-like man with a brass ocular. She blinked hard. There had been only one man she remembered from her childhood who had one. Jasper Hollow. 
Behind her, a man coughed. She stiffened and turned slightly toward the anomaly in rags. “Excuse me, miss, but would you mind taking care of this for me?” He leaned on his cane and held out the black metal chronometer. A glass circle on the back of the timepiece exposed its gears and springs. Darius reached a hand toward the watch.
With a quick motion, she snatched his arm back and stepped in front of the boy. “I don’t believe we will, sir. We do not want to be held responsible for such an item.”
He scratched his stubble and held the watch to his ear. “I’m afraid I have some business to attend to. An old friend of mine just arrived unexpectedly, and I’m going to need to meet with him.” He tilted his head toward the guards and their rotund associate. “I’d hate for anything to happen to this heirloom. And I’d trust a lady who cares so much for her…son to keep care of it on the train while I attend to my old acquaintance?”
The man’s smile made his eyes into half moons. Their icy blue color didn’t seem to hold any animosity. Their distinct color reminded her of her father’s, but was missing the slightly violet vein. His smile seemed genuine, but it surprised Raven when she found her hand outstretched, and the black pocket watch placed in it. The man nodded and snapped his heels together before turning and striding onto the platform, directly into the thick of brown coats and Jasper Hollow.
The navy blue-clad conductor popped out from the nearest car and shouted down the platform. “Have your tickets ready as you board please.”
Raven shook her head to clear it and shoved the watch into her carpet bag as she dug for the tickets. All the while her eyes never left the ragged man for more than a moment. 
“Did you know him?” Darius asked.
She shook her head as she pulled the tickets out.
“He acted like he knew you.”
She nodded and stepped up to the conductor, tearing her eyes away from the situation brewing down the platform. When she handed the conductor her papers, he used a paper punch to stamp them and offered Raven a hand as she mounted the step. When the conductor gripped her hand, the commotion intensified. She stiffened but did her best not to look.
Darius gaped at the upheaval as the conductor started toward the tumult. Raven reached back and snapped one of his suspenders. “Let’s go.”
“But he moves as fast as you.” His eyes were wide with both wonder and horror. “I saw him. He had weapons hidden under the rags, and he’s attacking the brown coats.”
Raven nodded and pushed him into the train car, afraid to look. The last thing she wanted was to see the killing ways of another reaper. A pang of remorse struck her heart at the thought of seeing Captain Grant die.

Jack stepped off the train before the rest of his guard, but stood on the platform to survey the crowd standing in the station. Not one person dressed in all black. Either Raven wore a disguise, or she wasn’t there. A man in leather and rags approached, waving an arm to get their attention. His eyes were fixed on Jasper. The bald bear of a reaper noticed the ragged man at nearly the same moment. The sinews on Jasper’s neck stood out as he tensed. Jack’s eyes darted between the pair in momentary shock
“Monroe Striker,” Jasper said through clenched teeth. “It’s been a long time.”
“Still the sharp shooter, Jasper?” The ragged man smiled wide and tipped his head.
Jasper’s nostrils flared, and he lifted his chin.
“The only reaper to choose a gun as his weapon of choice,” Monroe continued, “and loved the weapon so much, he had a doctor of alchemy replace his eye with an ocular to help with long range aim.”
“There’re not many reapers anymore, Monroe.”
“I heard tell you were training new recruits.”
Jasper harrumphed. “No true believers—no real reapers.”
Jack drew hold of himself and peered over the shoulder of the two older men. He found a woman in a burgundy hat, her face hidden, boarding the train. The wide-eyed boy with her reminded him of Darius. But why would he be getting on the train? Still, it wouldn't hurt to check it out. He took a step forward, but a wooden cane snapped in front of him and blocked his way. “Sir, might I request a word with you?”
Before Jack could respond, Jasper’s short sword, with a barely noticeable flick of the wrist, pointed at Monroe’s chin. Monroe pulled a sword from beneath his rags and pointed it at Jasper’s chest faster than Jack's eyes could register.
Jasper snarled. “This conversation is over.” He knocked the sword away from his chest and lunged toward the rag-covered man.
The movements of the older men astonished Jack. They moved in the same impossible speed that Raven had possessed. Jack didn’t know how long the melee lasted, but somehow he and his men ended up in the middle of the fray. His men were as bewildered as he when nothing they did could slow down the fighting of the blurred figures. Instead, the brown coats were kicked and punched whenever they neared them. Like a tornado, the clashing of swords and wooden cane moved about the station, entangling with everything in its path. An elbow jabbed Jack in the stomach, and the cane made a hard but glancing blow against his shoulder.
Around them, the crowd dispersed to the safety of the train or the inner station. Jack spied Colton and Bradley coming from the cargo car, holding the flesh horses back from the conflict. A whistle pierced the chatter and three constables trotted toward the station.
“Stop. Desist this nonsense immediately!” A bushy browed constable with straight black hair held up a white-gloved hand.
The brawl halted, each of the reapers huffing. Sweat dripped from their foreheads and their faces burned red. Two of his brown-coated guardsmen lay on the concrete platform of the station, but struggled to stand once the furious tornado was brought to a standstill. Jack rotated his shoulder, trying to alleviate the pain.
“What is the meaning of this? You guardsmen are out of your jurisdiction. This is my territory.” The loud constable brushed off the sleeve of his green jacket.
Jack spoke. “We are here by order of the duke himself. His son has been kidnapped, and we have reason to believe him aboard the Airship Grommet. We request permission to search the Airship.”
The constable’s eyebrows met in the middle of his forehead. “That is no reason for this commotion you have caused here. You are in the southern territories Captain…” He waited for an answer.
“Grant. Captain Jack Grant.”
“Constable Rockley at your service.” He gave a clipped bow. “Regardless, Captain Grant, we do not take kindly to strangers trampling our southern hospitality.” He glanced in the direction of the two panting older men. “And am I to assume these men are criminals?”
Jack shook his head. “One is our tracker, the other…”
“…is just leaving,” Monroe said as he straightened. He flashed his ticket toward the constable. “I’m afraid that the guardsmen’s tracker is an old friend of mine, and there has been bad blood between us for years. I’m sure we will cause you no more trouble.” He swept back into a deep bow and turned on his heel.
The Deputy started forward but shook his head and threw his hands up in a gesture that said “forget about it.” He turned back to Jack. “I don’t want to see your guardsmen or that tracker tearing up my town to find some boy who may or may not be here.”
Jack seethed at the “some boy” comment. To disrespect the baron in such a manner within New Haven could get you a night in the prison. “It is not our intention to cause you any disruption.”
The train whistle blew, signaling the train’s departure. Colton and Bradley led the horses toward the street to keep them from spooking when the train moved. In slow succession, the train began to pass by. One of the porters had trouble pushing the door to the cargo hold closed. A large kennel sat near the opening, and the animal within let out a bark as it passed.
Jack froze. Nikki. “Hey!” He jogged forward with the train. “We need to stop this train.”
Deputy Rockley put his hands on his hips. “Sorry, Captain Grant. You are out of your jurisdiction. There is no reason I can see to stop it.”
Jack came to a standstill and glared at the ignorant constable. Obviously, he was a man chosen by a popularity contest instead of merit. “We have reason to believe the duke’s son is on that train.”
Deputy Rockley rolled his eyes. “First he’s on the zeppelin, now he’s on the train. Which is it, Captain?”
Jack locked his jaw and glared at the man’s iron ignorance. He watched the train pick up speed and swing around the corner. From the caboose, Monroe leaned against the railing and waved.

Raven and Darius bypassed the travelling car and made for the dining car to get another spot of tea. The reaper’s stomach growled. She promised herself that she’d keep it light but not fast entirely on this trip. There shouldn’t have been any need. And now with leaving Captain Grant back in Westmoreland, there should be less, right? 
They sat at a table and the waiter stepped over. Raven removed her hat and scarf, nodding to Darius to do the same. “We’ll take some cheese finger-sandwiches and tea. Maybe a few biscuits as well?”
Darius nodded. Raven smiled. A growing boy always had room for biscuits. The afternoon sun peeked in between the branches of pine trees as they passed. The river ran beside them to the east, reflecting the few orange rays of light. Inside the car, the tables and seats were fixed to the floor in booth- type formation, across from each other, with an aisle between.
Before the waiter returned with their tea, the ragged reaper sat down at a table across from them. He didn’t wear black. His rags were earth tones, or at least covered with dirt. No blood stained them. Raven’s shoulders relaxed before she realized. Wait. If this man made it aboard the train before departure, did anyone else? Her eyes darted toward the back of the train, the direction from which the man had come.
He leaned across and smiled. “Don’t worry your pretty little head—no one but me made it on the train.” He put his feet up on the seat across from him. “I waved at them all from the caboose.”
Darius laughed, leaned his head in and whispered, “So you didn’t kill anyone?”
The man put his hands behind his head and slumped into his seat, closing his eyes. “No need to kill anyone unnecessarily. More lives to redeem is not what I need.”
“You sound just like Raven.”
Raven glared at Darius and shook her head once. She didn’t want the boy to talk to the rag man at all, much less talk about her. 
The man opened one eye. “You don’t mind if I ask for that chronometer, do you?”
She shook her head. She’d forgotten about it. Her red carpet bag sat on the seat beside her in the booth. She pulled it into her lap and dug through. The black pocket watch lay next to her arrows and a sheathed knife.  Its metal felt cool to the touch. She held it out across the aisle to the man, but pulled back as he reached for it. “What is the significance of this thing, and why did you ask me to hold it?”
His grey eyes grew misty, and his lips grew small under the stubble of his salt and pepper beard. “My best friend gave it to me after I had a part in the death of his wife, and there is no person I would trust more with it.”
Raven swallowed the sorrow lodged in her throat. “You knew my father?”
“And I knew you once upon a time, but it was so long ago you’d not likely remember me. I was different back then. Not enough like your father. He was always a true believer; I just thought I was one.” He gestured toward the watch and said, “Read the inscription on the inside cover.”
Raven pressed the button at the top of the watch and the cover popped open. Inside was the etching of a bird—a raven and below it were the words, “Take care of her.”
Tears sprung in her eyes. She felt warmth embrace her like her father reaching out to her for the first time in years. The tears streamed down her cheeks, but she wiped them away quickly.
The rag man continued. “I figured if I didn’t make it back from my meeting with Jasper, you’d open the watch and know that at least I had tried to redeem your mother.”
Raven blinked hard and dropped the watch into his outstretched palm. “You killed my mother?”
“Not directly, no, but I was there. As far as I’m concerned, I had a hand in it. There are times when no matter how hard you want to redeem yourself for your wrongs, you just can’t do enough. You can’t pay enough.” His watery eyes met hers. “Do you understand what I mean?”
“I think so.” Raven looked at the weapons in the bag she held. If a man could work for years to redeem himself for his crimes and still feel guilty, what kind of person had she become? She could shrug off each kill as not her problem once she’d paid the debt.
“Raven, we each learn in our own time that killing a person leaves a stain on our souls that we can’t wash out by good deeds alone. Jasper learned long ago that he can’t replace what was once lost and has quit trying to do it all together. He kills without redemption.”
After a hard swallow, Raven narrowed her eyes at the man and shook her head. She didn’t need this. As shameful as it was for a reaper like Jasper Hollow to kill without redemption, she wouldn’t sell herself short on the ability to redeem herself. Determined not to talk to the man further, she looked straight ahead without a word until the waiter came with her tea.
The old man across the aisle seemed to take the hint and remained silent. Raven stared at her sandwiches, her appetite gone. She stuffed one in her mouth anyway, out of spite. She refused to let the rag reaper ruin her appetite. The cheese spread on the bread tasted like foot to her, but she washed it down with a gulp of tea.
She leaned back, unwilling to take another bite. The reaper had closed his eyes and continued in the same reclined position. She glared at him. “So what are you doing here?”
He opened one lid, eyed her, and closed it again. “I’m your assigned guardian angel, Raven. I’ve been following you discreetly for years. It did my heart a lot of good when it seemed you were going to stop reaping and start raising a family. I thought maybe we’d be done and I’d be redeemed.”
Raven clenched her jaw. What load of manure was this? This guy had been following her? How did he know so much about her? She started caring less that he knew her dad and more about what he was doing now. “Who are you?”
He opened his eyes again and dropped his feet to the ground. He turned into the aisle and reached out a hand. “Monroe Striker and I thought you’d never ask.”
 




Actions must be guided by reason, not emotion.
 The moment decisions become based on feelings, one will err.
 
JACK STEADIED HIS horse and shoved a foot in the stirrup. His guard mounted and the group moved farther west and south in the outer territory. He nodded to his guard and shouted down the line. “We’ve lost time, but at least we know exactly where this train is going. To Moorshead!”
With a curse, Jasper Hollow mounted his mechanical horse. He rolled his shoulder and neck. “We’d get there faster if you lot didn’t handicap yourselves with flesh instead of metal.”
After a darting glance sideways at the worthless reaper, Jack clenched his jaw and turned his horse toward the road along the railroad track. Most of the roads in the outer territory were dirt and clay rather than stones and cobbles. He set the pace at a solid trot to stretch the horses’ legs after their train ride. After a short while, he pushed them forward into a hard canter. He’d press the horses as hard as they would allow. The train ride from Westmoreland to Moorshead lasted no longer than two hours. The ride on their horses could take as long as four. He wouldn’t give them more than a two-hour head start. The end of this hunt was in sight.
But what then? Could he really bring himself to follow the duke’s orders? To return his son to the court, where Jack knew what it would mean for the boy? He’d be taking Darius to his death.
The sound of the hooves pounding against the hard clay gave him no comfort. It used to. He focused on his breathing, hoping to drown out the thoughts crowding his head. When his reins had become covered with foam from the horse’s sweat, and the horse’s sides were heaving beneath him, he slowed the horse to a walk for a short break.
Steam poured from the nostrils of Jasper’s brass machine. He started past Jack and yelled back, “You are too slow for me—I’m going on ahead.” The automated horse throttled into a higher gear, and it whined as it continued over the next hill.
Part of Jack was jealous. He preferred a steam-powered machine over a flesh horse himself. But with the incident caused by the unpredictable spells the young baron had, he couldn’t risk it again. 
Rupert pulled up his mount next to Jack. The fiery look in Rupert’s eyes showed his displeasure with the reaper, and he shook his head in the direction of the Jasper’s retreat. “Good riddance.”
Jack agreed. He turned about in his saddle to the rest of his guard. Harry, Smith, and Bradley rode astride each other, their horses’ heads carried low. Behind them, Colton took up the rear. He stayed alert, darting his eyes to both sides of the road rather than conversing like the other three. The younger guard members tended to treat every portion of the mission as if it were a road trip. Jack grew tired of it, but at least knew he could rely on Colton and Rupert. He turned back into his saddle and felt his gelding’s neck. “What do you think, Rupert? My horse is no longer heaving. Should we risk a trot?”
Rupert nodded, nudging his horse in response. Jack clucked his horse on without looking behind. The others would follow their lead. He caught up to his bouncing friend. Rupert always gave away his feelings through his expression. It helped Jack to understand him, trust him. The dark skinned second-in-command never spoke an unnecessary word, never repeated an intimate counsel. 
The sun hovered just above the horizon as they crested the next hill. It melted slowly from the sky, leaving streaks of itself in its wake. The wispy clouds didn’t block a single ray. Jack shielded his squinted eyes as they rode directly into the sun.

Because of an issue with some cattle on the tracks, the train had been detained. They arrived at the station fifteen minutes late. Raven wondered how hard the Duke’s Guard would have to ride to catch them. Did they have flesh horses or mechanical? If mechanical, she would need to quicken her pace. 
Only six passengers exited the train, including Darius and herself. She herded the boy off the train, knowing the old man followed right behind them. They headed directly for the cargo hold. The boy needed his dog, and she needed her weapons. The limited number she’d been able to carry on the train would not be enough for the trek to and through Preston Woods.
Gypsies and highwaymen would scour the roads for unlucky travelers. She only hoped that with the little traveled road, the marauders would move on for better resources. After securing her bag from a porter, she gave him a quick smile and a copper. She nodded to Darius, who had Nikki on a leash. “I’ll only be a moment in the ladies’ room. Stay right here on the platform.” Her eyes met the ragged reaper’s. “Don’t go anywhere with that man.”
“Monroe?” Darius asked innocently. He’d already taken an obvious liking to the older man who had played a few magic tricks for the boy on the train.
“Keep an eye on him, but don’t go anywhere.” She leveled her eyes at Darius. “Understood?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he answered, his spine straighter, and his grin gone.
She nodded once and dashed for the ladies’ room, nearly bumping into an older woman with a cane. After scanning the crowd for a constable or any other obvious difficulties, she found none. Relieved, she rushed to the facilities. The moment she entered the public restroom, she locked the door behind her. She’d worn her moleskin breeches beneath the travelling skirts, and her leather corset. After yanking off the tan dress, she slipped into her black button up shirt with ruffles on the sleeves. Her larger travel bag also held both the red corded sword and her crossbow. With great relief, she snapped both to the magnets on her back.
When she finally stepped out of the ladies’ room, she felt like a reaper again. She pulled her long black curls into a quick bun and placed in it two long sticks with green balls of glass at each end. She hadn’t used the chemicals in the sticks for over a year. But the hunt after her now felt more threatening because of Jasper Hollow. She needed to be prepared for any eventuality. She placed her night vision goggles on her head and pulled the strap tight around the bun in her hair.
The sun sank over the horizon, leaving the sky a shade of midnight blue to the west, and stars were clearly visible to the east. Moorshead had no gas-lamp streetlights; the farming town had no need of them. The station the train stopped at was little more than an outpost. The general store, the barber, the bank, and the blacksmith were the only four buildings surrounding the station. 
The other three passengers had family to greet them and take them in. By the time Raven stepped up to Darius and the ragged reaper, the train had gone and they were the only ones remaining on the platform.
Monroe sat cross-legged next to Nikki on the platform, one arm around the dog. “I believe the general store has a few rooms above it for rent.”
“We have no time for rooms. We must hurry.” She grabbed the boy by the arm a little harder than she’d meant to.
He cried out. His eyes glistened with tears, even in the limited light.
Raven released him, feeling her temper mounting. Frustration ate at her insides and made heat flush to her face. She was letting it overtake her. A reaper must never do that. Clenching her hands into fists at her sides, she took deep breaths counting to three in each inhale and in each exhale. She relaxed her fists and stretched her fingers out. 
Crickets chirped a chorus all around her, their orchestra overwhelming. In the distance, a tree branch cracked as a heavy owl shifted its weight from talon to talon. Though no longer visible, the train’s brakes squealed as it rounded a turn in the distance. The calm of knowing her surroundings washed over her.
When she opened her eyes again, she felt in control. “I’m sorry, Darius. I didn’t mean to grasp you so hard.”
He swiped his eyes and lifted his chin. “It’s all right.” His smile was genuine. She wished she could have the sense of forgiveness found in the eyes of that child.
“I really am very sorry, but we also really need to go.”
Darius nodded and pulled on Nikki’s leash. The dog jumped to its feet. The ragged reaper grabbed the Great Dane by the collar and allowed her momentum to help him up. The moment the dog pulled him to a standing position, he released her. Nikki had shown no hindrance of the man’s burden. He dusted off his breeches and asked, “So where to, boss?”
Raven seethed. She had never had a partner except her father. When she was with him, he was in charge. Honestly, she’d never given orders to anyone. She just didn’t feel comfortable with that kind of control. It was easy dragging a child around with her, the object of her protection. Dragging around this old man was another thing all together. She shook her head. Could she really stop the elder reaper from doing anything he wanted? She sighed. “Preston Woods is southeast of here. I think it will be best if we stick to the wooded paths rather than main roads. The guard is coming, but they will likely adhere to the known means of transportation.”
“So we’re taking the road less travelled.” He grinned, his white teeth shining in the moonlight. 
The full moon washed out the stars and created abundant light along the way to the woods off the main road. A path ran alongside the road, a few yards in, and Raven felt that they’d be safest on it. She could keep an eye on the road from there and remain unseen, as well. She reached into her bag and pulled out a two headlamps. The lights were powered by clockwork key. With each thirty winds, the lamps produced ten minutes of light. She took one and placed it on her forehead with the strap toward the back. For a moment she was unsure whether to give the other to Darius as she’d originally intended, or if it would be more appropriate to offer it to the ragged reaper.
Monroe lifted a hand and shook his head, pulling a hand out of his overcoat. “No need, I have my own.”
Of course he did. She handed the other to Darius. The boy asked, “How come we’re not using the night vision goggles instead?”
Raven tilted her head. “Firstly, I only have one set. It’s much easier to procure one of these from a mechanist than goggles from an alchemist. Secondly, the visual in the goggles leaves you with a greenish tint that makes it harder to determine friend, foe, animal, or plant without extensive training.”
“I remember looking through them and seeing all green.”
“Right.”
Darius took the headlamp and began winding the key on the side. 
“If we get into any trouble, and need to douse the light, take the key and turn it counter-clockwise. It will stop the mechanism. Understand?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Darius answered, shielding his eyes from Raven’s headlamp. 
She smiled and started forward. The light on the trail kept her from tripping over roots. As a child, she had developed a fear of spiders. Her father had told her that she was never more than a meter away from one at anytime. She didn’t want to believe it, but the first time they walked in the woods with headlamps on proved it. 
Across the ground, the night-shine in the eyes of a dozen spiders glistened in the light of the lamps. One glittered green and gold like a multifaceted jewel. When the light shined upon it as she passed, Raven found it to be a mother wolf spider with an uncountable number of offspring clinging to its back in a defensive position. Raven shivered, clenched her jaw, and did her best to ignore the shimmering points of reflection in their eyes.
As a reaper, she trained to conquer her fear. Yet the thought of eight hairy legs creeping across her skin made her cringe. She swallowed hard and cleared her throat. “Right then, we’ll travel until we find a safe place to make camp for the night.”
“I still don’t see why we didn’t stay at the inn,” Monroe said in sing-song voice.
Raven glared at the ragged reaper, but his head lamp pointed in another direction and he couldn’t have seen it. She turned and marched down the trodden animal trail. As they walked, they heard an occasional rustle of an animal in the woods. A deer darted across the path. It took her mind off the spiders. 
After an hour of travel, they hadn’t yet found a clearing of any kind. The pathway continued to keep them close to the main thoroughfare to Moorshead. The dirt road to their left remained empty. Not one horse, carriage, or hiker broke the silence on the road. 
The frogs and crickets’ songs filled the night air. As the night drew on, the air turned cooler. At least they didn’t have to deal with mosquitoes and bugs. The tree canopy here in the south created a dense ceiling. Silver flashes of moonlight occasionally filtered through to the path, but without their headlamps, the going would have been much slower.
Then a rumbling sounded in the distance. At first, Raven wondered if it might be thunder. But as it continued unabated, she realized the sound came from the steam engine of a single mechanical horse. She clenched her jaw and darted her eyes, taking a measure of the brush to be certain they had enough cover. She found the expression on the ragged reaper’s face had lost all its mirth, and grew an edge of seriousness. His eyes had become the cold grey of a winter’s sky. “Douse the lights.” His words came out in a harsh whisper.
Raven agreed and nodded to Darius whose nervous hand turned the crank on his lamp the wrong direction at first, making the light brighter. He winced and then corrected himself.
Spots of light fluttered before Raven’s eyes, and it took her a moment to adjust to the darkness. She slid the night vision goggles on, and the setting of the road washed in green. The rumbling grew in volume. Nikki whimpered and drew close. “Darius, put your dog back on the leash. We can’t have her jumping out.”
“Right.” The boy pulled the leather strap from his pocket and snapped it to the Great Dane’s collar.
“Get down.” Monroe grasped Darius by the arm and pulled him toward the path.
With the goggles on her face, Raven could see not only the glowing eyes of the spiders, but their full form. As she crouched in the path, a full web glistened green next to her face, with an enormous Orb Weaver stretched out in the center of it. Raven swallowed the bitter taste in her mouth and did her best to ignore the eight-legged monster inches from her face.
The rumbling drew nearer, and the light of a headlamp came into view. A lone automated horse squealed to a slower gait as the rotund man atop sketched a shape that she recognized though she could not make out facial features. Jasper Hollow came to a stop less than fifty feet from the portion of path on which they crouched. How had he known?

Jack Grant reached the train station in Moorshead long after dark. The full moon sat a quarter of the way up the sky. He’d never have seen so many stars from the city. The abandoned station was as unpopulated as the small town surrounding it.
“Which way do you believe we should go, Captain?” Colton asked, rubbing a hand over his red hair. His eyes scanned the surrounding fields and farms. 
From twenty yards away, Rupert stood up, his skin nearly invisible in the darkness. “Captain, I believe we should follow these tracks. The tracks of a mechanical horse carrying a heavy rider came through recently. And occasionally, I’m finding the prints of a large dog.”
Jack rubbed his sore legs. The flesh horses made for a rougher ride than the smooth mechanical ones. It felt good to stretch and stand on his own two feet. The horses were clipping the grass on the roadside. They were hungry and tired. His stomach growled, but all they had in the saddle bags was jerky and hardtack. The town didn’t even seem to have an inn, much less a tavern.
Bradley teetered on his mount, slumping over the horse’s neck. His men were spent. Rupert’s stamina surpassed his own. Jack could feel how close they were to finishing the goal and knew they must press on. Besides, Jasper had an enormous head start on them. What would the reaper do if he found them first? Could Jack trust the man to at least leave the young baron alive? Somehow, Jack doubted it. He didn’t trust the man as far as he could throw him.
He reached into his saddle bag and pulled out a stick of jerky. After shoving it into his mouth, he nodded to Rupert and mounted. “Lead the way.”
 




Concealment is the reaper’s friend.
 What cannot be found cannot be attacked.
 
RAVEN HELD HER breath as the man dismounted the metal horse and flipped the levers to shut the steam-powered beast down. After a whistling huff exhausted the last of the machine’s steam, it became silent. Even the crickets and frogs had suspended their constant chirping.
The brass ocular over the rotund man’s cheek whirred as it moved in and out, scanning and measuring the surrounding woods. He breathed heavily, nearly panting. Raven let out her breath between her teeth as slowly as possible. A few crickets and frogs started their song once more, covering the silence with a blanket of safety. The dog shifted position, and its collar rattled slightly. Raven hoped the cacophony might cover the miniscule sound, but still, she held her breath again and counted while she waited for a reaction from the hunter.
Hunted. Like déjà vu, the feeling stirred in Raven the same sort of unease and fear she’d had as a child. It had been so many years, she’d forgotten. Jasper Hollow stood hunched over like a grizzly on its haunches. The massive man nearly had the girth and height of a bear. Raven knew better than to let conventions deceive her. A typical man of this size would have strength but no speed. This man was not typical; he was a reaper.
Jasper tilted his head and took a halting step closer. An owl leapt from a branch among the pines. The branch cracked and cascaded down the tree to the forest floor. The ruckus and resulting crash distracted the reaper for a moment. As if the owl’s departure had been a signal for “all clear,” the nightly chorus within the woods resumed its normal volume and tenor. 
For a moment, the grizzly reaper stood with his hands on his hips, determined to listen. Provided that the threesome and dog could remain reasonably quiet, there wouldn’t be a chance they could be heard over the wood’s refrain. He shook his head and spit in disgust. His heavy boots solidly thwacked the ground with each step. Stealth would never be this bear’s strong suit.
As he mounted the brass mechanized horse once more, the tightness in Raven’s muscles loosened. She breathed a little easier. Jasper adjusted the levers on his horse and initiated start up. Steam belched from its nostrils as the engine rumbled to life. Raven felt a quiver against her leg and turned her head slowly in Darius’s direction. His eyes rolled back in his head and his body shook with great force. The Great Dane whimpered.
Jasper leapt from the back of his machine and in three quick steps, he stood directly in front of them, his pistol drawn and his sword in his other hand. Monroe leapt to his feet faster than Jasper dismounted. A squealing and grinding emanated from the machine. 
Raven held the boy’s shoulders, and grabbed the leash, hooking it to the boy’s belt. She needed these two to stay out of the way. As she readied herself to stand, the horse behind Jasper exploded in a flash of sparks and scraping metal. She twisted her body to cover the boy and squeezed her eyes shut. Too late. The night vision goggles had multiplied the flare. 
Ripping the goggles from her head, she rubbed her eyes, still blinded by the explosion. She jumped up and blinked. No matter how she strained, she could see nothing but the flash. The Great Dane continued to whine. Raven crouched again, feeling for Darius. The boy had stopped convulsing, but sweat covered the back of his shirt.
The clashing of swords to her left caught her ear, and her eyes had adjusted enough so that she could make out the moving shapes of the two reapers as they battled. With a couple of hard blinks, she still couldn’t make out which was which. She rued her new handicap, until finally she gave up and wound her headlamp. Through the beam of the lamp, more of the picture came into view. The two reapers grunted with each strike and parry, their movements blurred.
Light glinted off a shard of brass protruding from Monroe’s upper thigh and two from Jasper’s back, giving him grotesque brass wings. Streams of blood flowed from wounds on the bared flesh of the reapers. Sweat dripped from their faces, and if they hadn’t worn black, they’d be covered in crimson. 
Raven swallowed hard, the flash blindness all but gone, now only spotting the edges of her vision. On the ground, Darius moaned and rolled over, his eyes fluttering. Nikki stood and greeted him with a lick on the cheek. A wagging tail beat against Raven’s legs.
She felt like a child again. She couldn’t help it. As she watched the two fully-trained, elder reapers, she felt like an impersonator. Like a child pretending to be what she was not. These two men fought with strength and agility, like her father. Not once did she beat her father at anything, and she doubted she could defeat either of the reapers if she’d been left on her own. The lump in her throat threatened to choke her, and tears burned in her sockets. Watching the two true professionals made her lose confidence in her own abilities.
The two fighters came to a sudden standstill. Heavy panting caused their shoulders to heave like an uneven dance. The malice had left neither fighter’s eyes, and their swords were still pointed in their opponent’s direction. Neither man looked ready to back down though both were spent. After drawing a deep breath, Jasper spoke. “Raven! I knew your father. You might remember me.” A smile tugged at the right side of his lips. “I have one of those faces no one forgets.”
Monroe leveled his sword at the grizzly. “Don’t talk to her so familiar.”
Jasper spat, blood mixed with his saliva. “As though you have any right to act as her protector. You are no more innocent or guilty than I. Don’t act holier than me.”
“No one is holy.”
“Whatever. Don’t try to win me over with whatever religion you’re trying to push. I am a reaper; I have no need to trust anyone but myself.”
“You call yourself a reaper, but you don’t even live by the code.”
“The code never got me anywhere. The training is what really counts.”
Monroe gave a hard laugh that sounded like a cough. “Earlier today you talked of true believers. What did you mean if you weren’t referring to the code?”
“The rigors of training as a reaper are too hard for most men. They want everything to come easy and when it doesn’t, they quit. Not one true believer among them.”
“Ah.” Monroe nodded. “At least some wisdom has made it through that steel-hard capitulum.”
Jasper lost his temper and jabbed his blade at Monroe a few more times. The parries lasted for about a half-dozen hits when the standstill recommenced. They were both out of breath once more. 
“Raven Steele...” Jasper resumed his yelling after panting again. “Don’t trust this man. He is the one responsible for your father’s death.”
The ice cold water of betrayal poured down her spine. She waited for Monroe’s denial, but none came. The ragged reaper remained silent. Raven squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. It made no difference what the reapers said–she knew Monroe didn’t kill her father. She had been there. His death had been her fault.

When Jack and his guard found the start of the woods, the tracks split. The trail the dog’s tracks led would have been better traversed on foot. So they chose to stay on the main road, which the mechanical horse hoof prints continued along. Fatigue was an unwelcome companion and kept them at little more than an amble for the entire trip. As the moon rose higher in the sky, Jack considered finding a field to make camp and continue the search in the morning. Bradley and Harry continued to nod off, leaning on their horses.
Jack adjusted in the saddle and spoke quietly to his second-in-command. “Rupert, what do you think? Should we make camp and continue the search tomorrow?” 
Rupert shrugged, but he looked worn out. His eyes had lost some of the shine and focus they’d had when he first found the trail. 
Jack sat up in the saddle and let his hips move with the horse’s motion. Honestly, part of him just didn’t really want to catch up with Jasper Hollow tonight. If the reaper had found Raven and the baron, he didn’t want to witness the grisly scene. And if the reaper hadn’t found them, he didn’t want to spend the night with the snoring bear again.
His drive to move forward dissolved. Then the thunder rolled and Jack shot a look to the northwest. The clouds made a distinct line in the sky. Overhead, they could still see a clear sky full of stars, but not far to the west, lightning struck again. It lit up the obvious line of storms. Bradley and Harry became alert in their saddles. Jack nodded and called back to them. “Men, let’s trot ahead and see if we can find shelter.”
The horses barely needed urging as the wind whipped up, rustling the trees to each side. Lifting their ears and flaring their nostrils, the horses stepped up on high alert. They felt the storm coming and wanted to outrun it just as much as the men. A sudden drop in temperature accompanied the wind.
The horses pulled into a forward trot. Over the howl of the wind, Jack thought he heard the clashing of swords. They rounded the next bend, and in the near pitch blackness, the smoldering remains of a mechanical horse sizzled in the road. And next to it, the two reapers stood still in a ready stance for battle. Jack tensed his jaw, but couldn’t see Raven or the boy nearby. 
Pulling up his horse, he held his arm out for the guard to follow suit. He dismounted and handed the reins to Rupert. “Stay here. I’ll check things, but withdraw your pistol—just in case.”
Rupert nodded, the reins of two horses in one hand, his pistol already in the other.
Jack stepped forward, calling ahead to the two reapers. “What’s going on here, Jasper? Met your match?” He nearly slapped the man on the back when he noticed the protruding shards of metal. He swore. “Are you all right, Hollow? How can you be moving with an injury like this?”
The icy wind whipped at Jasper’s sweat and blood-soaked clothing. The reaper’s breathing came out in a wheezing pant. He didn’t sound well. “It’s nothing for a reaper to ignore pain.”
More reaper superiority talk. Just what Jack needed. He shook his head. But it pricked him in the heart that there had to be some truth to it since even the woman reaper had ignored her injured leg in their battle. The thunder rolled again, sounding angrier. Lightning flashed and he saw her. Raven stood in the woods, Darius and the Great Dane at her side. Jack’s heart skipped a beat.
Even after the light provided by the flash dissipated, he could make out the cream-colored skin of her neck and face. Jasper coughed, and splatters of blood clung to his bottom lip. Jack stepped toward him. The clouds opened up and snow fell mixed with sheets of ice. It beat upon his shoulders like small, sharp stones. Lightning sparked again, and he darted his eyes to the woods. She had disappeared. 
He blinked hard and rushed past the two older men to where she’d been standing. The ice and snow melted as it stuck to his skin, dribbled down his face, and fell into his eyes. He turned his head both directions, whipping moisture from his hair, but he could see no sign of her, the boy, or the dog. Visibility reduced to almost zero in the sheets of snow and ice.
“Captain!” Rupert yelled.
Jack spun at the sound of his second’s distress, and in the next bright flash of light, he saw the rag-covered reaper running down the southwest road. A moment of indecision slapped him. Should he go after the man? With the low visibility and the distance the reaper had already achieved, shooting him was hardly an option, except maybe for this sharp shooter, Jasper. The bloodied man stood before him, teetering on his own feet and catching himself. Then Jasper took two hacking, blood filled coughs and fell to the ground, face first.

Raven ran deeper into the woods, holding the dog’s leash. The young baron ran just ahead of her, his head lamp back on. Sleet and snow fell in torrents, making the path slick with mud and ice. When the path intersected with the road again, Darius stopped, as if unsure of where to continue.
“This way,” Raven answered his unspoken question and unhooked the leash from the dog.
They were far enough away that the dog shouldn’t cause trouble for them. The road would make the fastest, easiest travel. It made no difference if they stayed in the woods now. They’d been found. And the hard snowfall would cover their tracks.
“Keep running, understood?” Raven started at a jog again, willing the nine-year-old boy to keep up.
The dog loped just ahead of them, happy to be off the leash. Raven whipped the lamp from her forehead and wound it as she ran. When the key hit the stopper at thirty, she placed it back on her head without a misstep. The light bounced in front of her on the road, reflecting off the sheet of white falling from the sky.
They hadn’t been running long when the light of a house came into view. She hesitated, debating the stop. The cottage stood back a bit from the road, set half in the woods and half out. The lightning had subsided, but the sleet and snow still covered everything in a blanket. It seemed the kind of storm that would last all night. If they could get the owner to kill the lamps, the house might be dark enough for the guard to pass it unnoticed. It would be her best hope. She turned and ran for the cabin.
 




Pay attention to what the opponent does and says.
 Flaws will be exposed. Use them to one's advantage.
 
AFTER TRYING THE door handle, Raven knocked on the pinewood. She wiped the melted snow from her face, happy to have had an overhang to huddle under. The wind picked up and caused a shiver. Darius’s teeth chattered. They waited for a few moments before an old woman opened the small window to peer onto the porch. “Who’s out there?”
“Sorry to bother you, madam, but we were traveling through Preston Woods and were caught in the storm. Any chance you’d allow us to take shelter until it passes?” Raven smiled and pleaded with her eyes, but couldn’t help but assess the possibility of forcing her way in and subduing the old woman.
The woman stepped back and called into the house. “Griselda! We’ve got company.”
Two of them. The old woman may not have been a challenge to subdue, but Raven abhorred the thought of having to restrain more than one innocent. 
The old woman pulled her cottony hair into a bun. Raven watched her through the small window. A shock of auburn hair and bright green eyes appeared and blocked the view. The younger face studied the threesome on the porch and scowled. Her southern accent held more twang than the others they’d heard on the trip. “I’ll not have that beast in my house. I don’t care if it’s a full-on blizzard. My house is too small for the likes of that mongrel.”
“She’s not a mongrel,” Darius protested, his hands on his hips. His words shook with iron through chattering teeth. “I’ll have you know she’s a pedigreed Great Dane.”
Raven clenched her jaw and put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. She hoped he’d look at her so she could tell him with her eyes to be quiet, but he was too busy glaring at the woman.
“Oh. Ho. Ho. Don’t you just sound so high and mighty for a wet rat standing in the cold?” The woman smiled, and one of her front teeth shone gold while on the other side, her smile exposed a gap farther back. Her heavy makeup cracked into the wrinkles on her face. To Raven, these things exposed the woman’s vanity. Vanity walked hand in hand with greed.
Darius started to speak, but Raven pulled him behind her. “If it’s about payment, we have no problem making up for any inconvenience we cause. The dog is almost the size of a horse,” she said, and laughed in agreement with the woman. “She can stay in the shed barn, if you don’t mind.”
Behind her, Darius pulled his arm from her grip. She peeked back and saw he held his arms across his chest, his glare aimed upon her now. She winked at him and rolled her eyes hoping he’d understand her situation and get some control of his emotions.
“Well then, why didn’t you say so?” The little window snapped shut, and locks on the door clicked open.
Raven and Darius stepped back and made room for the door. The woman’s lips were frozen in a smile while her eyes assessed and judged the threesome on the porch. When her eyes landed on Nikki again, she asked, “You do have a leash for that thing, don’t you?”
Without a word, Raven snapped the leash on the dog and handed the end of it to Darius. “Put Nikki in the shed barn. She’ll be warm and safe in there.” She kneeled to his eye level and tried to reassure him with her tone and a smile. “Don’t worry. I’ll wait for you right here.”
His large, sorrowful eyes had lost their edge. Tears mixed in with the snow melt on his face. His shoulders slumped in defeat, and he trudged off the porch and into the sleet, heading for the small shed next to the cottage.
“That mutt will be fine in there with the chickens and the goat.” She narrowed her eyes at Raven and straightened her apron. “But if it kills one of my animals, you’ll be paying double what it’s worth at the market, understood?”
Raven drew herself up to her full height and looked down at the woman. She clenched her jaw to keep herself from snapping the woman’s neck. After a deep breath, she gave her a slight nod and forced a smile.
The woman held out her hand. She wanted payment up front. Raven reached into her bag and pulled out four coppers. The woman took the money and looked her up and down, as if seeing Raven for the first time. “Awfully strange get-up you have on there. Did you ride in? I didn’t see a horse. What are you doing in Preston Woods? Hunting?” The woman continued babbling as she started back into the house, answering her own questions the moment she proposed them.
Raven let the woman widen the gap between them as she waited for the boy to return. He bolted back from the shed. The snowflakes had grown larger and the sleet had slowed to a steadier, lighter icing, but a cold wind picked up with it. The boy’s cheeks glowed red in his pale face. If his cheeks felt like hers, they were numb from the cold. She shivered and herded him inside the door.
The warmth of the small cottage enveloped them and made her exposed skin burn in the sudden heat. Several pieces of overstuffed brown and green furniture cluttered the small room. A single gas lamp and the fireplace dimly lit the living area. Raven assessed the situation. What would be the best way to contain the two women and douse the light?
Carrying a tea tray, the red-haired woman returned to the cozy room. She hummed a tune as she entered. 
“Some tea to warm you both, and a few biscuits?” She looked up at them both, her green eyes still full of judgment, but she stopped herself and continued. “Oh, what was I thinking? You are both dripping wet. Do you have a change of clothes?”
Raven looked again at her carpet bag and wondered how waterproof the bag might be. She had shaken the snow from it on the porch and hoped the moisture stayed out of the bag. “We might. Do you have a place we might change?”
“Absolutely.” The old woman set down the tea tray and grasped the single lamp. She led them up the rickety stairs. 
Each step released a squeal or cry, threatening to crack under the weight of their footfalls. At the top of the stairs, they found four doorways. The light of the gas lamp revealed the color of each as a teal-green. Raven had to duck her head a bit in order to keep her hair from catching in the exposed thatch. The woman led them to the room directly across from the stairs. 
With a squeal and a crack, the door opened into a cramped room with an even lower ceiling. To her relief, the room they’d been assigned was windowless. Two double beds sat across from each other with a small pan between them, catching a drip from the roof. “I believe this should be enough.” The woman crossed the room and used the gas lamp in her hand to light the small one on the single nightstand by the beds. “Please come down for tea once you get yourselves into some dry things.”
Raven nodded and began digging through her bag before the woman had the door closed behind her. To her relief, the inside of the bag had been kept mostly dry. With a hard swallow of her pride, she traded her reaper gear for the travel dress once more. “Here, Darius. I’ve got some clothes for you, too. Change right here, in the light of the gas lamp, and I’ll change in the hallway.”
The young baron took the dry clothes, but his expression held no mirth. Instead, he looked about the room in the confusion, wonder, and sadness of a child too far away from his home. It seemed that Nikki offered him the sort of comfort a teddy bear might offer a smaller child. Now he looked lost without her. Raven patted him on the shoulder and said, “Stay here in this room. Keep your headlamp handy and shut off the gas lamp. Understand?”
His sad eyes blinked and he nodded. She attempted a smile and stepped into the hallway. 
She needed to move fast. Her moleskin breeches rarely absorbed much in the way of water, so she left them on. The water did not soak into her corset; she could keep it as well. After unbuttoning her shirt in the dark, she wound the headlamp a quick ten times. She didn’t want to put her dress on backwards. Her wet arms stuck to the insides of the pale dress’s sleeves. At the same time, the cold fled the moment material covered her bare, wet skin. She held the head lamp in her palm as she descended the stairs. 
Flames flickered in the fireplace and shadows danced on the cozy walls of the living room. The two women and the gas lamp had to be in the kitchen. Raven tiptoed to the door and listened to the women. The gruff voice of the older woman rang clear and she huffed a laugh. “I can feel the boy’s strength. The foolish duke and his court have no idea the power that boy holds.”
“I really don’t need to hear your craziness, Mother.” The red-haired woman, Griselda, interrupted the elder woman and moved about pots and pans in the room. “They are paying me good money for keeping them. And no one believes in that magic you always speak of.”
The argument continued, but Raven didn’t have a moment to lose. She snuffed the flames in the fireplace, using the bucket of sand and ashes next to the fire. It smoldered for a moment before finally dying. Raven clenched her eyes to get rid of the spots caused by the embers. Then she slipped the night vision goggles over her face so she didn’t trip over any of the furniture. She returned to the door, removed the goggles, and entered the kitchen.

Jack led his grey gelding through the snow with Jasper lying over the saddle. The rest of his guard rode just a short bit ahead of him as he trudged through the knee-deep drifts. Snowflakes clung to his eyelashes, and he blinked frequently to keep his vision clear. They needed to find shelter or a clearing to set up camp. At least the sleet had stopped.
Rupert turned back to him and cursed. “Travel in this is impossible. I suggest we consider making camp right here on the road, sir.”
It seemed the best recourse, and Jack nodded. They stopped and pulled the horses in a huddle. “Bradley and Harry, clear this area of as much snow as possible. One of you brought a shovel?” 
Bradley nodded and dismounted from his horse.
“Good, let’s begin. Rupert and Smith, set up camp. Start a fire.”
“Yes, sir.” Smith untied the straps from the tent attached to the back of his saddle. The movements of his men showed some fervor for the task at hand.
“Colton, search the area for about a mile and a half ahead. If you find tracks, farms, or any sign of life, report.”
Colton nodded and turned his horse back up the road.
 The snow lightened to barely more than a flurry, but the wind still whipped through Jack’s wet hair. He pulled his brown coat tighter around his body. The grey gelding nudged him impatiently. He patted the horse on the head and whispered assurance. “In a moment, Cutlass, we’ll get you some oats.”
By the time Bradley and Harry had cleared the roadway, the other two had already gotten the fire started. Jack called the two young ones. “Come over and give me a hand with this.”
They laid a tarp onto the road and pulled Jasper down from the horse. Gently they set him down on his stomach to determine how to remove the shards of brass from his back. The three-beat sound of pounding hooves caught Jack’s attention. Colton rounded the corner, returning to them at a canter. 
“Captain!” He called out as he approached, and pulled his bay mare up. The horse’s hind end slipped, and it fought for footing. “There is a house about a quarter mile up ahead. I almost missed it, for the light went out a moment after I found it.”
“Excellent work, Colton. Help Rupert and Smith pack up the camp once more. Bradley and Harry, let’s get the reaper back on my horse.”
After a moment’s struggle, Jack’s guard team had undone everything they’d accomplished in setting camp. They started up the road, with Colton leading them to the place where he’d found the cottage. Set back in the woods and covered in snow, it would have been an easy place to miss with the lights out as they were. Out of habit, the guardsmen surrounded the house while Jack approached the door. He stomped his boots on the porch to free them of the snow. Now that he was closer, he saw the door was painted teal. He stepped up and knocked three times.

Raven stood at the darkened window and marveled when the guard turned directly for the house. It had been over an hour since she’d cut the lights. Her jaw tensed as the men split up and surrounded the cottage. Boots stomped up the porch steps. If she attempted to pretend no one was home, how would they respond? She shook her head in the dark. They’d break in the door and take over the house in the name of the duke, nonetheless.
Three knocks rapped soundly on the wood. Raven stood next to the door, considering the option of allowing them to break it down and then using it as a funneling point to take down each guard member as they entered. She drew the red corded sword and prepared herself. 
“Coming!” A cheerful voice called through the house, and the elder woman approached, her cottony hair tinged green by the night vision goggles.
Raven blinked hard, incredulous. The woman had been unconscious, on the floor and tied up when she had left her. She swallowed hard and stepped back as the woman smiled up at her and made a shooing motion with her hands.
The little old woman opened the small window in the door like she’d done earlier when they’d first arrived. “Yes, what is it?”
Captain Jack Grant’s voice rang deep and clear. “Sorry to bother you, madam, but we’ve been caught in the storm as you can see. One of us is horribly injured, and we all could use to get out of the cold if you’d allow.”
“How many are you, sir? This is a small cottage, and there are already four of us inside.”
Raven’s jaw dropped. The woman’s voice held no malice for Raven having knocked her unconscious?
“There are seven of us, I’m afraid.” Boots moved to the other side of the porch away from Raven. “Your barn is small as well, so if our horses stayed out in the weather, we’d be able to fit two or three of us in the barn. I just worry about our injured man and would rather have him near a fire.”
“That sounds fair, young man. If three of you can stay in the barn, four of you may enter.” She closed the window and stepped back from the door, studying Raven with her hands on her hips.
Raven swallowed, but gripped her sword tighter.
“If you don’t want to be found out by these men,” the woman whispered. “I suggest you head upstairs and remain. I’ll be sure to tell them that the upstairs is fully occupied.”
Raven nodded and snapped the sword once more to her back. 
“And take the tea tray with you. The tea might still be lukewarm anyway.” The woman waved her hand in the air, and bent down at the mantle to start the fire once more.
Unsure of what else to do, Raven did as she was told. She took the tray and balanced it as she made her way up the rickety stairs. As she reached the top, she heard another knock at the door. The floorboards continued to creak beneath her feet as she made it to the teal door that housed Darius. She opened it and entered. The gruff sound of men’s voices and stomping boots entered the living area downstairs. A cheery voice rose above them—the woman said louder than necessary, “Please remove your wet boots at the door. I’ll be in the kitchen getting some tea ready. Try your best to keep things quiet, we have a guest upstairs with a baby that was just put down for a rest.”
A baby? The old woman truly was remarkable. Men like the guardsmen hardly knew which end to hold upright when handed a baby. They would do their best to avoid coming upstairs at all costs now. She smiled and backed into the small room with the tray. What would the old woman want in return for her help?
She closed her eyes against the boy’s headlamp as she entered. The night vision goggles could damage her vision if she left them on in any sort of bright light. She set the tea tray on the foot of the bed across from the one the boy sat, and pulled the goggles from her head. 
 “Hungry?” She asked Darius as she sat on the bed. “The guardsmen are downstairs, we need to be very quiet, understand?”
“Understand?” The boy whispered in harsh tones, surprising Raven. “You keep asking me that as if I’m a baby. I’m nearly ten.”
Raven nodded, her eyes widened. She took her headlamp and wound it to the end. “I’m sorry, Baron Darius. I don’t mean to be condescending to you. It’s just very important that we make no mistakes. One small error could cost us our lives.” 
“I know that. My life is at stake just as much as yours.” His eyes glistened in the light from the two small lamps. “I’m tired. I’m lonely. And I just want to go home.” The boy flung himself into the pillows and sobbed quietly as his shoulders rose and fell. 
Raven didn’t know what to do. Part of her wanted to smack the kid and tell him to get over it. Another, stronger part of her wanted to hug the poor boy and tell him that she was here for him. She frowned, kneeled on the floor beside his bed, and patted him on the back. After a moment, he sat up, threw his arms around her neck, and squeezed her. She held him, and rubbed his back as he sobbed on her shoulder.
 




True strength is not found in muscles or size; it is entirely within the mind.
 Only from within can true strength be found.
 By one's wits, convince the opponent he is weaker.
 Use words wisely.
 
JACK SENT BRADLEY, Harry, and Smith inside the house with Jasper. The reaper still lay unconscious in the arms of the three guardsmen. He stood at the bottom step of the porch with Rupert and Colton as the others went into the warmth of the house. The wind had a bite to it now, even though the snow had stopped falling. Pulling up his jacket around his neck, he patted one of the horses on the rump as he passed.
They tied the horses loosely to the porch, filled feeder pans with oats, and broke ice from the top of the water trough. In case the sleet or snow should start up again, they unfolded the saddle blankets and tied the canvas tarps over to give the horses extra warmth and to keep them dry. 
Rupert patted Jack on the shoulder and handed him a bedroll. “Here you are, Captain.”
Jack smiled and took the roll. “I think Smith was happy you didn’t accept the offer to stay inside with them.” 
“I doubt the company in that small house would be worth the heat. Who wants to listen to the bear snoring all night long again?”
Colton shook his head and laughed. “Not me.”
They trudged through the knee deep snow to the shed barn. Jack couldn’t wait to lie in his bedroll and get some rest. It seemed that the day would never end. The branches of the trees in the surrounding woods cracked and moaned in the wind. Snow fell from a nearby branch onto the roof of the shed and slid down the side. Disrupted icicles tinkled and fell to the ground.
The barn smelled of chickens and goats. Jack left the door open and used the limited light from the moon to check the surroundings. The men made clear space to set up their bedrolls. Rupert and Colton moved a few bales of straw and pushed some chickens onto the other side of a stall door. A jingling sound came from one of the other stalls, and Jack wondered if they put tags on their goats. He peeked over the stall door just as the animal leapt at him.
Jack’s heart jumped into his throat as he stumbled backwards. The camel-colored animal was larger than a goat and still came for him. Colton drew his gun and pointed it at the creature as it pounced on Jack again and licked his face.
“Nikki,” he whispered as the realization hit him. “Colton, hold your fire.”
Colton loosened the grip on his pistol and his eyes focused out the door of the barn. “They’re in the house.”
Jack got the dog under control and stood. Nikki’s tail beat against his legs as he herded her back into the stall she’d been in. He looked both men in the eyes and tried to keep calm. “We’ll need to keep this quiet and form a plan of action.”
They both nodded but went to stand in the doorway of the barn, and stare at the house. The cottage had no windows on the second story, and it seemed small. The woman and boy were trapped on the second floor if they could secure the lower story. “I think you both should stay here and keep an eye on the house from the outside. I don’t see a means of escape, but if she somehow makes it back to the first floor, there are exits to the front and to the back.”
Colton shivered in the cold, his wide blue eyes fixed on the house.
“Colton, stay here to the back—”
“Sir, with all due respect, I don’t see how we’re going to do this by brute force. We attempted it once in the woods, to no avail. We cannot sneak up on her, nor can we defeat her in battle, no matter our number. The six of us were rendered useless in a short time.”
Jack swallowed, and Rupert opened his mouth to protest, but Colton held up a finger. 
He twisted his lip as if he smelled something rancid as he continued. “The duke forced that other reaper upon us, and we put our hopes in him. Look where that has gotten us. We’re now carrying around his injured body and can only just barely keep him alive on this journey.”
“I, for one, am not giving up—” Rupert started.
Jack set a hand on his shoulder and gave him a sharp look to stay quiet. Rupert and Colton were his equals. The black skinned second-in-command had been like a brother to him, but he was more passion than calculation. Colton had been brought up as a noble, but because the line to any sort of title or hold was long for him, he’d joined the guard. The man’s sharp chin and soft handsome features expressed his nobility. Never once could he get any of the other guardsmen to accept a game of chess with him for he did not lose. 
“What do you suggest?”
“Negotiation. Lay our cards down and see what she’d say. She must have some sort of motivation for what she’s doing. This woman is more than just a kidnapper, even if that is what the duke calls her.”
It made perfect sense. Jack glanced at the house and nodded. The idea that one of these men watched each side of the house for the reaper’s escape was ridiculous. She could cut her way through every man faster than the rotating blade of a steam-powered cotton gin. His heart raced. 
Somehow the thought of speaking to this woman made him more nervous than fighting her. He admitted to himself what he’d known all along. He’d lose in a fight, and that’s why he no longer felt nervous about it. But talking to her, he had a chance at winning this thing. But he could mess it up if he said the wrong thing or asked the wrong question. “Should you talk to her, Colton?”
“No, sir,” Colton shook his head. His eyes never left the snow-covered cottage thirty yards away. “She’ll want to talk to the one of us that has the most power. And she already knows you’re captain. I believe that’s why she took you out last…before, sir.” His eyes dropped for a moment and then looked back into Jack’s. “She wanted to negotiate with you then.”
Jack tightened his jaw. He’d tried to negotiate with her then, but she didn’t seem interested. He could follow Colton’s line of logic, but not sure if this would deteriorate into the same sort of argument again. “All right. But I want you next to me the entire time, right?” 
Colton nodded and gathered his coat.
“Just keep me from saying anything stupid.”

A thought hit her, and Raven sucked in her breath. The dog. The guardsmen staying in the shed barn couldn’t miss the Great Dane. Could they possibly assume the dog belonged to the old woman? No chance. She pushed the boy back gently. 
She scanned the dim light in the room. How could she be so stupid? The windowless walls mocked her. Trapped like rabbits in a cage. This room had never been a suitable hiding space.
“What’s wrong?” Darius’s eyes still glistened in the pale light from the headlamps, but fear and surprise quickly replaced the sorrow.
She shook her head and shot to her feet. What could she say? The walls of the room closed in on her and her throat tightened. They needed to go. Now.
The tray on the bed rattled when she grabbed her carpet bag. She shoved the wet clothing inside and stepped to the door. The handle felt like a block of ice in her hand. She turned it and opened the door a crack. The pitch black hall gave her comfort, and the rumble of voices downstairs put her at ease. Perhaps they could sneak past them in the shadows. If she could get the old woman’s attention, maybe the woman could get the men into the kitchen. Raven could make her escape with Darius. They’d have to leave the dog behind, but maybe she could convince the young baron that they’d come back for her in a few days.
Holding the headlamp in her hand, she shined the light into the hallway. Darius gripped her arm, his nails pinching the flesh under her canvas sleeve. His voice shook as he whispered again, “What’s going on?”
His eyes had grown more fear-filled. She clenched her teeth, knowing she needed to dissolve his fear before he froze or worked himself into a fit. He’d be hard to move under those conditions, or he might make too much noise. 
“We need to get out of here. We can’t stay.” She barely stopped herself from asking if he understood. He didn’t want her to patronize him, and she needed to show him she respected him as an equal.
He nodded. The expression on his face grew focused and lost its uncertainty.
She nodded in return and pulled the door open. It creaked against the hinges. Raven twisted her arm in a motion to take hold of Darius’s hand. He gripped her fingers. The floorboards in the hallway creaked with every step they made. A cloud of her breath in the cold air contradicted the sweat which beaded on her forehead.
At the top of the stairs, she released Darius’s hand and wound the key on her lamp backwards a tick. The light snuffed out. Without direction, the boy did the same. She smiled in the dark. He really was a smart, perceptive kid. The light from the fireplace danced on the wooden stairwell below them. She cringed at the memory of the noisy boards that complained with each step. Her heart fell as the impossibility of the task ahead dawned on her.
“Raven Steele!” The deep, baritone voice of Captain Jack Grant echoed up the stairs. 
She gasped and clenched the railing. Blood rushed to her head, causing her vision to swim. It was too late. They’d already found her out. She took a step back and began to retreat down the hallway. The building had a thatched roof– maybe they could lift it. Would the snow be deep enough to break the fall from this height?
“Raven, we know you’re up there. The building has no windows on the second floor. We also know that you could make your escape through our very midst, if you’re willing to use that sword to do so.” His voice grew softer. “We’re not interested in dying, Raven. We only want to talk.”
The half laugh, half huff came out her nose without her conscious thought. Talk? Women talked. Men challenged each other through games or combat. So Raven wondered what kind of challenge this man had for her.
“Please don’t bother my guests. You’ll wake the baby.” The old woman continued her ruse.
Then a baby began to cry. Raven turned her head to the room across the hallway from her own. There had been a baby in the room the whole time? She’d been in the house for hours, and no one had gone upstairs to care for it and it had never made a sound? She stepped toward the teal door and turned the handle. Locked. It didn’t budge in her hand. They locked the room with the baby in it?
Stairs whined under the weight of a person climbing the steps. The old woman grumbled incoherently as she made her way up. One of the other guardsmen protested. “Madam, I must ask that you remain down here. We know the woman you harbor up the steps. It’s not safe.”
“You lot are disturbing our guests. I need to go see if the young woman needs help with her child.” She continued up the creaking stairs.
When she reached the top, the old woman smiled at them and put a finger to her lips. Something in that smile seemed sinister, and Raven felt uneasy for the first time. Her fingers itched to grip her blade. The firelight from below lit the white-haired woman’s face in a ghastly way. She pointed to the door to the room where the wails continued. The cries slowly settled into silence. She never opened the door and didn’t take another step toward it. 
The hairs on Raven’s arms stood upright as understanding fell upon her. The Wood Witch. They’d reached her early.
 




Neither underestimate nor overestimate one's opponent or his abilities.
 Do not work on assumptions. They are often wrong.
 
JACK PACED TO the bottom of the steps. The baby’s cries had grown silent almost immediately after the stairs stopped groaning under the weight of the woman. The quarter hour had passed in an eternity. He gripped the bottom railing and fought the temptation to run up the steps after her. 
“What are you waiting for, Captain?” Colton stood at his shoulder, the fire light causing his blond hair to glow.
Jack furrowed his brows. “What do you mean?”
“I believe that if you go up the stairs alone, the reaper would not feel threatened. She’d take your attempt at negotiation more seriously than asking her to come down the steps.”
“Why didn’t you say so earlier?” Jack rolled his eyes and dashed up the steps, two at a time.
At the top of the stairs he froze. Raven Steele lay on the ground, choking. Darius cowered against the back wall, tears streaming down his face. The old woman’s cottony hair glowed in the teal light that emanated both from the doors and from her hands. Without a second thought, he yelled and rushed at the old woman, tackling her to the ground.
The eerie teal glow immediately snuffed out. Raven Steele drew herself up slowly, but the dark made it difficult to see. He could only just make out her tan dress. “Raven, are you all right?”
“Get off me, you ox.” The woman beneath him struggled, but he held her down. Her arms were pinned under her body.
“Stay still, woman. The more you struggle, the more I feel it necessary to hold you down.”
Behind them, the stairwell creaked with the weight of another rushing up. Colton called out, “Captain, is everything all right?”
“All’s well, guardsmen. Hold your ground and come up no farther.” The last thing Jack needed was for Raven to fight her way through this.
The sound of a key grinding through clockwork gears filled the small hallway. A small lamp in the reaper’s hand lit the circle surrounding the four of them. Her eyes were wide and questioning. “Why? Why did you stop her?”
He furrowed his brow. “What do you mean? She was hurting you and scaring the young baron.”
Her head tilted as she studied Jack. “But I was incapacitated. You could have helped the woman keep me that way.”
Jack shook his head. It was strange. The thought hadn’t occurred to him. As he considered it now, it still didn’t make any sense. “I don’t know this woman. Why would I trust her?”
Raven’s violet eyes danced in the small light, and she smiled. “You trust me more?”
“I definitely don’t trust a woman using magic.” He lifted his eyebrows. “Unless you use magic to move as fast as you do?”
She laughed and shook her head. “No. No magic involved.”
Jack grinned. “I thought not.”
The woman grumbled into the floorboards. “Great. I’m glad you both get along so well. I’m not struggling down here, you know. Could you get off me now?” 
“What do you think?” Jack tilted his head toward Raven and gestured toward the woman. “Should I let her go?”
Raven handed the light to Darius and drew the sword from her back. She gripped it in both hands and spread her feet apart. Her eyes narrowed and her voice turned gruff. “Woman. Make one move with your hand like that again—one flicker of that greenish light from a finger, and you’ll lose it. Am I clear?”
The woman beneath Jack grunted an affirmative. He stood slowly, keeping an eye on her. White hair shot out in all directions, and she attempted to pat it down as she stood. “You know that an old woman could break a bone in a fall like that, don’t you, young man?”
Jack felt pressed to speak, but he kept his mouth shut. He didn’t need Colton there to tell him to let Raven handle this woman. It seemed an obvious part of the negotiation. He leaned against the railing of the stairs and peered down. Colton stood still, halfway up the steps. The firelight danced and showed Rupert at the bottom step as well. Jack nodded to them, and held a hand out, motioning for them to stay put.
“What was the meaning of this, woman?” Raven’s voice lost its questioning tone and became commanding. 
The woman hunched over and looked suddenly older than she’d been earlier. “Forgive me, Reaper, I only wanted to help.”
“Help?” Raven took a forceful step toward the woman. The point of the short sword leveled with the woman’s chin. “How do you contort your actions as help?”
The woman straightened up, indignant. She put her hands on her hips. “You made a move I took as aggressive. You attacked me. Are you not here for my help, Reaper? Did you not bring the young baron to me?”
Raven blinked hard and shook her head. “You are the Wood Witch.”
“As you suspected.”
“I am here because Baron Solomon asked me to bring the boy. You claim the power to cure Darius?”
“I can remove the boy’s affliction.” The woman nodded and folded her arms across her chest. She looked neither powerful nor weak. In the dim light of Raven’s lamp, it became difficult to believe the woman had debilitated the reaper. Jack began to doubt what he’d seen and heard. The woman had to have him under a spell of some sort. It made it hard to think about or remember the magic she’d used.
“You’re bewitching us, woman. I can feel it.” Raven’s eyes met Jack’s. “You feel it, too, don’t you?”
He nodded. 
Raven pressed the point of the sword to the old woman’s chest. “Stop it.”
 “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about, girl. You’re a bit kooky, aren’t you?” The woman laughed and straightened her shirt sleeve.
The reaper’s nostrils flared. The lamp winked as Darius fumbled it from one hand to the other and shook his head. “She’s not kooky. I feel it, too, Raven.”
The woman ignored them both with a cunning smile and turned around. She patted Jack on the chest with the back of her hand dismissively. “Let’s all go downstairs for some tea and talk this over like adults, shall we?”
Jack took a hesitant step back and let the woman by. Colton and Rupert stepped out of the woman’s way as well. Raven snapped the sword to her back and stepped up next to him. Her blue eyes challenged his. “I’m not giving you Darius until my mission is complete. If this woman cannot cure the boy, I will not hand him to you.”
Her hair smelled clean, like the snow outside. And lavender. He swallowed before he spoke. “Those are your terms?”
She nodded once and started down the stairs, holding Darius’s shoulders in front of her. The light descended the steps with her. Jack closed his eyes and took a deep breath before following them.

Raven stopped at the bottom step and surveyed the crowded living room. Jasper Hollow lay on his chest in front of the fireplace. His back and his wounds exposed. Three guardsmen sat on the floor around his body, their mouths agape. 
The old woman’s wild hair glowed like a halo around her head in the firelight. Her body hunched forward as she strode across the room with purpose. Above Raven, Captain Jack Grant continued down the steps, each one groaning under his weight. The sound pressed on her and forced her forward. She stepped into the room, her fingers still gripping Darius’s shoulders lightly, guiding him to stay with her. She couldn’t let him get too far away. It felt as though she held a bird by the tail feathers, and if she gripped too hard, the feathers would rip out, but too lightly, and the bird would fly away. 
Her breathing slowed, and she tried to regulate her heart rate. Fear closed in on her from all sides like the dancing shadows on the walls around the room. But she refused to give into the fear. Her adrenaline wanted to heighten her fight or flight instinct, but she needed to stay calm. It wasn’t time for that now.
Ignoring the eyes of the men on her, she pushed open the teal door to the kitchen. To her surprise, the red-headed woman, Griselda still sat in the chair with her hands tied behind her back. Raven remained in the doorway and could hardly form the words. “How? How did you…”
The old woman sighed and rolled her eyes. “Wood Witch, remember?” 
“But you didn’t free her?” Raven asked, pointing at the red head.
The Wood Witch shrugged and started pouring water from her bucket into a kettle. “I didn’t see a point in it. Griselda is a good kid, but she’d only get in the way. I might be her mother, but even I tire of her nagging and prattling at times.”
Raven blinked. The woman motioned for them to take a seat at the kitchen table. Behind them, the door pushed against Raven’s back. She took a step forward and gestured Darius toward the chair. She remained standing. Jack Grant entered the room and leaned against the door, preventing any others from coming in. He nodded in Raven’s direction and folded his arms across his chest.
With a flick of the old woman’s finger, the flame on the top of the stove joined the light of the single gas lamp on the kitchen table. She hummed as she set the kettle over the burner. She turned to Raven, one side of her lip curled up into a smile. Her grey eyes were glazed over with cataracts, but the woman didn’t squint or struggle to meet Raven’s gaze. “So you’ve brought the boy to me to be rid of his issues.”
“On the elder baron’s order, I’ve brought him. But I don’t trust you.”
The witch gave a short huff and cackle. She stepped toward Raven and pointed. “Who would trust a witch? Only a fool.”
Raven furrowed her brows. “Are you telling me you are untrustworthy?”
The old woman shrugged. “Magic comes at a cost most are unwilling to pay.”
Raven thought of the gold left in the saddlebags on the horse that got away when the highwaymen attacked her in the woods outside of New Haven. Baron Solomon had never said how much it would cost. Darius still held the carpet bag between his knees. She could only hope that she had enough in the bag. If not, would the witch take a down-payment?
The woman cackled longer and stepped forward again. “I see you counting the cost in that young head of yours. You don’t have enough to pay what I ask, that is for certain.” 
“But how do you know? What do you ask for?”
The witch reached out for the top of the boy’s head, but Raven pulled the chair back. It scraped across the hardwood floor. She stepped in front of him. Grant had uncrossed his arms and put a hand on the hilt of his pistol. The witch whipped her head in the captain’s direction and glared. “Would you shoot a defenseless old woman?”
“I don’t believe you’re without the means to defend yourself, Witch.” The captain didn’t release his pistol and stepped farther into the small kitchen.
She laughed. “You would be right, wouldn’t you? I’m not defenseless, nor am I afraid of your pea-shooting pistol.”
Jack tensed his jaw and stepped back. The woman made a shooing motion with a flick of her wrist, and Jack pulled his hand off the hilt and crossed his arms, assuming the stance he’d had before. A look of confusion covered his face. His eyebrows furrowed, and the tendons on his neck stood out as though he strained against something.
Raven pulled Darius to his feet and pushed him behind her, backing up in the kitchen so they were as far from the woman as possible. The witch stood taller, and the flames at the stove behind her flared up. Raven’s throat closed, and she swallowed against her tightened esophagus.
The woman began speaking gibberish, the same as she had upstairs. Raven’s heart raced. She froze, her muscles unable to move again. That same teal light glowed from the witch’s fingers. Raven clenched her eyes, willing herself to move, but not one of her body parts obeyed. Then, just as before, her body collapsed to the floor. And her eyes flew open, but she was unable to turn them in any direction.
Then the words became clear. The witch spoke about things she couldn’t possibly know. “How can you live after what you’ve done? You are worthless, not valuable enough for your father to have sacrificed his life for. No one could love you. You have too much blood on your hands. Nothing you do can redeem you. Even Gregory rejected you.”
Jack had fallen to the floor, as well. His boots were inches from her face in the small kitchen. Darius whimpered behind her, seemingly untouched by the witch’s spell. A tear pooled at the bottom of Raven’s eye and spilled over the side of her face. She couldn’t blink. Never in her life did she feel so out of control. And the witch put a voice to every fear she’d ever had.
Could it be true? Her father didn’t deserve to die for her. Gregory was probably better off without her. Why couldn’t she have been the wife he had needed?
It grew increasingly difficult to push those thoughts aside.
The witch cackled in the blue light, but Raven couldn’t turn her head to see what was going on. The old woman’s hand petted the top of her head. “Too bad I didn’t know you earlier, dear. I might have found more use for you, too. Come, Darius.”
 Footsteps shuffled along the floorboards, and then a dragging sound. A door creaked and a cold draft entered the room. A door out? But this room had none. The wind’s icy fingers raced up Raven’s spine. Footsteps crunched in the snow outside.
Nikki’s urgent barking filled the silence once the crunching had grown too distant. The blue light continued to dominate the room. Raven’s eyes became dry with her inability to blink and the tears that had already fallen. Drool pooled at the corner of her mouth and she wanted so much to swallow, but instead it soaked the floorboards under her cheek. 
Despair blanketed her. The witch’s words continued to echo in her mind, and she couldn’t let them go, no matter how painful it was to think on them. The room grew colder by the minute, and soon each breath formed an icy cloud in front of her face. Nikki had succumbed to howling, her cries desperate and mournful.
What seemed like an eternity passed. Her determined struggle against her unseen bonds helped her push the witch’s words away.
She blinked. The sudden movement of her eyelids startled her and she flinched slightly. Still, her limbs would not respond. The blue light dimmed. Although she was not yet cold, she shivered uncontrollably. The despair fled and her anger warmed her. She willed her arms to move, fought against the invisible tethers. Sweat beaded on her forehead only to be wicked immediately by draft produced by the open door. Her eyes darted around the room, the first of her muscles to come under control. 
Grant made a choked groan, and Raven tried to speak but could do no more than sigh. That guardsman would not gain control of himself before she did. She would not be incapacitated while he stood over her. He may have saved her once, but that was one time too many. She had always been able to take care of herself; this time would be no exception. 
She strove against the inability to move until the moment the blue light snuffed out. Both she and Grant leapt to their feet simultaneously. She gasped for breath now that her chest was no longer constricted. Her muscles relaxed against the strain of her struggles.
Not only was Darius gone, but an empty chair sat where the red-haired woman had been tied. In the wall, a door-sized hole had been formed in a perfect rectangle. The wind had piled snow into the corners of the small kitchen. Raven could barely use her gelatin muscles to walk to the door. She leaned against the frame of the doorway and surveyed the drifts of snow. The clear, cold sky was awash with stars, but the first signs of morning painted the eastern sky purple. Clear footprints led away from the house toward the woods. Behind her, Grant groaned. She turned toward him. “We need to go after them.”
He leaned against the table, looking as weak as she felt. The door cracked open and a voice called in. “Captain, may we enter?”
Grant cleared his throat and called back, “Colton, get Rupert and hurry.”
The door swung shut in response, and muffled voices called out on the other side. Raven shivered. Why had the witch taken Darius?
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