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INTRODUCTION
Book 2 of the Mysterious Devices series
of clockwork cozies set in the
Magnificent Devices world!
Daisy Linden and her sister Frederica arrive by airship in Santa Fe, capital of the Texican Territories, determined to search for their missing father. But two surprises await them—the authorities’ baffling refusal to help, and a not-so-chance meeting with snake-oil salesman William Barnicott.
To their joy, the Lindens find that their father has indeed been seen in Santa Fe. To their horror, it was an assignation with a cancan dancer in the dead of night. Now the dancer is missing—and their father could be a suspect. There is nothing for it—Daisy and Freddie must find the girl before the authorities do, for only she can tell them where he might be now.
But there are forces arrayed against them in Santa Fe ... men in the shadows who have bet too much on a dancer’s disappearance to let two young ladies interfere and raise the stakes ...
“Shelley Adina adds murder to her steampunk world for a mysteriously delicious brew! You’ll love watching her intrepid heroine (and unexpected friends) bring justice to the Wild West while pursuing a quest of her own.”
—Victoria Thompson, bestselling author of Murder in the Bowery, on The Bride Wore Constant White
    
Visit Shelley’s website, www.shelleyadina.com, where you can sign up for her newsletter and be the first to know of new releases and special promotions. You’ll also receive a free short story set in the Magnificent Devices world just for subscribing!
    
For those who travel with a paintbox, too




PRAISE FOR SHELLEY ADINA
“Shelley Adina has brilliantly combined steampunk with the ‘clockwork cozy’ in this series in which a young painter solves mysteries. Best of all, the novels feature familiar characters I love from her bestselling Magnificent Devices series. I can’t wait for the next book!”
NANCY WARREN, USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE VAMPIRE KNITTING CLUB

“An immensely fun book in an immensely fun series with some excellent anti-sexist messages, a wonderful main character (one of my favourites in the genre) and a great sense of Victorian style and language that’s both fun and beautiful to read.”
FANGS FOR THE FANTASY, ON MAGNIFICENT DEVICES





CHAPTER 1



WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 21, 1895
12:20 p.m.
Within ten minutes of their airship’s being moored to its mast at the Santa Fe airfield, Daisy Linden became convinced that there was no other city quite like this one. Not only in the Texican Territories, mind you. But in the entire world.
The colors. Oh goodness, the colors!
She had in her travel paintbox Burnt Sienna—Mars Orange—Vermilion—Aurora Yellow. But these could hardly do justice to the rocks and mesas, the spires and even the buildings, for they were all those and more. And the shadows! Indigo, Olive Green, Payne’s Gray—even a blue that went straight past India Ink to something the midnight sky might make all its own.
“But we have been here before, Daisy.” Her sister Frederica picked up her valise in one hand and grasped the handle of the late Emma Makepeace’s traveling trunk in the other. “It is not as though these marvels are new to you.”
“I know, dearest. But while I remember that the colors enchanted me, all the wonder of our arrival was blotted out by the horror of our return.”
“I hope our visit this time will be a better one.”
Daisy hoped so, too. Desperately.
For there was no longer any more time to lose in the search for Papa, who had gone missing nearly two years before—abducted by the Californios. Granted, they had learned from Captain and Lady Hollys a few weeks ago that Papa had been alive and well back in April, when the couple had left him in Reno, the crossroads city of the Royal Kingdom of Spain and the Californias. According to their information, he had set off to look for his family.
What were the odds that their searches for each other might come to a happy conclusion right here?
Even had she been a betting woman, Daisy would not have laid money on the odds. Ladies did not indulge themselves in such worldly pursuits. But she was rich in hope, and she dealt that out to Fate with a liberal hand.
They boarded a steam conveyance with slatted benches and open sides that the conductor assured them would take them into the center of the city. Freddie held on to her hat as the steambus picked up its pace to quite an alarming speed, for there was nothing to hinder its way but peculiar rolling bushes and scented squatty pines and the ubiquitous Burnt Sienna rocks of this part of the world.
“Ought we to have made inquiries at the airfield? Of the ticketing office, the taverns, and a few of the inter-territory ships?” Freddie asked Daisy above the racket of their going.
They were not the only passengers; most of the people aboard the short-haul packet from Denver were riding the vehicle, too. One hated to raise one’s voice with one’s private concerns, but Daisy could not see how to avoid it.
“We shall certainly do so as soon as we may,” she replied. “But for now, I feel we must wait upon the man in charge of the detachment of Texican Rangers here. I wrote to him from Bath some weeks ago, and I am ashamed to say we are two weeks past the day I told him I would be here. But it was unavoidable, of course.”
“And I am not sorry we are late. Not one bit.”
Neither was Daisy. For if they had not stayed in Georgetown and made the attempt to discover the murderer of their friend Emma Makepeace, then an innocent man would have gone to the gallows and a horrible villain would be walking the streets unscathed.
That the two situations had been utterly reversed thanks to their efforts and those of one or two friends was cause for some satisfaction. If Daisy went to her eternal reward tomorrow, if nothing else she would have justice on the positive side of the ledger.
When they alighted in Santa Fe’s main square, it looked vaguely familiar, with its deep wooden awnings called portals, and the squat golden and Burnt Sienna adobe buildings ranged about it. The Navapai stepped proudly among the Texican men and women, their cream robes and the distinctive double buns of the women’s hair making them stand out from the more subdued leather and calico of the Texican citizens. The streets were busy with horse-drawn wagons and the occasional steam vehicle, just as Georgetown had been. But the number of conveyances, shops, livery stables, and places of commerce was much larger. Santa Fe was the capital of the Texican Territories.
“Look.” Freddie pointed at a Navapai man cantering past on an extraordinary contraption. “It’s a horse, Daisy. A mechanical horse! Do you suppose he built it?”
“Goodness me. Perhaps he did. Look, there is another. Surely there cannot be a manufactory. How astonishing!”
Only the Navapai seemed to be riding the mechanicals—and doing so with a grace and control that was like watching a real animal under the guidance of an expert horseman.
Someone passing by bumped her shoulder and brought her out of her admiration with a jolt.
“Oops, ’scuse me, ma’am.”
“Not at all,” she responded automatically. Then—“Would you be so good as to direct us to the Ranger outpost?”
He laughed, tipping his enormous Stetson to her. “You’re not far. Just there, across the square and down one block. You’ll see the snakes and eagle flag, and the crossed swords on blue below it.”
“Of course.” She’d been so caught up in the mechanicals she hadn’t seen the all too familiar Prussian Blue field of the Ranger flag, waving above the buildings. “Thank you.”
“Anything to help a pretty lady.” He fitted his hat more securely on his head and sauntered off, the spurs on the heels of his boots jingling as they struck the boardwalk.
Blushing at the familiarity, Daisy grasped her valise and picked up Freddie’s. The traveling trunk was enough for one person to manage. “Come along, dearest.”
In the vestibule of the Texican Rangers’ headquarters, the air was so much cooler than in the heat of the square that Daisy lifted her face as though she had walked into a refreshing breeze. The walls were at least three feet thick, which made for wide windowsills but an oddly telescopic view of the street and square outside.
“It looks like the inside of the Tower of London,” Freddie whispered. “Should one be under siege, the window apertures offer some protection while allowing one to shoot. Although whom they would shoot, I cannot imagine.”
“I do not wish to think of being under siege, thank you,” Daisy whispered back, and gave their names to the officer behind the counter.
In Georgetown, the lieutenant in charge of the Ranger outpost had nearly been the cause of an innocent man’s condemnation. He had even gone so far as to use murder as an excuse to settle an old debt. Thus, she was not certain what to expect of the man who was that lieutenant’s commanding officer. Certainly Mama had found no satisfaction in his investigations. It remained to be seen whether Daisy could manage to do better.
“Ladies, please be seated,” General Van Ness said after the civilities of bow and curtsies were observed. Rather than seating them in the wooden, straight-backed chairs in front of his desk, however, he indicated instead a comfortable sofa, and took a wooden chair facing them for himself.
The red-headed officer from outside brought in a tray of glasses and a pitcher of water. They had had tea on the airship, but Daisy was still grateful for the water. She had not forgotten the warning from their erstwhile friend in Georgetown, Hugh Meriwether-Astor, about the altitude in these parts, and what would happen if they did not drink often.
“Miss Linden, allow me to say what a pleasure it is to meet you after having received your letter,” General Van Ness said. “I hope your journey has been pleasant?”
Daisy and Freddie exchanged a glance. “Yes, very much so,” Daisy said, choosing to bypass details altogether. If he had not heard of their involvement in the case in Georgetown, then now was not the time to enlighten him. “This is an extraordinary country, with many beauties.”
He chuckled. “I am glad you can see it that way. We men of the law, of course, take a different view. Nestled in every beautiful vista, it seems, is a clutch of train robbers—a flock of air pirates—a troupe of brujas who’d just as soon anyone in a uniform moved himself back to the Fifteen Colonies.”
“A ... brouhaha?” Freddie asked, sounding as confused as Daisy felt.
“Bruja. That is the Californio word for witch,” he said briefly. “They live along the Rio de Sangre Colorado and cause nothing but trouble.”
“Oh.” Freddie subsided.
It was time to direct the conversation into more productive lines. “Since you received my letter, General van Ness,” Daisy began in a businesslike tone, “then you are aware that I am taking up my mother’s quest to find my father. Have you been able to glean any new information since she was here making inquiries last year? Or even since you received the letter?”
“Sad to say, I have not,” the officer said.
Daisy examined his face, with its long, blondish-gray moustaches that drooped on either side of his mouth. She had seen many a moustache in these parts, turned up at the ends in a sprightly, optimistic manner and waxed to within an inch of its life. The general did not seem to follow this practice, instead allowing his to flow down in the manner of the Cavaliers of old.
Was it, perhaps, to conceal the downturn of his lips, the sulky cast to his mouth in repose, the slight overbite visible when he did smile?
“Perhaps there has been word among the travelers at the airfield?” Freddie asked. “Or those who are employed by the airship companies? For we have information that as recently as April, our father, Professor Linden, was planning to make his way back to Santa Fe to look for us.”
He sipped his water. “He was known to be alive in April of this year? Four months ago?”
“Yes,” Daisy said. “Hence our eagerness to hear any news of him. For surely he would have been seen at one of the ticket offices, or even called here to make inquiries about my sister and me. I gave you his description in my letter, to remind you of what our mother would have told you. Though my account of his clothing is inaccurate. He was last seen wearing a military greatcoat of Prussian blue wool, not his tweed jacket.”
“He certainly hasn’t been here,” the general said flatly. “And I’ve heard nothing of an educated man with a Prussian accent, with or without a greatcoat.”
Heard nothing while sitting in his sunlit office with its view of the parade ground? Or heard nothing while actively collaring people and asking them questions? Daisy would have given anything to be a man at that moment, with the courage to ask.
Oh, bother that. It was only a question.
“While you may have heard nothing here at headquarters,” she said, “perhaps your men’s active questioning of people at the airfield, the boarding houses, and the saloons might have borne more fruit?”
“We assume that is how an investigation might be conducted,” Freddie added. “We have little experience in such matters, naturally.”
“Naturally.” His blue gaze rested upon Daisy, tinged with what might possibly be dislike. “My men have better things to do with their time than to open a closed missing-persons case and start all over again. And now you tell me that your father is well—that no misadventure has befallen him, but instead he is alive, last seen in Reno. By whom was he seen?”
“By Captain Sir Ian and Captain Lady Hollys, of Her Majesty’s Airship Swan,” Freddie said proudly.
The dislike in his gaze congealed into something positively glacial. “Then surely you can see that we do not have a case here. Any investigation we might mount would only turn up the same conclusion—that he is alive as of four months ago, and nothing unpleasant has happened to him.”
“If that were the case, he would have found his way back to us,” Daisy said a little flatly. “The questions you must surely ask are, what prevented him, and where is he now?”
General Van Ness gazed at her. “Would he have found his way back to you? Are you quite certain?”
Daisy frowned. “I do not take your meaning, sir.”
“I merely point out that this would not be the first time a man has chosen not to return to the bosom of his family. There are many opportunities in the Wild West for a man to remake himself, perhaps in an image that carries fewer expectations and greater freedom.”
Both young ladies stared at him until the silence became suffocating.
Under her jacket, waist, corset, and chemise, Daisy’s heart pounded, flooding her body with the urge to fly across the short distance between them and claw his eyes out. Her silence was not rooted in something as namby-pamby as affront. No, if she was silent, it was because she had no resources to waste if she was to win this heroic struggle for self-control.
Now was not the time to be arrested for assaulting an officer.
“Then,” she said, choosing each word with care, “are we to infer that you will not be assisting us in locating our father? That the remit of the Texican Rangers does not extend to citizens of Her Majesty, despite the fact that our Texican train was attacked by the Californios and he was abducted not fifty miles from here?”
He steepled his fingers and touched the forefingers to his lower lip. “Do you believe the Territory culpable in this matter? That because the Californios invaded our lands and kidnapped the male passengers from one of our trains for their work crews, we bear the responsibility for finding them?”
“It seems reasonable,” Freddie said after a moment, when it became plain that Daisy was not going to reply to the glaringly obvious.
“Then allow me to give you what information I do possess,” he said. “There is a new Viceroy on the throne of the Royal Kingdom now, and much has changed since you visited us last. The borders are open. Any men kidnapped to assist with the great dam or any other engineering project have been released without compensation or apology, to return to their homes and families. Men of talent are employed now, not enslaved, should they choose to remain.”
“I am glad to hear it, but what does that have to do with our father?” Freddie asked.
“Men have returned to their homes all over the Territories, following notices in the papers and published lists of the missing. We have been notified in most cases, and closed out dozens of files. If a man chooses not to come in to ask where his family has gone, or even to identify himself as having been a prisoner, then we can only assume he has his reasons. Of course, if a man chooses to be seen in Reno and then returns to the Royal Kingdom to seek employment, we would not be informed at all.”
“Our father would never—” Daisy began, her voice rising.
“If, after having seen his name on our published lists, Professor Linden reports to any of our detachments, we will notify you at once.”
“But he may not be able to—”
“Good day, Miss Linden. I am sorry I could not tell you what you wanted to hear. Please keep me informed of your whereabouts while you are in the Territories.”
And before Daisy could protest or scream or grasp a pillar and refuse to be moved, she and Freddie found themselves and their baggage outside on the boardwalk in the shade of the portal once again.
The warm air fanned her hot face, bringing with it the raw green scent of chilies being roasted somewhere in the warren of adobe buildings. A fine black horse trotted past bearing a Texican Ranger. And above the flat roofs, black birds with enormous wing spans circled the slender spires of rock that were as numerous as trees in this city.
“Daisy?” Freddie touched her arm. “What shall we do now?”
“I haven’t the faintest idea,” she said, watching the birds circling ... circling ... and wondering what might be up there on the pinnacles to attract them so.




CHAPTER 2



WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 21, 1895
12:50 p.m.
William Barnicott had not actually tested the flight capabilities of his peculiar conveyance—part landau, part apothecary shop, part balloon. Mostly because, should he attempt to find its limits in either altitude or speed, he would likely kill himself falling from the sky like Icarus, having ventured too close to the sun.
Besides, it was cold in the upper reaches of the air, and he had had enough of frigid Boston winters to last a lifetime.
Following their train journey from Georgetown, Daisy Linden and her sister Frederica were to have boarded the packet from Denver to Santa Fe at ten o’clock this morning. Though he traveled at a lower altitude than the airship they had boarded, he had had a head start. So, when he circled the Santa Fe airfield, he was pleased to see the packet already there and sitting high in the air at its mooring mast. From this he could safely conclude that the passengers had already disembarked.
It was nearly one o’clock, and breakfast had worn off some time ago. Time for him to find a flat spot himself, and fix a little sustenance before he bobbed into town. Or better yet, he might pay a visit to old friends in a place where he could expect safe moorage and a happy welcome. He brought the conveyance about in a wide turn and within fifteen minutes was coming in to land on the spacious, flat terrace of his mentor Alaia’s home.
The entire family lived together—the widow Alaia, her grown sons Tobin and Alonzo, and Tobin’s wife, their baby, and her two little boys by her first husband. As the conveyance settled onto its ground wheels, the boys spilled out of the adobe arch.
“Barney! Barney! Give us a ride!”
Laughing, he swept them up in a hug. “Soon enough. I have been in the air all morning, and I need to thaw my bones.”
They ran around to the back of the conveyance to open the door, where a sweet or two might be found in the nearest drawer, only to skid to a halt on the warm paving stones of the terrace.
“Who are you?” the eldest demanded.
“Oy!” came an all too familiar voice. “Hands off this conveyance. Who are you, I might be asking.”
The bottom seemed to fall out of William’s stomach, and he dashed around the vehicle’s rear to skid to an astonished halt in much the same way as the boys. For on the back steps, their limbs frozen and cramped in a position they could not seem to relinquish, were Davey and Lin, whom he had thought safely going about their own lives in Georgetown.
“Hello, B-Barney,” Lin managed between chattering teeth.
What in the name of all the skies are you doing here? seemed rather inadequate. For it was quite obvious what they were doing there.
Stowing away.
Never mind. Questions could wait. For both of them would be down with pneumonia before he could say Jack Robinson if he did not get them pried off those steps and into a hot bath.
“Boys, run and ask your grandmother to help me.”
“No need,” came the musical voice of Alaia as she stepped out on the terrace. “I am glad indeed to see you, William.”
She never used his nickname, being of the tradition that the use of one’s real name was a contract of friendship. Even then, she and each member of the village possessed more than one name—a public one such as Alaia, one used by the family, and a secret one known only to the priests and gods.
She hugged him in a way that made him think of his mother—or rather, the way he had wished his mother could have been when he was a boy. He hugged her back. “I’m glad to see you, too, Mother.” He used the Navapai word, both as an honorific and an acknowledgement of what she meant to him. “I have just discovered a pair of stowaways from Georgetown who need care. They have flown all this way on the steps of my vehicle without a stitch of protection from the elements.”
“I g-gave Lin my coat!” Davey objected.
“A generous gesture,” Alaia said. “Come. Your limbs have tightened for fear of falling, but we must get you inside. The boiler is full of hot water, and we will pump up enough cold from the spring to make you a bath.”
As she spoke, she and William both pried the children’s chilled fingers from the steps and carried them into the house. Her daughter-in-law had already poured hot water into copper washtubs set behind screens, and within minutes both children were stripped and submerged to their noses.
William took himself off to the terrace to tie his conveyance down, and caught up on all the news of the village from the boys.
The sun had crossed an hour’s worth of sky when he was joined once more by his unexpected passengers. Davey wore a pair of the dungarees favored by cowboys that had clearly come out of Alaia’s stockpile for when her grandsons grew a little bigger. His shirt was the same as the ones they wore—unbleached cotton, no buttons, only a vee for the head to poke through and a tie at the throat. Lin was dressed similarly to the Navapai women, in a cotton shift with a woven overdress featuring a Water Monster pattern along the bottom. Her cropped hair was held back on one side with a silver comb with the same pattern pressed into it.
Both children moved as fluidly as children should, no longer cramped and crabbed. It remained to be seen whether they would take a chill—in which case, this was the very best place they could be, with an expert healer to care for them.
Cautiously, they approached him. Lin handed him one of the pottery cups made in the village, keeping the other for herself. “That lady says we are to drink three of these, but you only one.”
The familiar scent of grass and honey and summer caressed his nostrils, and he drank deeply of the healing draught. “She must think I am as cold as you two.” He flexed his fingers. “Not quite, but I would never turn down a drink of this. It’s a wonder cure. Bottoms up.”
To his surprise, they both drank down the summer tea without complaint. If his recollections of his own boyhood mishaps were any indication, they were probably being as obedient as they knew how in the hopes that they’d be able to talk him round to keeping them. But as much as he liked Davey and Lin, and as much as they’d been through together in recent weeks, he knew nothing about children except how to treat coughs and scrapes. He had traveled alone for a couple of years now, and had grown to like it.
Besides, the hazards of travel in the Wild West were a challenge to an armed man. It was no place for children.
“May we sit with you?” Lin asked.
“Please?” Davey added, in case William’s reply might be decided by whether their manners came up to scratch.
“Of course. Mind the wall, though. It looks as though it would make a good seat, but the drop on the other side is five hundred feet at least.”
Cautiously, Davey peered over the parapet. “Crikey!” He scuttled backward in the manner of a startled crab, and settled on one of the wide steps, gripping the stone with a hand on either side of his legs as though the mesa might shake him off at any moment.
“How about you tell me how you came to be frozen to my conveyance?” William inquired pleasantly.
Davey and Lin exchanged a glance in which Davey seemed to understand that he was to do the talking.
“It was my idea,” he said at last. “I got no one in Georgetown, and neither does Lin, and ... well ... it don’t seem such a safe place as it used to be any more.”
“And you think flying off into the Wild West with me would be safer?” The logic of children escaped him. “Lin, you were set up with respectable employment as a laundress and a kind landlord in Mr. Bjorn Hansen. What is your reasoning? For I must confess I do not understand it.”
“I—I do not want to be a laundress.” The girl swallowed. “Mr. Hansen is kind, but I do not know him.”
And men had not been kind, in the girl’s experience. William himself had only met her because she had been beaten within an inch of her life by a gentleman with an ebony cane. She had refused his advances because she was a laundress and not a desert flower, but it had made no difference—in his mind, she was employed in a flower house and therefore she was available for his pleasure.
The ugly truth could not be denied—no matter how resourceful she was, a thirteen-year-old Canton girl on her own in the Territories was a target as defenseless as a mourning dove in a rifle’s sights. She needed the protection of someone strong and reputable.
“Mr. Hansen is an honorable man, Lin,” William said gently. “He would not allow any harm to come to you.”
“He couldn’t prevent it coming to himself,” Davey pointed out with all the tact of a hammer on a nail. “If it weren’t for you and Miss Daisy and Miss Freddie and the Rocky Mountain Detective, ’e’d’ve been ’anged instead of that other nasty scoundrel.”
William sighed. This time the child’s logic was irrefutable. “But I cannot keep you,” he said. “I see no other course but to fly you back to Georgetown in the morning. Inside the vehicle this time.”
“No,” Lin said, her face as pale as unpainted porcelain. “We want to stay with you.”
“It would not be right. I, a single man with no means to provide for you? No means to educate you? How will you learn a trade, or feed yourselves, or grow up as anything but a pair of vagabonds?”
“People call me that now,” Davey said. His hands still gripped the stone. Did he expect William to tear him away bodily?
“And I have a trade,” Lin said.
“Which you cannot ply if you fly about clinging to the backs of conveyances.” William steeled himself against their clean but utterly woebegone faces. “But you can ply it in Georgetown. Mr. Hansen will see that you go to school in the mornings. It was all arranged.”
“But I don’t want to live with Mr. Hansen,” she said again, more desperately this time. “The chances of my being able to find my aunt are better traveling about with you than staying there. She could be here—” She waved in the general direction of Santa Fe in the distance, with its spires of rock that formed a grim reminder that the Texican Rangers had their headquarters here. “Or anywhere you go.”
“That’s right,” Davey put in. “We know we’re safe with you, Barney. Cold sometimes, and hungry, I ’spect, but safe.”
“It is out of the question,” he said helplessly. “It simply will not do.”
Alaia came out on the terrace as though she sensed he had come to the end of his arguments. Lin blinked rapidly so that a stranger might not see her tears, and lifted her chin. Pride was the only thing left to the poor child. Even the clothes on her back did not belong to her.
“Perhaps we might postpone our difficult decisions until after we have eaten?” Alaia gestured them inside. “In any case, my young visitors must not venture forth into the world until it is clear their lungs have not suffered from their journey in the skies. Three days should suffice.”
Three days. “Very well, then,” he said to his charges. “On the fourth day, I will fly you both back to Georgetown, with no ifs, ands, or buts about it.”
“Yes, Barney,” Davey said meekly. “We’ll go with you.”
William didn’t believe a word of it.
    
DAISY TOOK a firm grip on her courage and a valise in each hand. “First things first,” she said to Freddie. “We must find somewhere respectable to stay.”
“I’ll ask inside.” And before Daisy could stop her, she had dashed back into the Texican Rangers’ office. Daisy supposed it was logical to inquire there, but not for worlds would she ever set foot in a Ranger detachment again—not unless she was desperate. For this was the second time she had been brushed aside, their quest relegated to a mere inconvenience, and the moral fiber of the Rangers’ leadership laid open to question.
Freddie reappeared with a piece of paper in her gloved hand. “The Ranger at the counter recommends Mrs. Sibley’s boarding house on Lincoln Avenue, just around the corner from the Palace of the Governors.”
“A boarding house, not an hotel?”
“I thought it would be more prudent,” Freddie told her. “If our inquiries take more than a few days.”
“You are quite right. Let us go at once.”
But Mrs. Sibley’s rooms must have been papered in gold leaf, so dear was her asking price. She in turn recommended Marlow’s, which turned out to be fully occupied, and from there they were directed to several possibilities along Mariposa, a crooked street that backed on the theatre and saloon district.
“I don’t like the look of this.” Freddie gripped the handle of the traveling closet as though it might be torn from her at any moment. “We must return to Mrs. Sibley’s. Or an hotel. I do not see any choice.”
“This one is marginally more respectable than those down there.” Daisy tilted her head toward the house on the corner, indicating the unmarred paint on a cerulean blue door set into the thickness of the wall, and the pink and yellow glory of the climbing honeysuckle that framed it. Surely someone of dubious character would not have created such a welcoming prospect. “We will inquire, and if we don’t like the proprietor, we will go back and hand over a fortune without complaint.”
The proprietor turned out to be an elderly lady with eyes the color of shadows on the adobe. “Mrs. Tomas Alvarez,” she said, shaking Daisy’s hand. “I board respectable people only, both men and women, for a dollar a night.”
Daisy’s pocketbook practically wept with relief. “That will be very agreeable,” she said. “We are in Santa Fe for a few days to make inquiries about the whereabouts of our father.”
“Is he missing?” The lady led them down a cool tiled corridor, whereupon they discovered the house, whose adobe walls looked so unassuming from the front, had quite a lot to it in the back, including an enclosed courtyard bursting with flowers in clay pots, and a pepper tree in which birds sang.
“Yes, he is,” Daisy said. “My goodness, this house is very deceiving from the front, is it not?”
“It has been in my husband’s family for fifty years at least—since long before the steam trains came, to say nothing of the saloons and dance halls. We in Mariposa Street do our best to act as a bulwark against the rising tide of riotous living the next block over.”
“And we are thankful for it.” Their room was so tiny the traveling closet would barely open at the foot of the bed. But since the room had no closet itself, the fact that theirs did open was welcome. The greatest selling point was the door that opened directly on the courtyard and the flowers. Daisy could hardly wait to dig out her paints and record the cinnamon of the adobe as a backdrop to the red poppies and blue anemones and deep pink bougainvillea.
“I serve two meals a day,” Mrs. Alvarez went on. “Breakfast at eight and dinner at six. There is no second setting, so you must be punctual.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Freddie said.
“I allow no fraternization in the rooms of the other boarders.”
“Of course not, ma’am.”
“You may take the air in the courtyard, but no liquor is allowed on the premises. And I tolerate no dealings with the dance halls and saloons. If you come in at all hours, smelling of cigars and eau de toilette, you will be asked to leave.”
Daisy felt confident in promising no such dealings as that. “Yes, ma’am.”
Mrs. Alvarez adjusted an enameled watch pin in the shape of a flower upon a lace flounce of her dress. “I will take a week’s board in advance, if you please.”
Daisy counted out the unfamiliar coins. “Thank you, Mrs. Alvarez. Perhaps, when you have a moment, we might tell you of our quest to find our father. For you are uniquely placed and might have heard something that could assist us.”
“Certainly. You will find me in the courtyard with a pot of tea in a quarter of an hour. I will bring three cups.”
Freddie flung herself on the bed with a sigh of rapture. “Such comfort in such an unexpected place.”
“For so little. She must be distilling liquor in the cellar.”
Freddie giggled. “I do not know if these adobe houses even have cellars. But I am glad to have a place to perch. There is nothing that makes me quite so uneasy as having nowhere to lay my head.”
Daisy pulled her sketchbook and paints from her valise, where they rested on top for easy access. “You were the one who stowed away on the packet to Paris, my dear. You had to have known that comfortable beds might be in short supply.”
“I am afraid I didn’t know much of anything, other than that I could not let you go alone all the way to the Wild West.” She turned her head to gaze at her sister. “You are not sorry I did, are you?”
Daisy touched her shoulder. “Not in the least. If we are to find Papa, it will take the resources of us both, and I am very glad we are together.” Outside, she could see Mrs. Alvarez crossing the courtyard with a tray. “Come. Here is our hostess. Let us begin our inquiries with her.”




CHAPTER 3



WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 21, 1895
2:15 p.m.
T  he tea was not English, or even from the Fifteen Colonies. It tasted quite unlike anything Daisy had ever had before, but was delicious and soothing in this dry climate, with hints of summer grass and spices.
Mrs. Alvarez listened carefully to their tale. “And do you have a daguerreotype of your father? For his description might fit that of any gentleman who fought in any of the wars in my lifetime.”
Daisy and Freddie looked at one another in dismay. “We do not. In fact, this is the first anyone has mentioned it,” Daisy said. She could have kicked herself. “How foolish I am not to have taken one from the mantel when I left home.”
“Not so foolish, dearest,” Freddie said in comforting tones. “Neither of us was in a state to remember every single detail. It was a difficult time.”
That it was, what with ultimatums and guilt being flung every which way by Aunt Jane, and her own bullheaded determination to leave her aunt and uncle’s house at the earliest possible moment once she had reached her majority and had her mother’s small legacy in hand.
“But I could draw him from memory.” Daisy put down her cup and saucer and picked up her sketchbook.
Mrs. Alvarez watched with interest as Daisy flipped past landscapes, figure studies, and architectural sketches of the various airships that had carried them here. Past the incomplete portrait of Lin, which Daisy supposed she would have to finish from memory as well. She smoothed a fresh sheet and began to draw.
Her father’s beloved face formed under her hand, with its firm chin, eyes sparkling with humor in deep sockets, his hair springing from his broad, wise forehead in waves not unlike her own. For good measure, she made it a bust, sketching in the military greatcoat that Lady Hollys had said he had been wearing, modeled after the other one hanging in the cabin on Swan.
Thirty minutes later, the drawing was complete.
“He is very handsome,” Mrs. Alvarez said. “Quite the gentleman. And a professor of engineering, you say?”
“Yes,” Freddie said. “Have you seen him, or heard of a visitor with a Prussian accent who might have been inquiring about his family?”
“Or at the very least, a place to stay while he did so?” Daisy added.
Mrs. Alvarez shook her head with regret. “I am sorry to say I have not. But I am not the only one who boards travelers in this town. I know them all, so I will put the word out for you. May I keep this portrait?”
Now that she had created it, Daisy felt unwilling to let it go—it would be like losing Papa all over again. “I should prefer to keep it, ma’am,” she said. “We will be making our own inquiries, and it would be helpful to have it to show to people. But should you hear anything of him, we may certainly show it to your informant as a confirmation.”
“Very well.” Mrs. Alvarez began to clear away the teacups. “Have you spoken to the Texican Rangers? For that is where anyone would begin their inquiries about a missing person.”
“They have heard nothing,” Daisy said briefly. “We have just come from there.”
“Oh, that is a shame.” Then Mrs. Alvarez smiled. “Never mind. We women have our ways, do we not? Men dismiss us as gossips, but I have seen more than once the good that talking to another woman can do. And my word, when I think of the Rose Rebellion...”
“Thank you, ma’am,” Freddie said after a moment, when further details did not seem to be forthcoming. “And thank you for your kindness. It is like balm in the—in the—”
“Desert?” Mrs. Alvarez twinkled at her. “You will learn soon enough that in these parts, one cannot have too many friends.”
“She is right,” Freddie said in a low voice as they returned to their room to pin on their hats preparatory to going out. “I miss Barney and Davey and Lin already.”
Daisy did, too. “I have a confession to make.”
“Oh?”
“I fear we left Mr. Barnicott too hastily, and disregarded his offer of help without giving it the thought it deserved.”
“We?”
Daisy sighed. “I did. What was I thinking?”
“Never mind, dear, I told him to ignore you.” Freddie could not keep the smile from twitching at the corners of her mouth. “I should not be surprised if he disobeys you and turns up in Santa Fe.”
Daisy didn’t know whether to be appalled at her sister’s forwardness, or relieved that she seemed to have more sense about some things than Daisy did. “He must think I am an awful, ungrateful prig, after all he did for us. For Emma—and poor Kathleen.”
“I do not know what he thinks. I hope you will ask him, should we see the red and brown stripes of his balloon bobbing in someone’s garden.”
Mr. Hansen’s hens had had their opinions about William landing his flying conveyance in their garden. Daisy was quite sure the average homeowner here would feel the same.
“Let us be off to the airfield to make our inquiries, then,” she suggested. “We can look for his striped balloon at the same time, and if we do not see it, we might leave a message for him at the ticket office.”
The prospect of something concrete to do was inestimably cheering, which lasted through inquiries at the ticket office, half a dozen showings of Papa’s portrait to various persons in charge, and visits to all three regional airship services.
At which point Daisy had become so hot and worn out, she wondered if she would ever find cheer in anything ever again.
“I have had enough, Freddie,” she said at last, sinking quite without permission upon the steps of someone’s airship to rest in the shade of its fuselage. “It seems quite clear that Papa did not make his way here. He must have come by train. Or on foot, heaven help him.”
“If he came at all.” Freddie subsided on the wrought-iron step beside her, removed her gloves, and began to fan herself with them. “Remember, we were merely making our best guess when we set our course for Santa Fe. We do not actually know he intended to come here from Reno.”
“I have not forgotten.” If she craned a little to the right, she could catch some of the breeze from the gloves.
Freddie obliged her. “I hate to say so, but while we’re here, we really ought to check the airfield’s taverns. Fortunately, I have only seen two. The Prickly Pear near the ticket office, and the Hare and Raven at the gate where the tram comes in.”
“How observant you are.” Daisy did not think she could move from these steps. She would fossilize right here, the wind drying her out until there was nothing left but a skeleton clothed in the remains of a blue striped walking dress.
“Come on, dearest,” Freddie urged. “It is only a little way, and a glass of water would do us both good.”
The thought of water was all that stood between Daisy and utter desiccation. She and Freddie tottered over to the Prickly Pear, where they hesitated near the adobe arch of the door. From within came the clash of glass, a shout of laughter, and a concertina playing a raucous tune to which the patrons seemed to know the words.
“I cannot go in there.” She clutched at Freddie’s sleeve.
“They will have water. I don’t know about you, but I would hand over the price of a room at Mrs. Sibley’s for a single glass.”
As it turned out, the black-eyed barmaid was used to travelers practically fainting on the doorstep. “It’s the heat, you see, and the dry air. Drink up. Two glasses.” She leaned on the bar to make sure they obeyed, her blouse open to expose her curves, and a leather corset worn outside the blouse cinching her waist down to an exaggerated hourglass shape.
Daisy averted her eyes at this reckless misuse of an undergarment, and concentrated on the blessed cool water. At the bottom of the second glass, she found some measure of strength again. The barmaid shook her head at their offer of coin. “We have water aplenty. It’s the whiskey will cost you.” She eyed them. “But you don’t seem the type.”
“Actually, since you have been so kind, I wonder if you might help us in another way.” Daisy pulled out her sketchbook and showed her Papa’s portrait. “This is our father. He has been missing since April and we are making inquiries here at the airfield in case anyone might have seen him.”
The barmaid examined the portrait, ignoring the shouts of three aeronauts with an array of glasses already in front of them on the glossy pine bar. “Can’t say he looks familiar, though I’ll keep an eye out. What did you say your names were?”
“Margrethe and Frederica Linden,” Daisy said. “He is an educated gentleman, speaking with a Prussian accent and last seen wearing a blue military greatcoat.”
“Easy to notice, then. If I see him, I’ll send a message. Where are you staying?”
When Freddie told her, the barmaid smiled for the first time. “I know Eileen. My mother runs a boarding house, too. You’re in good hands there. Tell her Rita said hello.”
They promised, and took their leave. Outside, the sun was blinding as it fell toward the mountains to the west. “Freddie, look. The light is gold, almost pink.”
“That means it will be down soon, and we must not be late for dinner.”
“Oh, goodness. You are quite right.”
They hurried for the tram, and swung themselves aboard just as it let out a great gout of steam and lurched into motion. The airfield stretched away behind them, with dozens of airships bobbing at their ropes, neatly tied in rows with chases of gravel and scrub between them.
But nowhere could they see the striped balloon that would indicate William Barnicott had followed them here to lend them his assistance ... and his good company.
It was dehydration that was making her feel so heavy and sad, Daisy told herself. She should have had a third glass of water.
For this feeling could not be disappointment. One simply did not feel disappointment when one’s acquaintances did exactly as they were told and stayed out of one’s business. Daisy turned her head to look at the view to the other side, and hoped that Freddie would not see the tears welling in her eyes.
    
WHILE LIN and Davey amused themselves by exploring the Navapai village on the top of the mesa in the company of Alaia’s little grandsons, William brought Alaia and Tobin up to date on his adventures since last he’d visited.
“A few too many close scrapes, my friend,” Tobin said, shaking his head. “Murderers don’t take kindly to the likes of you underfoot.”
“I didn’t know he was a murderer until the last,” William confessed. “Anyway, it wasn’t I who caught up with him—it was a pair of young ladies.”
“Young ladies of bravery and inner resources, I think,” Alaia said. “And they have become special to you.”
William felt a blush burn into his face, and for once wished that they might have stayed indoors to talk, instead of enjoying the late afternoon on the terrace with its honest sunshine. “We became friends,” he managed. “They were bound here to begin their search for their father. He was last seen in Reno by acquaintances of theirs—Lady Alice and Sir Ian Hollys.”
“Alice?” Alaia’s posture became intent. “These young ladies are acquainted with Alice and Ian?”
“Yes,” William said. “They flew to Denver on their ship from New York. I know the Hollyses are good friends of yours, but I have never met them.”
Tobin tipped back on the step, crossing his ankle over one knee with a grin. “Last we saw Alice, I was breaking her out of the Ranger hospital before she was discovered by van Ness and tossed in gaol.”
“Great Caesar’s ghost,” William exclaimed. “Lady Alice Hollys?”
“Alice Chalmers as was,” Tobin said. “The air pirate Ned Mose’s daughter.”
In all the time he’d spent here, they’d never told him that. “I’ve heard of him, to be sure. I understand he died recently.”
“In the Battle of Resolution.” Tobin nodded. “So our Alice is in these skies again. I hope we’ll see her one of these days. She and I are of an age. We’ve known each other practically all our lives.”
It never ceased to amaze William how interconnected people could be, even out here in the Wild West, which most people in the East believed to be populated only by snakes, train robbers, and cowboys who played poker.
“An air pirate’s daughter married to an English baronet?” he mused, mostly to himself. “I suspect there is a story there.” One that he might borrow for one of his articles.
“I suspect you are right,” Alaia said with a smile. “But let us return to your young ladies and their father. How might we be able to assist them?”
William considered this while ignoring his mentor’s sly use of your. “I suppose the only way to find out is to ask. It can’t be too difficult to discover where they are. I expect they will have called at the Ranger headquarters to begin their inquiries.”
“Why don’t you borrow a mecaballo?” Tobin suggested. “While you’re gone, I can give your conveyance a once-over to make sure you haven’t damaged my engine.”
“Your engine saved my life a few days ago, so thank you for that,” William said. “And what on earth is a mecaballo?”
“Have you not seen our people riding the mechanical horses?” Alaia asked. “They were conveyed to las brujas of the river by Alice herself, and their use has spread all over the territory among our people.”
Ah. Understanding broke. The old Texican word for horse was caballo. A mechanical caballo. “An excellent idea. Thank you.”
Tobin rose, lithe as a puma. “Come. A five-minute lesson is all you need.”
It took that long to get used to being up on a mechanical marvel, never mind making it move. But eventually William memorized the controls, which were built to be simple on purpose. “I suppose one does not want to be confused by levers and switches when one is in the midst of a battle charge.”
“The ones fitted with cannons are more complicated, but mine does not have them.”
Cannons. Built into a mechanical horse. Good heavens. William would have given quite a lot to see that.
He rode off down the switchback trail that the Navapai used to get to town when they did not simply use a balloon. But at the first turn, which was overlooked by an adobe house with a cheerful red door, he was hailed by a familiar voice. “Oy! Barney, where are you off to?” Davey and Lin hung out the window, the pale oval of a woman’s face just visible in the dimness behind him.
“I am going in to Santa Fe to see if I can find our friends the Miss Lindens,” he said. “Will you be all right here?”
“Yes,” said Lin’s. “Madame Alaia’s daughter-in-law is teaching me how to make the flat bread that everything seems to be rolled up in.”
“Those are called tortillas,” William said. “I’ll see you—”
“I ent staying if you’re off to town.” Davey slithered out the window and dropped onto the wall below. “I’ll ride behind.”
Since the alternative was to leave him clinging to a wall eight feet in the air, William saw no choice. He lifted him down and Davey slid onto the back. Tobin had fitted up the mecaballo with a sheepskin and strapping for comfort, and Davey sat, his arms about William’s waist, on a canvas roll tied behind that was clearly meant for shelter during the territory’s periodic downpours.
“You can actually pilot one of these things?” His tone was hushed with respect. “They’re higher than a real horse. We won’t fall off?”
“No indeed. Put your feet here, on these pegs, and hang on to me. They’re called mecaballos, and they move very quickly, so brace yourself.”
William heard him softly repeating mech-a-BYE-oh as though to commit the strange word to memory, and then the boy gulped as the mechanical took off. Its scissor-like lope ate up the ground at a speed that surpassed that of his own conveyance in ground mode. Rocks and red earth, piñon pine and rabbit bush all flashed beneath them, and William finally had to fix his gaze upon the city in the distance, for he was becoming quite dizzy.
Once within the environs of Santa Fe, he slowed the mechanical to a walking speed, winding around the pinnacle cells with their condemned and hopeless occupants. For the spires of rock held the Rangers’ prisoners, most sentenced to death by exposure. Vultures circled lazily like aldermen at a banquet; there was no urgency when the tables were full.
At the Texican Ranger headquarters, he left Davey outside with instructions to make sure no one tampered with the mecaballo. He returned shortly afterward with a list of boarding houses.
“That was far easier than I expected,” he said to Davey. “Then again, I gave a false name.”
He’d had enough dealings with the Rangers during his years in the Wild West not to risk telling them his real one. There were at least two cards in the creaky old difference engine behind the counter that might get him tossed into gaol.
To his enormous surprise, they had barely mounted up again—it having taken a moment to remember how to get the mechanical to bend its legs—when Davey pointed across the square.
“Look! It’s Miss Daisy and Miss Freddie in the flesh. Guess we ought to have waited a moment, and you wouldn’t have had to go in there and take the risk.”
“It doesn’t matter. Hang on. Let us catch them up.”
William waved his hat in a jaunty manner as he rode up and halted next to the young ladies on the boardwalk.
“Why, Mr. Barnicott,” Miss Frederica said with a smile. “What a surprise to see you here.” Of course it was no surprise at all, since she had hugged him on the train platform in Georgetown and implied—so clearly that even he could not mistake it—that his appearance would be welcome.
Miss Linden merely regarded him in such astonishment that it seemed she could not speak.
“Miss Linden?” He fitted his bowler back on his head. “I hope you are as well as when we parted this morning?”
“Yes, very well. But—but—it seems every time we meet, you are using another extraordinary means of transport. What is that?”
Davey leaned out from behind him. “It’s a mecaballo. Hullo, miss.”
Both young ladies’ faces went slack with astonishment. “Davey—what—” But Frederica could say no more.
“I found I had two stowaways when I arrived,” William said into a silence filled with the noise of other people’s conversations as they passed under the portal, the shouts of wagon drivers, and the huff of the steam dray making its way around the square. “Davey and Lin are both with me.”
“But why?” Daisy glared at Davey in some distress. “You had perfectly respectable situations in Georgetown. Why would you leave them?”
William felt the boy’s arms grow rigid about his waist. “P’raps we got more important things to do than be respectable, miss, begging your pardon.”
She gazed at him for a moment, as if struck by a sudden truth. “I remember thinking something very similar when I left Bath. And what did Mr. Barnicott say when he discovered you?”
“Quite a lot,” Davey said into the back of William’s coat. “We’ve three days to see if we take a chill, and then he’s flying us back to Georgetown.”
“I see. Where are you staying?”
But before William could reply, Freddie pointed behind them. “We are at Mrs. Alvarez’s, in Mariposa Street,” she supplied helpfully. “She is assisting us in our inquiries. Apparently all the boarding house keepers know one another, so we hope to hear something of Papa before long.”
“If he passed this way,” Daisy said. “We have checked at the airfield and at the Ranger headquarters, to no avail.” She peered up at William. “Must we speak to you from down here while you are up on that mechanical? I seem to have a kink forming in my neck.”
Any hopes he might have cherished of a joyful greeting seemed to fizzle out like a campfire with wet tinder. He pushed on the levers that caused the mechanical to bend its knees, and then he and Davey slid off. Another push raised the beast to a standing position again, and a button on its chest locked it into a balanced stand on all four legs.
“Remarkable.” Daisy seemed more interested in the mecaballo than in his company. “How did you come by it?”
“It is on loan from Tobin, the son of my Navapai mentor. Alaia taught me nearly everything I know about herbal medicines,” he said. “That is where we are staying—in their clifftop village. The Navapai have the machines from the river witches, who apparently had them from your friend Lady Alice Hollys.”
A full thirty seconds passed while a hot breeze played with the ladies’ skirts and triggered a drop of sweat down William’s back.
“Good heavens,” Frederica finally said. “We will certainly have stories to tell if we see Lady Hollys again, won’t we?”
“But we cannot stand out here in the street any longer,” Daisy said. “Come back to Mariposa Street with us. We will introduce you to Mrs. Alvarez and hint strongly that she should invite you to stay for dinner.”
“Dinner?” Davey popped up from where he had been examining the mecaballo’s legs. “I haven’t had a proper dinner in days.”
“You just had lunch with Alaia,” William reproved him.
“That were hours ago. Mount up, Barney, and let’s be off.”




CHAPTER 4



WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 21, 1895
5:50 p.m.
T  he prospect of dinner was a cheering one, regardless of William’s welcome, though Daisy seemed to be warming up to him. When Daisy and Freddie had guided him and the mechanical through the wagon gate (for they would not fit through the person-sized one in the front) and into the courtyard, he slid off, locked it in its standing position, and approached the lady transfixed by their arrival in the act of watering an arrangement of plants in ceramic urns.
“Mrs. Alvarez, may we present our friend William Barnicott, from Boston,” Daisy said. “And his, er, ward Davey, from Georgetown.”
“That mechanical had best not trample my flowers,” the lady said, before she recollected herself, put down the watering can, and belatedly accepted their best bows. “They are a menace, as are the Navapai riding them. Think they own the streets, they do, parading about on great iron beasts. But what can you expect? They may be clever with steam powered devices and use them the way we do, but that is the only resemblance between their society and ours.”
William checked his instinctive defense of his friends, who were part of a complex and far-reaching society—a union of nations whose territories extended far beyond this one. Tobin was a skilled engineer, entirely self-taught, and while Alaia seemed more a part of the natural world than the technological one, she used the steam boiler to make her potions and tinctures, as well as to keep the house warm.
Something had changed in Santa Fe since his last visit. The citizens he had known had not divided themselves into us and them. In such an unforgiving landscape, such false division could mean death or injury.
But now was not the time to get into a debate on the matter. Now Daisy needed this lady and her information, and William must keep his opinions to himself.
“It is locked in a standing position, ma’am,” he said mildly. “Until we mount again, your flowers are in no danger. They are very lovely. Even my mother could not coax such blooms from her greenhouse.”
This seemed to mollify her, and his ability to identify everything she had planted warmed her to him so much that an invitation to dinner came naturally—for the price of a dollar for the two of them.
Dinner was a delicious pork stew, creamed cabbage salad, and cornbread with the four other boarders in residence—a middle-aged couple and their daughter, and a man who appeared to be of the kind Davey called a commercial traveler. Afterward, they relaxed in the cool of the evening on the terrace. It was not yet dark, though it would be soon. If William tilted his head back, he could see the sky like a cobalt cup bordered in pink and orange. Birds flicked and twittered in the pepper tree, and the roses in a ceramic pot behind his chair released their scent into the air like a prayer.
“I have a little news for you, Miss Linden, which I did not want to speak of in front of everyone at the table,” their hostess said from her carved wooden chair. The family had returned to their room, and the commercial man had donned a fancy outfit and departed, perhaps to seek feminine company.
Daisy straightened, her glass of lemon water lurching in her hand. “News of our father?”
“That will be for you to decide. Mrs. O’Neal, who runs a boarding house on Lincoln Street, was at the theater day before yesterday when she saw a man answering the description you gave me. He was waiting by the stage door when she came out into the street after the performance.”
“Was he wearing a Prussian blue greatcoat of military design?” Daisy asked, practically on the edge of her seat with urgency.
“As to that, Mrs. O’Neal could not say. But he was the right age, and she seemed to remember he was wearing a coat, which she thought odd. It has been very warm of late, and one does not wear wool until well into October in these parts.”
“What performance was it?” Freddie asked. “What theater? And for whom was this man waiting?”
“Some German thing with a carousel, she said, and she attended the matinee,” Mrs. Alvarez said with a sympathetic softening of her gaze. “This is the sum total of what Mrs. O’Neal relayed to me.”
If William had been in Daisy’s place, he would have pounded a fist in frustration at such meager clues. But Daisy merely nodded, her eyes alight with hope.
“Thank you, Mrs. Alvarez. This is more than we have had to go on in some weeks. It brings us a little closer to believing that he might have been here. And indeed, might still be.” She glanced at Freddie. “Will you accompany me to the theater district? If one waits by the stage door, it is because one wishes to speak to a performer. Perhaps we might find that person.”
“Our pool of possible informants, it seems, is at once enormous and very narrow,” Frederica said. “Yes, of course I will come with you.”
“And me,” Davey said. “I can talk to all sorts that ladies had best avoid.”
But Daisy shook her head. “I would not want you to put yourself in the way of danger.”
“I’m in much less danger today than yesterday, miss,” he said. “We’re with Barney now.”
“You must let me escort you.” William knew a cue when he heard one—for he was certainly not about to allow them to go alone, Davey or no Davey.
“I should hope so,” Mrs. Alvarez told him tartly. “If you’re not attending a performance with a group of friends, or arriving in a conveyance of some kind, you’re all too likely to be accosted by pickpockets and desert flowers.” She shuddered delicately. “Do not stray too far off Saint Francis Square, where the best theaters are located and where it will be safe enough. The streets between here and the square, however, are not for young ladies.” She primmed up her mouth and would say no more.
“Thank you for the advice,” Daisy said. “I’ll just fetch my father’s picture, and we’ll be off.”
Wednesday, 8:10 pm
If Daisy had expected the district to resemble London’s West End, she was soon mightily disappointed. No wonder Mrs. Alvarez had been so firm about an escort—the saloons, the honky-tonks, the flower houses, and the theaters, whether stage, music hall, or burlesque, were all crowded together in a number of blocks that practically burst at the seams. The ramshackle wooden buildings leaned on one another like drunken companions, the sounds of the entertainment within filtering out through the gaps in their construction. Playbills were plastered on the boards—no adobe here—so thickly that Daisy was quite sure they would hold up from those alone should there be a wind storm.
The tinkle of the piano and wheeze of the squeeze-box in the saloons competed with the more dignified strains of the orchestras in Saint Francis Square. A woman’s voice rose in an operatic high note in one theater, only to be obliterated by the roars of laughter from the audience of a comedy revue in the next.
“Santa Fe’s grand plaza looks so dignified compared to Saint Francis Square.” Freddie dodged a woman dressed in only a brocade corset and the multilayered skirts of a cancan dancer, escorted by a cowboy who had clearly been spending his month’s pay on drink. “It is like a circus. Worse than a circus. Presumably one can control the animals.”
“Stay close to us, Miss Freddie,” Davey said from in front of them, where he was attempting to clear a path. “You won’t come to any harm.” There were no boardwalks on these streets. They were too narrow. Everyone simply walked down the hard-packed red earth in the middle while the occasional foolish coachman attempted to convey the occupants of his carriage to their entertainment on time.
Daisy and Freddie had long ago abandoned any pretense of dignity and were clinging to William’s arms, one on either side, like a pair of limpets.
“How on earth are we to find the right stage door, and from there the right performer?” Daisy wondered aloud. “How could that wretched Mrs. O’Neal not remember what she had gone to see? ‘Some German thing with a carousel,’ indeed!”
“We can only hope whatever it was is still playing,” William said. “I can’t imagine any of these places with more than a week’s run of anything.”
They were in Saint Francis Square proper now, where one might have expected to find a church. Again, one’s expectations would be dashed. The opera house claimed pride of place on the north side, with a selection of relatively respectable establishments ranging down the other sides, with fashionable looking restaurants tucked in here and there for variety.
The woman’s voice rose again, from somewhere fairly close, and to her surprise, Daisy recognized the melody.
“Freddie, listen—isn’t that the queen’s aria from Die sieben Schwäne?”
A carriage clattered by, its driver sweating and swearing, and drowned out the music. The sound hadn’t come from far away—perhaps only the street directly behind the square. Daisy plunged into the crowd once more, but had only taken two steps when William seized her arm and swung her around.
“For heaven’s sake, Daisy, where are you going? You’ll be set upon for certain in this melee.”
“That music—it’s Die sieben Schwäne, I’m sure of it.”
“And is that worth getting yourself trampled for?” With a grunt, William elbowed a pair of beefy gentlemen out of the way.
“It is Papa’s favorite opera.” She shook off his hand and prepared to wade through the river of people. “If he were to wait by a stage door for anyone, it would be for the diva singing the part of the queen. She’s a terrible character—stealing babies and lying and all sorts of dreadful things—but she has all the best arias. He has gone to the trouble of congratulating a particularly fine singer in that way before.”
“Seems—oof! Watch it, you!—pretty thin to go on,” Davey panted. “Cor, what a crush! I’ll be glad when we can go back to the village. At least there a man can hear himself think.”
“But Daisy, why would a Grimm opera be playing here?” Freddie joined her and they linked arms to push their way across the street. “This is as far from Vienna and Munich as one can possibly get.”
William lifted his hands in an I give up gesture and closed the distance between them, Davey hot on his heels.
“The same reason that saloon in Georgetown promised a revue from the Moulin Rouge, I suppose. To make the city seem cosmopolitan and raise the price of the tickets.”
“But in this street? A Grimm opera ought to be performed in the opera house, at the very least, with the proper acoustics.”
“Perhaps there is not as much appreciation for it here in the Wild West.”
“I like a grim opera.” Davey pushed his way to Freddie’s side. “It’s like that Hamlet I saw from the rafters once, innit? Where everybody dies at the end? Laid out on the floor, they all were, with daggers strewn about and pools of blood, real as life.”
“No.” Freddie looked pained, but it could have been from someone treading on her foot. “Grimm, as in the brothers Grimm, the most famous librettists in Europe. They are more famous even than Gilbert and Sullivan.”
“Can’t be that famous. I’ve never heard of ’em,” Davey said flatly. “And I spent a lot of time in the flies at the opera house in Georgetown.”
Daisy declined to respond to this heresy. “Pay attention, now. We are listening for a woman singing in German. Perhaps it is the same performance Mrs. O’Neal attended.”
The theaters in this first street off the square seemed a little sturdier, at least, and possessed actual windows and ticket booths. The clientele was more respectable, too, the ladies wearing their corsets where corsets ought to be—under their clothes—and the gentlemen somewhat sober. Freddie spotted a poster pasted up next to the door of the third theater from the corner. “Look! Is that a swan?”
Sure enough, it was an Art Nouveau-ish rendition of seven men in various stages of transformation into swans. The lead role of the jealous queen was being sung by Lottie Colfax, with the role of Constance, the girl who had to promise seven years of silence to save her brothers, sung by Anna Strauss.
“Strauss!” Daisy and Freddie exclaimed simultaneously.
“You know that name?” William said in some amazement.
“Well ... perhaps ... goodness, Daisy, do you think it can be Annelise?”
“I hardly know—why would she call herself Anna?”
“Perhaps it fits better on the posters.”
“Will somebody talk plain?” Davey said crossly. “It ent fair.”
Freddie put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”
“Strauss was the name of one of the professors in my father’s department at the University of Edinburgh,” Daisy said. “He had a daughter our age called Annelise who was studying music at the Royal Conservatory.”
“Annelise,” William said. “Not Anna.”
“She might have anglicized it. Or shortened it.”
“With a surname like Strauss? Why bother? No, Miss Linden, it is too much of a leap. It is simply coincidence that an opera familiar to you is playing here. You are drawing connections that do not exist.”
“Perhaps not—if it were not for a man answering Papa’s description seen waiting by the stage door. Then it becomes not only possible, but probable that he would wish to speak not with the principal singer, but with a girl whose family he knows.”
William did not seem convinced. “Mrs. O’Neal said it was a German play with a carousel. Does this one have a carousel?”
“There is a maypole dance. She might have been mistaken.” Daisy removed her pocketbook from inside her jacket, which had seemed the safest place for it in the crowd. “I am going to see the performance. Are you coming?”
“We’ve missed the first two acts,” Freddie objected.
“Perhaps we can get a discount on the tickets, then. And it is not as if we do not know the plot.”
“I don’t,” complained Davey.
“I will catch you up,” Freddie told him.
There were not four seats together, but they were heavily discounted, so Freddie and Davey took two in the second balcony and Daisy settled next to William in the third.
“Will you whisper the plot to me, too?” William asked in a low tone. “I must say, I am gravely underdressed for this adventure, even in the balcony.”
“As am I, but that is not important,” Daisy whispered back. It felt positively worldly, sitting unchaperoned in a theater with a man she’d known less than a month. In actual fact, she had never attended any social event with a man before, unchaperoned or not.
One more thing to omit from the letter she really must write to Aunt Jane.
She leaned in to whisper, “In brief, Constance must save her seven brothers, who were turned into swans by an evil sorceress. I must see if Anna, who is playing Constance, and Annelise the music student whom I once knew, are the same person.”
Scarcely were the words out of her mouth than Constance made her big third-act entrance, her hands tied with ropes as she advanced to the pyre and her impending doom. She was wearing a wig with fat braids down to her waist, and what was clearly meant to be a dirndl. The lament was right, though the voice was not as well trained as that of someone who was a product of the Royal Conservatory ought to be.
Daisy squinted. Bother these seats! They were so close to the ceiling that she could hardly tell whether the girl’s face was familiar or not under the stage paint. It had been a good three years since she’d seen Annelise on a stage, and then only because public performance was part of the students’ exams. A person always looked different on stage than they did in one’s own parlour.
“This is no good,” she whispered, frustrated. “I must get closer.”
“There is nothing closer.”
“Then I must go to the dressing room and wait.” She gathered up her pocketbook and had half risen, preparing to apologize once again to everyone in the row as she pushed past, when William pulled her back.
“There is no point. If she is on stage, she will not be in the dressing room. Wait until they are taking their bows.”
If he really wanted to see a third-rate performance he had paid for, then the least she could do was contain herself and be gracious about it. She removed her hand from under his, sat back, and tried not to tap her foot with impatience.
Constance miraculously untied herself and began flinging the shirts she had made over the swans, who had swooped in at the last minute. From this viewpoint, so high in the theater, they had a clear view of the carousel-like clockwork mechanism in the ceiling that enabled the birds’ flight. Each swan depended from an arm of the mechanism on ropes, and as the shirt touched each papier-maché bird, a young man concealed within its body swung himself down to the stage as the spell was broken.
Daisy leaned close once again, hoping William would not think she was being forward. “That must be what Mrs. O’Neal meant. That mechanism is huge.”
“Ingenious.” William’s warm breath brushed her ear. “But I must ask another question. Since this is the first time we have had a private moment, I want to ask you if you are angry with me for following you to Santa Fe.”
Constance’s joyful song in ensemble with her brothers nearly drowned him out. She had no choice but to lean into his shoulder to reply. “This is hardly the time or place.”
“A simple yes or no will satisfy me.”
“Then no, I am not angry. Though what that has to do with anything, I am sure I do not know.”
“I place a great deal of importance on whether my friends are angry with me or not,” he said, raising his voice just a degree above the sound of the male chorus below.
“Shhh!” came from three people around them.
William subsided in mortification, his shoulders hunched.
Daisy was saved from a reply by the final notes, at which point the entire cast formed figures of four and eight as the sorceress was tied to the pyre instead.
“Come,” she said. “This dance lasts for five minutes, and it will take all of that to get downstairs. I cannot imagine there will be more than one curtain call. The singing is definitely second-rate.”
Downstairs in the lobby, it appeared others shared the same opinion, but Freddie and Davey were not among them.
“Mr. Barnicott, do fetch them. I am going down to the dressing rooms.”
“Alone? I think not.”
She skewered him with a glance. “The likelihood of my getting into the ladies’ dressing-rooms is much higher if I am alone. I am, after all, an old school friend. You must go—valiant as we know Davey to be, my sister’s safety is of paramount importance.”
If there was one thing she admired about William, it was his ability to see logic. “All right,” he said at last. “We will meet in front of that poster next to the ticket office.”
She made her way down to the dressing rooms purely by dint of looking as though she knew where she was going. A crowd of men waited outside one of the doors, the hand-lettered card thumb-tacked to it announcing it belonged to Miss Colfax. Two doors down a similar card merely said Company. Her stomach jumping, Daisy tried the door.
It opened under her hand, and she slipped inside.
“Blimey!” someone exclaimed, and a cup shattered on the stone floor, splashing the skirts of a costume draped over a chair. “Now look what you’ve made me do.”
“I’m so sorry,” Daisy said, bending to help pick up pieces of shattered china. “I’m an old friend of Anna Strauss and I’d hoped to wait for her here. Please let me help you clean this up.”
“Help, nothing. You’re cleaning it up all right. Rags are over there in the bucket.”
The girl couldn’t have been much older than Freddie. Her voice sounded young, her figure slight. Daisy wiped up the spilled tea and hung up the costume for good measure. At least it wasn’t velvet. Perhaps no one would notice the spots from the third balcony.
“If you’re Anna’s friend, p’raps you’ll tell me where she’s gone,” the girl said. “She’s left us all in the lurch, and me having to put up with Chrissy de Santos to boot.”
“Who is Chrissy de Santos?”
“Her understudy, of course. Didn’t you read the program?”
“I never got one,” Daisy said. “Do you mean to tell me that the girl playing Constance was not Anna Strauss?”
“’Course not. That’s what I’m saying. Chrissy had to play it, though her voice ain’t what won her the part. Anna up and left two days ago, and no one’s seen her since.”
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T  wo days ago?” Daisy felt as though the girl had struck her a blow to the stomach. “She has been missing since Monday?”
“It happens,” the girl said with a shrug, untangling a Gordian knot of feather boas dyed—Daisy looked more closely—Opera Rose. There was no mistaking that flamboyant deep pink that one seriously doubted could occur in nature. “A girl has a madly romantic rendezvous with her man and sometimes she forgets to come to work.”
“Was Anna like that?” This did not sound like the Annelise Strauss she had known, who had been brought up in the same academic circles as Daisy. Circles in which madly romantic meant that one cracked the parlor door six inches rather than leaving it standing properly wide while entertaining one’s beau.
“Well, no, but sometimes it takes time with a man before he’s willing to shell out for a proper hotel and all.”
Oh dear. “You don’t happen to know if Anna was a stage name or not, do you?”
“It was short for something, but I can’t remember what. Not my business.”
Daisy hesitated, wondering how much it was her own business to reveal. “I am nearly certain that if that name was Annelise, then Anna’s father and mine were very good friends. I simply wanted to call on her and ask for news of her family.”
“Anna-leeza sounds familiar. What is your name, then, pray?”
Daisy felt a blush burn into her cheeks, and she held out a hand. “I’m so sorry to be rude. My name is Daisy Linden. I should have said so before, but I’m afraid being the cause of an accident to that costume knocked it straight out of my mind.”
The girl accepted both offered hand and apology with a smile. “And I’m Simone Colfax. That’s big of you. Not many would have bothered with an apology to a lowly dancer in the corps.” She indicated her ruffled costume. “That’s what makes it even more aggravating. Anna may have landed the supporting part, but she still has to fill out the numbers in the chorus when Lottie is on stage solo. Without her, the figures don’t come out even.”
“Figures?”
“Quartets and octets and such. You know, for the cancan.”
Daisy stared at her. “There is no cancan in Die sieben Schwäne.”
Simone twinkled at her in amusement. “There is in Santa Fe, or we couldn’t afford to be in a theater this posh. It’s what the men come for, don’t you know, not the purity of our voices. The manager took out the maypole bit and wrote the cancan into the country dance in the first act, the wedding in the second act, and then the finale, of course.”
Thank heaven she had left in time to miss it. Daisy rather felt the need to sit down. Then something struck her. “Colfax, you said? Are you any relation to the principal singer?”
Simone nodded, finally succeeding in extricating all the boas from one another and hanging them over a rail. “She’s my sister. She’s really the only reason I have this job. I’m not much of a dancer, but she looks out for me. I do it when I have to, but I’m better at sewing, so I keep the costumes in order. And help the company seamstress keep them from falling to pieces.” She indicated her brocade corset and the multilayered skirts, in layers of burgundy, pink, black, and Opera Rose like the feather boas. “That’s another thing. I did a count earlier, and it seems like Anna might have left the theater in her costume. We’re missing one.”
Go out in the street in an ensemble as garish as this? “Is that unusual? For a dancer to leave the theater in costume?” Then again, how would anyone know, in that carnival outside?
“Unusual? I’d say so. It’s worth your life, the rules are that strict. Grounds for dismissal. I don’t know what possessed her.” She nodded toward a row of niches in the wall, where planks had been built out to form narrow doorless closets. “Her street clothes are still there. Second from the right. Maybe she was carried away by passion.”
Or by force. But who would want to abscond with a secondary singer in a third-rate theater?
“Do you mind if I look?” Daisy asked. “Perhaps I could help find the costume.”
The girl shrugged. “Suit yourself. But hurry it up—that’s the bell for curtain call. The whole cast will be down here in a minute, and I need to help Lottie out of her costume and take her hair down before the gentlemen come in with their flowers.”
Daisy was no longer sure that Anna was actually Annelise, and the few possessions in the niche did not do much to clarify the matter. A black wool skirt with burgundy soutache braid, a relatively pretty embroidered blouse, a jacket that matched the skirt. And a pair of boots. Made not in the Territory, which favored flat heels and showy stitching, but boots made of two colors of tanned leather. Boots with distinctive curved heels. Boots made with hooks and eyes that any lady who had been to Munich would recognize instantly.
She turned the boot over. Drosslmayer.
There. Annelise, it is you.
A quick check of the other niches showed the usual Texican footwear, plus several specimens of the red high-heeled variety, and one pair of what appeared to be carpet slippers.
A sound rumbled down the stairwell like a thunderstorm approaching over a mountain range.
“Here they come,” Simone said. “I have to go. Let yourself out, will you?”
“Thank you, Simone,” Daisy said, but the girl had already vanished through a connecting door that would keep her out of view of the gentlemen crowding the vestibule.
Quickly, Daisy riffled through a couple of ladies’ periodicals in the bottom of the niche belonging to Annelise, then ran her hands down the skirt. No pockets. She thrust her hands into the jacket’s side pockets, then the hidden one over the heart. The door burst open just as her fingers closed around a piece of paper.
Daisy shoved it into her own pocket as a chattering horde of singers and dancers, smelling of sweat and greasepaint and heavy perfume, swirled into the room. Like a rowboat bucking an incoming tide, she shouldered her way to the door and managed to slip out without having her hat torn from her head or her pocketbook removed from her person.
She fell out of the stage door into the street with a gasp of relief. “Miss Colfax?” A boy thrust a notebook into her face. “Joshua Miller from the Santa Fe Sentinel. Care to give a comment on the performance?”
“I am not—” Daisy began. Then she caught herself. Tilted her chin. Smiled. “It was a stunning work—one of the Grimms’ finest. And so as not to draw undue attention to myself, I do want to commend the performance of Miss Chrissy de Santos in the part of Constance. Heartrending.”
“Thank you, Miss Colfax!” The boy looked as though she’d given him a Christmas present. “Say, is there any truth to the rumor that one of the dancers is seeing Boss Holt? Maybe even yourself?”
Daisy had never heard the name in her life. “A lady never tells,” she said, and gave him her best smile.
He scampered off with a scoop she honestly hoped wouldn’t get him into trouble. It was long past time for her to get out of this alley and out to the front of the theater.
The sound of her footsteps seemed loud on the rocky earth between the two buildings, her skirts brushing the plank walls on either side.
In fact, it sounded like an echo.
She glanced over her shoulder to see a dark shape at the other end, where the lantern over the stage door produced a cone of weak yellow light. Another admirer? Certainly it bore no resemblance to Papa.
The shape moved, filling more of the space between the buildings. As if it were coming toward her.
Daisy picked up her skirts and took to her heels. She dashed around the corner of the theater building and ran full on into Davey.
“Oof!” He wrapped his arms around her waist to prevent himself from falling, and she staggered back into William’s firm embrace.
“Daisy! There you are. Are you all right?”
She extricated herself from Davey’s grasp, and then from William’s arms. Goodness. He would think she had done that on purpose. “Yes, quite all right. There was someone in the alley. It frightened me.”
Davey shot off around the corner and was back nearly as quickly. “No one there, miss.”
Of course there wasn’t. “I probably just frightened myself.” She brushed her skirts into order, her cheeks hot. “Let us be off.”
“Wait—Daisy—did you find Annelise?” Freddie asked, her eyes wide with hope.
With a sigh, Daisy tucked her sister’s hand into the crook of her elbow. “No. But I believe she and Anna are one and the same. There was a pair of Drosslmayer boots in her closet in the dressing room.”
“Ah.” Freddie acknowledged this fact as incontrovertible proof.
“You can identify a woman by her boots?” William fell in step with them.
“One can with these boots,” she assured him. “They are made in Munich. I have a pair myself.”
“I am wearing mine,” Freddie said, and would have lifted her hems to show them if Daisy had not cleared her throat in warning.
The streets were still as crowded, but at least everyone was streaming in the same direction, out of the theater district. They made much better time back to the boarding house.
“The point is, you found the boots, but not the young lady?” William said with some concern. They could see the tall adobe walls of Mrs. Alvarez’s house a block or so away. “Was she indeed the one who performed Constance tonight?”
“No, she was not. The young dresser in the room said that she hasn’t been to work in two days. That in fact, she seems to have left the premises in her costume. Hence the boots being still in her assigned closet, along with a suit and blouse.”
“Two days?” Davey repeated. “I’m surprised they ent been nicked.”
“I am concerned that she herself may have been nicked,” Daisy said grimly. “Apparently leaving the theater in costume can get a singer sacked. Why would she risk that?”
They had reached the blue front door and Freddie rang the bell. “But goodness me, if it is indeed Annelise and Papa did speak to her, then I hope she turns up soon. He may have confided his plans to her. She may be the only person in the whole Territory who knows whether he is still here, or where he might have gone.”
The door swung open to reveal Mrs. Alvarez holding up a lantern, fire and brimstone in her eyes. “Do you people have any idea what time it is? I’ll have none of this behavior in my house. Why, I’ve half a mind to turn you out this minute.”
Daisy took a step backward under the ferocity of this attack, and bumped into Davey. Prudently, he stayed hidden behind her. “But Mrs. Alvarez—”
“But nothing, Miss Linden. You said you were going to inquire about your father. That is the work of an hour, no more.”
“But we—”
From the direction of the main plaza, the bell in the church tower began to strike the hour. Mrs. Alvarez glared at them through every one of the eleven strokes. “There, now,” she said triumphantly as the last one shivered into the night air.
“Please forgive us, ma’am,” William said. “We found the theater—it is just off Saint Francis Square, in one of the more respectable streets. But we were obliged to wait for the performance’s end before we could begin our inquiries. As it turns out, the young singer whom Mrs. O’Neal saw speaking to Dr. Linden last week is an old friend of the family.”
“Your friends sing in a theater?” Mrs. Alvarez’s opinion of Daisy and Freddie, to say nothing of the temperature, seemed to drop several degrees.
“It was a surprise to us, too, ma’am,” Freddie ventured. “It was also a surprise to discover that she went missing two days ago.”
Mrs. Alvarez did not seem to care. In fact, she seemed to be coming to a fine rolling boil. “Whatever happened, I have no doubt she brought it upon herself. I told you before those streets are no place for respectable young ladies. Oh, do come in before the night watch charges you with loitering.”
Holding the lantern high, the lady whipped her skirts aside. Chastened, the whole party filed past her into the courtyard. The mecaballo still stood in front of the wagon gate, glinting in the light of the moon rising over the mountains to the east.
Mrs. Alvarez locked the front door behind her with the heavy clank of an iron key. “I trust you are taking that monstrosity with you?”
“Yes, ma’am,” William said. “If you’ll lock the wagon gate behind us?”
He barely had time to lift his hat in farewell before the gate closed with a bang behind him and Davey. Daisy heard the musical sawing of the mechanical’s departure with some regret, for now Mrs. Alvarez could focus her irritation on a more concentrated target.
“I really cannot have it, this gallivanting about at all hours,” the lady said, her chin leading the way across the courtyard. “I will allow you to stay tonight, for as a Christian, I cannot turn two young ladies out into the street at this hour. But you must depart in the morning.”
“Mrs. Alvarez, I beg of you.” Daisy’s face felt cold with remorse and not a little desperation. “I swear it will not happen again. We have no desire to return to the theater district, I assure you.”
“All we want is to find our father.” Freddie’s fingers dug into Daisy’s arm, though her voice held a studied calm, as though to encourage the same in their hostess.
“But in the pursuit of that worthy goal, it seems you are involving yourselves in the lives of ... the unfortunates of this city. No, I am of the same mind on this point. I cannot have the reputation of this house bandied about by idle tongues. Good evening to you. My night’s rest has already been sadly shortened.”
“While ours has been annihilated,” Freddie murmured as they let themselves into their room, which had become even more dear and comfortable now that they were about to leave it. “I wonder if we will get breakfast before we are thrown into the street?”
“I paid for a week,” Daisy said, stripping off her jacket with the jerky movements of temper. “I shall demand the return of the remainder of my money.”
“I hope so. For where will we go?” Freddie sounded plaintive, no doubt the result of overstimulation and disappointment. “We cannot simply leave town. Not now that we are nearly certain Papa was here on Monday.”
“I know, dearest.” Daisy’s spurt of temper fizzled into despondency and she slumped on to the bed. “I hope that our last night’s sleep will be a good one, and that my mind will work better in the morning. Because at the moment, all I want to do is break down and weep at the magnitude of the task before us.”
“Don’t give up hope,” Freddie pleaded. “For if you do, then where will I be?”
“On an airship back to Bath?” Daisy was only half joking.
Her jacket had fallen on the bed with its silk lining uppermost. When she hauled herself to her feet to hang it up, she saw a piece of paper sticking out of the heart pocket. “What is—oh. Freddie, look. I forgot all about this. It was in Annelise’s jacket.”
Freddie came over to look, unpinning her hair and looking suspiciously as though she was about to weep, too. “You picked the poor girl’s pocket?”
“The fears of Mrs. Alvarez have been completely justified, I am afraid.” Daisy smoothed the crumpled bit of paper.
And stared at the beautiful copperplate hand she knew as well as she knew her own.
Dear Annelise,
Please meet me outside after your first performance Monday. I must speak with you for your father’s sake.
In friendship,
R. T. Linden
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O h, Daisy.” Freddie began to cry in earnest, her face illuminated with joy as she held the note under the lamp. “Proof he is here. Proof he is alive!”
“Or was two days ago, at least.” Daisy was doing her best not to cry—now from sheer relief—and failing utterly. She fumbled a handkerchief out of her sleeve and blew her nose.
“Two days is better than four months.”
“You are quite right. Oh, Freddie, only think—he could be sleeping somewhere nearby at this very moment.”
Freddie applied her own handkerchief and mopped her eyes. “I do not much relish going door to door to find out.”
“Nor do I. But it will be worth it if we can find him.”
A short silence fell. Then Freddie looked up. “Daisy ... you do not think they might have left together?”
Daisy stared at her. “Papa and Annelise? No, of course not.”
“But could they not have done so? We have no information about either after Monday. It would be just like Papa to encourage her to return to her family. To Edinburgh. They could have boarded a train and gone together, could they not?”
“And Annelise in costume? Leaving behind a suit and a perfectly good pair of boots?”
“Ah, the boots.” Freddie nodded. “I would have to be under some duress to leave mine behind, I must say.” She stuck out one foot and waggled it.
Daisy had to agree. “At least we now know that they met. Surely he would have told her at least where he was staying, or what his plans might have been. If she is a resident here, it might be more practical to find her first. She may lead us straight to Papa.”
With a sigh, Freddie said, “At least our inquiries will not now be encumbered by consideration for our hostess’s reputation. For we must certainly return to the theater and speak with the dancers. Or the stage manager.”
“I love how you look on the bright side, dearest.”
Thursday, August 22, 1895
8:10 a.m.
In the morning, after a surprisingly good sleep, Mrs. Alvarez had softened her position enough to offer them breakfast. Daisy prudently waited until afterward to ask for her refund. To her surprise, she got it, though not without heavy interest in the form of a lecture about the road to hell and what it was paved with.
A second surprise came in the form of a note, delivered as they were bringing out their bags.
“Miss Linden.” Mrs. Alvarez handed it to her after she had read it. “You recall I had sent word around to other boarding house keepers about your father.”
Daisy tried to tamp down the sudden leap of hope. “It is not from Mrs. O’Neal to tell us she remembered something else?”
“No. It is from one of my friends a little farther from the center of town.”
She and Freddie devoured the words together. Once ... and then a second time.
Dear Eileen,
I received word of your inquiry about a gentleman of good education having a Prussian accent. Such a gentleman stayed in my house for several nights, and departed this Tuesday past for parts unknown. I do not require a forwarding address, as you know, so received none. He was not given to conversation, though he was most pleasant and civil, and was not, thank goodness, the sort to slurp his soup.
I am afraid this is all the information I have. I hope it is sufficient.
Give my regards to absent friends when next you write.
Dorcas Timmons
Wordlessly, Daisy exchanged a glance with Freddie.
“I should think he would not slurp his soup,” her sister said. “Imagine Mama’s sensibilities.”
Daisy did not have the heart for such quips. “Freddie, he is gone. We have missed him. By a single day.”
“I know,” she whispered. “I do not think I can bear it.”
Mrs. Alvarez held up a hand when Daisy would have returned the note. “Keep it. I have no use for it.”
And then there was nothing left to do but take their leave, shocked and confused and wondering.
Departed for parts unknown. What did that mean? A room in another boarding house? Or a journey to another place altogether—such as Edinburgh—or Victoria—or the Antipodes—
A third surprise waited for them outside the adobe walls, where, valises and trunk in hand, they opened the blue door to find William in the act of raising a fist to pound on it. The mecaballo was poised motionless in the street next to the wall, its knees bent, and hitched to it was a curious basketlike wagon with large iron wheels.
“Mr. Barnicott—what on earth?” Daisy managed through her despondency. After being chased off last night like a coyote, not one man in a hundred would have returned for more.
“Good morning to you, too.”
She made her best attempt to be polite. “I beg your pardon. Good morning. Davey is not with you this morning?”
“No, there wasn’t room.” His gaze took in their valises and the traveling trunk.
“Is that the basket from a balloon?” Freddie asked.
“Indeed it is. Waste not, want not. I take it Mrs. Alvarez remains adamant?”
“She does,” Freddie said. “But we have received new information. It seems Papa took lodgings here ... but on Tuesday he departed for parts unknown.”
“Only Tuesday?” William frowned. “That is a blow for you.”
“It is,” Daisy said with the brevity of lost hope. “We simply must locate Annelise. If by chance he mentioned where he planned to go, then she will be able to tell us. We must renew our inquiries in the theater district.”
“That’s the spirit. Have you made arrangements for your own lodgings elsewhere?”
“You can see we have not. We were lucky to get breakfast this morning,” Freddie told him.
“Then allow me to convey Alaia’s invitation to stay at her home in the Navapai village for as long as you need to.” He pointed to the northwest. “On that mesa there.”
The great mesa rose into the sky, burnt sienna striped with gold against the cerulean blue of the morning. Daisy was seized with the longing to paint it, if only to find comfort until she found another reason to hope that their search would bear fruit.
“She would really offer us her home—two strangers, sight unseen?” she said at last to William.
“Hospitality is one of the principles the Navapai live by,” he replied. “They took me in for nine months, and never once did anyone ask when I planned to leave. That is when I became Alaia’s student in herbal lore. She is a widow with two grown sons, one of whom is married. I owe any success in my efforts as a traveling apothecary more to her than my Harvard education, and Tobin’s expertise as an engineer gave me my usual conveyance as it looks today.”
“And this lady is sincere?” Freddie said hesitantly. “She and her family will not mind that we must look into our father’s whereabouts, and may come and go at odd hours?”
“The Navapai themselves come and go at odd hours,” he said. “They do not share many of the strictures that you and I often have to live by. And yes, she was absolutely sincere. Which reminds me—you share a common acquaintance. Lady Hollys is a great friend of hers.”
“Lady Hollys!” Freddie exclaimed.
“My goodness, one hears that name a lot in these parts,” Daisy said.
“You may hear their history from Alaia’s own lips,” William said with a smile. “Come. I will put your bags in the wagon, and one of you may ride in it. The other, I am afraid, must come up behind me.”
“Ride—the mecaballo?” The prospect of staying in the village faded beside the means of getting there. “Surely—may we not hire a buggy, or take a balloon?”
“Certainly, if you have the coin. But I would have thought you would conserve your funds for your quest.”
“Oh, come, Daisy, it is an adventure,” Freddie said, looking intrigued by the prospect of riding seven feet in the air on an iron mechanical with no visible means of control. “Just think of the stories we will be able to tell Papa when we find him.”
“Very well,” Daisy said. “I shall ride in the wagon.” She turned her back on Mr. Barnicott’s crestfallen expression.
He hefted the traveling trunk into the wagon so that it made a kind of bench facing forward, and when Daisy was seated, tucked the valises around her feet. “I apologize in advance for the dust,” he said.
“I have a scarf to wrap over my face if necessary.”
He swung himself into the seat, showed Freddie the pegs for her feet, and the mecaballo straightened to its full height. With a gasp, Freddie clutched him around the waist and the entire equipage lurched into motion. Once it got going, its scythe-like legs making that musical sawing sound, it covered the ground faster even than a horse made of flesh and blood.
The curls that escaped Daisy’s neat chignon blew back in the wind of their going once they left the city behind, and she kept one hand on her hat while the other had the woven side of the basket in a death grip. At the foot of the mesa, they slowed to ascend its rocky side on a narrow zigzag track.
Daisy could not look down. Do not overturn me. Please do not end my journey here.
They breezed past several adobe houses built into the side of the cliff, then through an arch of stone, and emerged into a plaza surrounded by more adobe houses. Those that had more than one story had ladders by which one might go up and down, and clusters of red chilies hung from the rafters of the portals. Outside one house, a man was weaving a blanket in colors as soft as a cloudy day—cream, gray, black. From another came the sound of singing, and from a third the rhythmic pounding of a mortar and pestle. Children darted here and there in a game of what had to be tag.
The woman who came out of the house to greet them might have been old enough to be the mother of grown sons, but she had the smooth skin and delighted smile of a girl. “Welcome to our home,” she said simply. “I am happy to meet friends of my friend, Alice Chalmers.”
For a moment Daisy did not know whom she meant. Lady Hollys. “We flew to the Territories on her airship. We left her in Denver when we caught the train to Georgetown.”
“Denver,” Alaia said a little wistfully. “Then she does not plan a visit?”
“Her mother was getting married in Edmonton,” Freddie said. “I do not know how long they planned to stay in the Canadas, though it has been several weeks now.”
“Ah, my friend Nellie Benton has found happiness, then. I am glad. I may hope to see Alice yet.” Alaia smiled again. “Please come in, and I will show you to your room. It seems I make a habit of rescuing Alice’s friends.”
“I for one am glad you do,” Daisy told her through her curiosity about the particulars.
The room was very plain, with plank floors and adobe walls. But the two pine beds were comfortable, and covered in wool blankets similar to the one they had seen in progress outside.
“Who else have you rescued?” Freddie asked, setting the traveling trunk on its end in the corner. The other corner had what appeared to be a beehive-shaped oven or fireplace built into the wall.
“A girl named Claire and two children called Lizzie and Maggie,” Alaia responded.
“Maggie!” Freddie gaped at her. “Why, she is my friend at school. My goodness, what are the odds that we should meet in all this desert country?”
“If one knows Alice, the odds seem to be very good.” Alaia laughed. “Though you have arrived in better condition than your friends. They were suffering from exposure and cat scratch fever. It took some time to bring them back to health. But that was some years ago. They are well?”
Freddie nodded. “Lizzie and Maggie are studying in Munich—that is a city across the sea from our country. And Lady Claire is married.”
“To the man called Andrew?”
“You know him too?” Freddie blurted. “I have only met him once, but ... how is this possible?”
“He had been condemned to death on a pinnacle cell,” Alaia said with a reminiscent smile that seemed at odds with such words. “Alice flew to his rescue in a stolen airship and picked him off the top as a hawk picks a mouse from a field, from under the beaks of the vultures.”
Vultures. In her mind, Daisy saw those broad, wheeling shapes in the sky above Santa Fe. “What ... is a pinnacle cell?”
“Surely you have seen them—the spires of rock dotted throughout the city. Each has a prisoner on the top, condemned to die of exposure.” Freddie gasped. Daisy felt the need to sit on the bed. “They are taken up by balloon, but there is no way down. Some, of course, choose to end their suffering quickly, with a leap into the sky. Others are imprisoned there by hope. But we must not speak of such sad things.” She indicated that they should follow her. “Come. We will have something to eat out on the terrace, and then you must tell me of this quest William has spoken of.”
Daisy would not have thought that she would have an appetite after such a strange morning. It could not be said that breakfast had been terribly satisfying, with its small portions, glaring hostess, and finally, its upsetting news. But the smell of the roasted meat, shredded and liberally doused with a spicy sauce that made one crave more, all rolled up in the ubiquitous flat bread, made her realize that she was hungry.
A familiar figure emerged from one of the doorways. Lin settled on the terrace steps with her meal, looking comfortable in clothes such as the Navapai wore. When it became clear that someone must speak, Daisy said, “Lin, I am glad to see you.”
“Are you? Barney was not.” The girl took an enormous bite.
Very well. If the truth was called for, then Daisy would provide it. “I am disappointed that you are not in Georgetown, with all Mr. Hansen had to offer you.”
“She’s going on a quest, too,” Davey said, coming out of the same door with his mouth full. “Off to find her aunt, she is. Chances are better on the move with Barney than staying put with Mr. Hansen, innit?”
Daisy had forgotten that the child had one living relative somewhere in the Wild West. What tenacity she must have, to keep her hopes up after so much time had passed.
Lin’s dark eyes met hers. “You can’t fault me for wanting to pursue the same goal as you.”
“No, we can’t,” Freddie told her gently. “I hope Mr. Hansen is not too disappointed. And worried.”
“I left him a note.” Then, at Daisy’s raised eyebrows, she said, “I may only be a laundress, but I can write. I am educated.”
“At school, in San Francisco,” William put in. “But Lin, you forget that I am returning you to Georgetown in two days’ time, after we are certain you have not caught a chill.”
Lin said nothing, only took another huge bite of her lunch, which Daisy translated as, I would rather not contradict you, so I will be silent.
Well, Lin was right. All she wanted was to do what she and Freddie were doing themselves. As they recounted the events of their journey to Alaia, who sat with a baby nestled in one arm as she ate with the other, her sons stood near the door, listening with sober attention. The baby’s mother finally took her to nurse.
Daisy had never been in such a congenial family circle before, listening to stories, exchanging tales of mutual friends and past adventures. In Bath, dinner at Aunt Jane’s had been more of an exercise in manners and character improvement, punctuated by moments of pain and embarrassment. Oh, if only Papa had never been taken away, and Mama had lived! Would their family have been like this, so unafraid to show love and affection, so kind and generous and eager to learn of perfect strangers in their midst?
Daisy supposed she would never know. But at least they could try to make that dream come true. Once she and Freddie found Papa, they could have a home again, and welcome friends and family with care and hospitality like this.
As Alaia recounted the tale of Elizabeth Seacombe, the shipping heiress, shooting some kind of desert predator with a lightning rifle, Daisy’s thoughtful gaze fell upon Lin once again. She’d already told the girl she must go back to Georgetown. But ... how might she herself feel if someone were to prevent her from looking for Papa? How angry she had been with Mrs. Alvarez this morning for judging them, for tossing them out, for impeding their inquiries, though she’d done her best not to burn a bridge by showing it. Was this how Lin felt even now? Choosing to be silent rather than openly defying Mr. Barnicott, whom she saw as her benefactor? But still, the anger and despair would be swirling down deep as Lin tried to find a way out of her predicament.
As Daisy finished her meal, a choice opened up before her. But she must speak with Freddie before she made it. Later, when they had some privacy.
For now, they must return to Santa Fe to attempt to discover where Annelise had been staying. A clue to her present whereabouts—or even the girl herself—might be there. And once they found her, they could only pray that she would know where Papa had gone.




CHAPTER 7



THURSDAY, AUGUST 22, 1895
1:25 p.m.
Daisy looked from the bit of paper in her hand to the house number painted carelessly above the door of what must be the shabbiest house on the shabbiest street in all of Santa Fe. Two chickens pecked without much hope in the shade of the house, and there appeared to be no isinglass in the window beside the door, only a ragged sheet of waxed paper tacked to the inside.
Accompanied by William, Davey, and Lin, Tobin had floated her and Freddie to Santa Fe in the village’s largest balloon, for his own would not hold so many. Smaller squares served as miniature landing fields for this method of transport. Balloons were tied down here and there that ordinary people could rent if they had some distance to travel. Tobin would return for them at the same square when the church bell struck four.
They had had no luck in convincing anyone to talk to them at the theater, until Freddie had had the brilliant idea of telling one of the stage hands that they had been hired to find the missing costume. Whether it was this outlandish fib or Freddie’s sparkling eyes, Daisy did not know, but one of the dancers had been flushed out of the woodwork to confess that she and Anna roomed together, that no, she hadn’t come back yet, with or without the costume, and any fool could see she’d run off with a fancy man.
Freddie being no fool, she had secured the address before the girl escaped.
No one answered their knock. After two more knocks, the sun burning through their hats and jackets, William at last tried the door. “Hello? May we speak to the proprietor, please?”
It opened under his hand. Still no answer. The house held the silence of emptiness, save for the hot breeze blowing past the waxed paper in the unglazed window.
“We will have to come back another time,” William said at last. “Unappetizing as the prospect is.”
“Certainly not,” Daisy said. “We have already trespassed this far. I will find Annelise’s room to see if I can discover anything, while you wait outside in the shade. If the owner returns, give a signal.”
“What signal?” Davey wanted to know.
“I don’t know ... you can whistle, can’t you?”
Davey demonstrated in a way that would likely alert the entire street, but which would do for the purpose.
While Freddie examined her pockets for something for the chickens and went outside to wait with the others, Daisy ran up the stairs. There were four rooms is similar states of disarray. Why had they not thought to ask the dancer which room she occupied?
Never mind. Annelise would have left some clue to her identity.
Somewhere.
Daisy found it in the second room. Under the bed was a thin carpetbag, packed with a few plain waists, a skirt, and a dinner dress as modest as the one Daisy herself had brought with her, complete with the lace insert for the neckline peculiar to dresses made in England. Had Annelise planned to leave her lodgings?
But if so, why leave her other clothes in the theater?
Daisy ran her hand down the inside of the bag and under the cheap cardboard at the bottom. There, her fingers touched paper. She pulled out a handwritten sheet of music without staves, only a melody and libretto.
The Queen of Maraluna.
Her stomach plunged, making her breakfast turn sickeningly. This was an aria from an opera so obscure that among her entire acquaintance, only Papa and Freddie knew of it. Could Freddie have been right? Could Papa and Annelise have left Santa Fe together?
No. Daisy, calm yourself. One does not leave for parts unknown on the basis of a piece of music, and without one’s belongings.
They could not have left together. Annelise must have refused to go back to Edinburgh, and then Papa had gone on without her. Somewhere. Though if her bag was packed, it was clear she planned to leave very soon, though Daisy could not imagine why. They simply had to figure out where she was and why she had not come back for it.
There was another bit of paper under the piece of music. Thick, like good stationery.
Take the four o’clock train. I will meet you at the spur.
B.H.
A whistle split the air, then the sound of voices outside rose in increasing urgency, one deep and unfamiliar. The front door banged open and a male voice shouted, “Who is in my house without my leave? May the Lord have mercy upon you if one of you whores has brought a customer back. I will have your hide!”
Daisy gasped. There wasn’t time to search the rest of the room. She would be discovered as worse than a whore—a trespasser and a thief! She kicked the bag back under the bed, stuffed both music and note down the front of her jacket, and leaped for the window.
It was unglazed too. She fell through it onto the roof of the kitchen lean-to below, and slid ungracefully down the shingles. She barely managed to catch herself for half a second on the gutter, hanging on with both hands, before her momentum took her off the roof.
She landed hard in the unforgiving red dirt. Her lungs refused to inflate, no matter how much she tried to draw a breath. Her hat hung down her back on its ribbons, her skirts were wrapped around her legs like swaddling clothes. Even if she could breathe, she couldn’t move. And now, from the back of the kitchen, she could hear the proprietor pounding down the stairs in a cloud of invective.
She must move.
Her lungs recovered just enough for her to sip a breath of air and dust. Then another. With the third, she rolled under the lean-to just as the back door burst open—probably from the sheer force of the man’s rage. Daisy lay still, an egg of dubious vintage an inch from her nose. Those poor chickens. No doubt they had taken refuge from both heat and proprietor in this very spot. She had a narrow view of a pair of boots, polished and black, with neatly tied laces, making a quick tour of the tiny but undeveloped lot behind the house. Then they clumped past her and a door slammed.
Silence fell.
Where had her companions gone?
Never mind. Her first task was to get herself out of this situation without being discovered. With infinite caution, she rolled out from under the lean-to and gained her feet. Shaking out her skirts would lift a cloud of dust, so she gathered them up in one hand and moved softly between this boarding house and the one shouldered up next to it, ducking under the single window. Glass crunched under her feet. At the road, she swung right, away from the house, and proceeded down the street as though on an errand of most importance, red dust and cobwebs sifting out of her skirts with every step.
Her poor suit was likely ruined, her blouse streaked with dirt and chicken droppings, her stockings torn.
But at least her foray into burglary had not been completely in vain. She unbuttoned her jacket, removed the music and note, and swiftly folded them small enough to fit into her heart pocket.
At the corner, she turned left, then left again. And there were William, Freddie, and the children, coming toward her at a run.
Freddie would have hugged her, but realized the state of her clothes at the last moment. “Oh, my dear,” she said in dismay. “You are all right, I can see that, but—”
“I went out the window and took a tumble off the roof,” Daisy said, beating at her skirts now that they were safely out of sight. “What on earth did you say to that man to make him fly into such a rage?”
“Why, nothing,” William said. “We merely asked if we might leave a note for Annelise, hoping he might give us some information. A huge brute, he was, dressed like a parson, top hat and all. He must have heard you make a sound upstairs—goodness knows one could spit through those walls—for the next thing we knew, he was rampaging up the steps shouting like a lunatic.”
“A parson.” Davey made a face. “Keeping a boarding house for opera dancers. Visiting them for a bit on the side while he tries to save their souls, I’d bet.”
“Davey!” exclaimed Daisy, Freddie, and William all together.
Lin covered her mouth, but not before Daisy saw her trying not to laugh.
“Sorry,” he mumbled. “Ent nothing I haven’t heard tell of before, at Madame Ophelia’s in Georgetown.”
“Well, you shall not tell us of it now,” Daisy said. “The fact remains—that parson may know something. We cannot simply walk away. Because under the bed I found a carpetbag packed with Annelise’s things. I want to know if he knows why she was leaving, or where she was going.”
“I am not going back there.” Freddie’s mouth set as it used to do when she was a child, at the prospect of eating her porridge.
“Neither am I, looking like this.” Daisy spread her hands to indicate the sad state of her clothes. “He will know instantly that there was indeed someone up to no good in the room on the left at the top of the stairs. Mr. Barnicott, I am afraid it is down to you.”
With a sigh, he nodded. “He did not seem willing to speak to me the first time. I cannot believe he would be any more willing, ten minutes later.”
“Be that as it may, you are our only resource at the moment. You must find a way to capture his interest and induce him to tell you anything he can about Annelise.”
“You might pose as a man of the world,” Freddie suggested.
“I am a man of the world,” William said. “But not the way I think you meant.”
Color seeped into Freddie’s cheeks. “Take Davey with you. He might notice something while the parson is preoccupied by conversation. Lin, you had better stay with us.”
“I’ve no desire to go back,” the girl said. “Davey wasn’t far off in what he said.”
“We will meet you at the square,” Daisy suggested. “I just heard the clock strike the quarter hour, so we do not have much time before Tobin lands to collect us.”
    
WHILE WILLIAM UNDERSTOOD the necessity of bearding the parson in his den, he did not like it much. He had dealt with the choleric type before—a man whose anger overcame him to the point that conversation was fruitless and reason a waste of breath. As for finding a way to catch his interest—how exactly was that to be accomplished?
“Keep your eyes open,” he said in a low voice to Davey as he knocked on the door of the boarding house once again.
“Don’t I always?”
The door was wrenched open before the words were fairly out of the boy’s mouth. “What? You again? What do you want?”
William lifted his bowler courteously. “I am afraid our conversation was interrupted. Do allow me to introduce myself. I am William Barnicott, and this is my ... ward, Davey.”
The scamp actually pulled his forelock. But to William’s astonishment, these civilities seemed to calm the man’s temper.
“I apologize for my abrupt departure. I suspected a breaking of the rules, but it turned out to be nothing. My name is Marcus Pride. I run a house for fallen women, where they may find sanctuary and Christian instruction while they mend their dissolute ways.”
“A worthy task, Mr. Pride,” William said. His toes curled in his boots with the desire to take to his heels. “May we come in?”
They were admitted and offered hard chairs around a cheap table. “I am afraid I can offer you no refreshment. I had a housekeeper, but she decamped several days ago.”
That made two women missing from his house. William’s discomfort grew.
“I am looking for a relation of mine, and had information from the theater that she might be one of your tenants,” he said. “Annelise Strauss. Does that sound familiar?”
Pride’s brown eyes seemed puzzled as he gazed across the table at them. “I know an Anna Strauss. Are they the same girl?”
William nodded. “Likely so. She used to shorten her name to Anna when we were children. People often had difficulty with the spelling.”
“You are brave indeed to come to this lawless city to attempt to win your relation back to civilized society,” Pride told him. “But I am afraid your mission is doomed to failure.”
“How so, sir? For with God, nothing is impossible.”
“If you have been to the theater, then you know what she does for a living.”
“She was an accomplished singer,” William said. “But I admit it is a steep decline from the Royal Conservatory to the theater we saw. Hence our mission. I wish to restore her to the bosom of her family with all speed. When was the last time you might have seen my cousin?”
The man shook his head with regret. “The girls come and go, often without notice.”
“Do you know if she was planning to travel, or perhaps stay with a friend?”
“We are not on such familiar terms, sir. I do remember her doing her laundry out in the back on Monday. The day sticks in my mind because I was invited to tea by the padre at Saint Michael’s on Tuesday, and she offered to wash my shirt for the occasion. I declined, however. The shirt would have been tainted beyond redemption.”
Beside him, Davey twitched, but mercifully kept his mouth shut. Then he rose, gazing idly around the room. At the foot of the staircase was a gloomy daguerreotype of an elderly couple. Davey drifted over to stand in front of it as though it were a veritable Waterhouse.
“Today is Thursday,” William said, bringing Pride’s attention back to himself. “According to the person we spoke to at the theater, Monday was the last day she was seen there, too.”
The man shrugged. “I do my best, but even I cannot prevent these girls from forming their mésalliances. My strictest rule is that of no guests.” He glared at William. “Even family. It is good for you that you came during the afternoon, when they are all at work. At least that lends some semblance of veracity to your tale.”
William leaned a little closer. “I am glad that you corroborate our information. For I must confess, I am worried about Anna. I simply cannot face her mother—my own mother’s sister—without confirmed knowledge of her whereabouts. Can you think of anywhere she might be? Any particular place she might have mentioned? Any person she might habitually visit?”
Pride’s mouth pursed up in a pained expression. “As I hinted previously, that would mean conversation with these soiled doves. I restrict my remarks to the martyrs, the Old Testament, and the salvation of their souls.”
“Do you have a congregation, sir?” Perhaps now was the time to back away a little, then return to the subject in a moment. “For we will be looking for a congenial place to worship on Sunday.”
“Religion is not meant to be congenial, young man,” Pride said with crushing disdain. “It is meant to be edifying and instructive.”
“Of course, sir.”
Davey had drifted out of sight now.
William racked his brain for a way to keep the man’s attention. “I am sure your remarks to my cousin were both edifying and instructive. She received no letters, then? No invitations, perhaps from charitable ladies at the church?”
“Merciful heavens, no. I don’t know how your parish is managed, young man, but here charity begins at home. I take up a collection each Sunday for the inhabitants of this house and others like it, to which the ladies of the city are pleased to contribute.”
How much money actually went to the care and upkeep of the girls who lived here? William very much doubted that he was in the habit of providing food, clothing, and small comforts.
“And no letters?” he persisted. “I know her mother has written repeatedly, but received no answer.”
“I allow no letters,” Pride said firmly. “Now and again a messenger attempted to deliver a—what is that distasteful term? Billy something—to your cousin, but to no avail. I stand firm.”
“Billet-doux?”
“Yes, precisely. I throw them in the stove. I will not be accused of contributing to the delinquency of women whose souls I am attempting to save from the fires of hell.”
“I should do the same.” Who had been sending love notes to Anna? But now there was a more pressing question. Where on earth had Davey got to?
This same thought seemed to strike Mr. Pride. “Where is that boy?”
Innocently, William scanned the room. “He was just here, admiring that portrait. Your parents?”
“Yes. Boy!” he shouted.
“Davey, please rejoin us,” William called in somewhat more temperate tones. “Davey?”
There was a clatter on the stairs as Davey came down, his legs twisted together in a child’s universal signal of bodily distress. “Ent you got a water closet, Mr. Pride?” he whined. “I have to go most awfully.”
“You should ask before wandering about people’s houses catering to the demands of the flesh,” Pride snapped. “Use the outhouse at the back of the yard.”
Davey’s face reflected his opinion of a place so backward it did not have indoor plumbing. But considering the fact that at least two of the six windows had no isinglass, either, and the hinges were practically falling off the door, this did not surprise William.
When Davey returned, William rose and forced himself to offer his hand. “Thank you, sir. You have been a great help.”
“I don’t see how. Haven’t seen her since Monday, and if I don’t hear anything by Sunday, I’ll let her bed to someone else. There’s no shortage of dance-hall girls, so-called singers, and desert flowers of all stripes in this town, God help us.”
William took his leave as fast as civility allowed, after which Davey was forced to jog to keep up with his long-legged stride down the street.
“I feel sorry for those poor chickens,” Davey said when William judged they were out of the neighborhood and slowed his pace. “I’d half a mind to catch ’em and take ’em with me back to the village.”
“We cannot save everyone, my friend.” William had learned this sad lesson during his three years in the Wild West. “But I applaud you for the desire. I share it, I must say. But tell me, what did you discover? Anything useful?”
“I found the room Miss Daisy said, and the carpetbag. Then I went through the usual places.”
“There are usual places?”
“Places where people tend to hide things,” the boy explained. “Under the mattress, under a loose board, behind a bit of wainscoting. ’Cepting all the boards are pretty loose in that house, and there ent any wainscoting. Nothing under the mattress, either. All I found were a pair of earrings.”
“Davey, you didn’t.” William stopped on the boardwalk. If the noise of traffic was any indication, they were close to the main square.
“I didn’t nick ’em!” he protested. He thrust a hand into the pocket of his dungarees and produced a pair of earrings, thus making a liar of himself. “You heard what he said. He’s going to turf her things out come Sunday, and these were the only things worth anyfink in the whole room. Had to be—they were stuffed in ’er pillow, among the feathers.”
William examined them. They were not ornate but they did possess some value—a small gold hoop with a glass bead of the kind one could buy in Venice. “This is called millefiori. That’s a thousand flowers in Italian, because the glass is made of many colors.”
“She must’ve set store by ’em, to hide ’em like that, and not leave ’em in a bag that could be rifled.”
“I hope we find her so that we can return them to her. You were wrong to steal them, but in truth I fear she will have no room or effects to come back to, with Mr. Marcus Pride in charge.”
“I only took ’em to make sure we could give ’em back to her,” Davey agreed virtuously.
They had reached the square, and there was Tobin and the balloon, with the ladies already in the basket. They had not learned much, but two facts were better than none.
One, they could now confirm that Annelise had disappeared on Monday.
And two, a man had been sending her billets-doux.




CHAPTER 8



THURSDAY, AUGUST 22, 1895
4:10 p.m.
M r. Marcus Pride does not seem to have burned all the notes that arrived for Annelise.” As they floated above the city, Daisy was thankful they had something on which to focus their attention besides the dreadful sight of the pinnacle cells drifting past below them. She unfolded the sheet of music and the note on its creamy paper. “I found these in the bottom of the carpetbag.”
“Well done, miss,” Davey said with all the approval one thief might offer another. “I found these in her pillow.” He showed them the earrings while William explained that in the event Mr. Pride really did hire out the room to someone else, at least they would have some small bits of her property to return to Annelise when they found her.
Freddie was examining the sheet, as though she were bringing the notes back to mind. She was the musical one in the family, though of late she had had no opportunity to pursue the inclination, and music had not been a priority in Aunt Jane’s household. Just the opposite, in fact, despite the presence of a small spinet in the parlor. In a moment, Freddie’s sweet but untrained voice rose, carried away in the wind.
Tears welled in Daisy’s eyes, so long had it been since she’d heard her voice. There was an automaton pianoforte at the university, and Daisy could still remember Papa’s delight at getting his hands on the brass cylinder with its waves of pierced metal that contained a selection of music from Maraluna. He had popped it into its niche in the gearworks and he and Freddie had sung the duet from the second act together.
“That’s very pretty,” Lin said. “But why was it in the bottom of a carpetbag?”
“It must have meant something to her.” Daisy dashed her tears away and cleared her throat. “The libretto is from a Moorish opera one does not hear often. The Queen of Maraluna.”
Freddie nodded and folded up the music. “The closest I have come was a farce of it performed in one of the music halls in London. A gentleman called Stephen McTavish escorted Maggie Polgarth and me there once, when I visited.”
“And who was this gentleman, of whom I have never heard until this moment?” Daisy suddenly realized that Aunt Jane could not have put it any better, scandalized tone and all. “I am sorry, dearest. I did not mean to sound like a prig. I am merely surprised.”
“Not at all.” Freddie smiled at her. “He is the secretary of Lady Claire Malvern. She has two. Lewis Protheroe is the other, but he could not go with us. Lady Claire would not allow us to go alone to a music hall, of course, so we prevailed upon Mr. McTavish to act as escort.”
“I see. In that case, I am glad you were able to go. We must remember every joy that connects us to Papa.” Daisy put away the sheet of music before it blew out of their hands, and showed them the note. “Look at this. If this is not a billet-doux, I do not know what could be.”
Tobin straightened, his gaze once again locating his moorage on the mesa just ahead. “There’s an eastbound passenger train leaves the depot at four o’clock each day. But I don’t know about the spur. There’s any number of them, serving towns and ranches for a hundred miles in both directions. Mostly for local freights. It’s cattle country out there.”
“So if this was addressed to Annelise, we can only assume she knew the spur at which to disembark,” Daisy said. “Do you know who B.H. could be?”
“A B.H. who lives off a rail spur eastward?” Freddie mused aloud. “That lets out the towns, at least, does it not? For we did not see many when we came in on our approach to Santa Fe.”
Tobin nodded. “No, a couple of towns in the Territory have those initials, but none that I know of out that way. Buena Hierba is far to the south of here, and there is a Buena Horología in the mountains northward, named for a clockmaker who experimented with a Tesla tower. It ... wasn’t successful. The town is still there, fortunately, even if the tower is not.”
“So may we act on the assumption that B.H. is a ranch owner, or at least lives on a ranch or property to the east?” Daisy tried not to think of needles and hayricks. “How would one go about finding out such a thing?”
“Cattlemen’s Club, I suppose,” Tobin said. “But I can’t help you there—nor can anyone in the village. Trim, friends. I’m bringing her down.”
They arranged themselves along the gunwales of the basket so that it would hang perfectly level, which meant Freddie had to stand with the children to counterbalance the weight of both William and Tobin. He brought the balloon in to the village’s main square as gently as a leaf falling.
William rolled over the side to tie the ropes to their stakes, while Tobin shut down the boiler. Then he opened the gate for the ladies. Daisy folded up the note to be puzzled over later, and tucked it safely into her poor abused jacket.
The Cattlemen’s Club did not sound like the sort of place ladies would be welcome, if the Navapai were not. But if it meant finding out the identity of B.H., then it was lucky William had thrown in his lot with them. He could move much more easily in masculine circles.
How to gain access to such a circle was the question. Oh, if only they had not offended Mrs. Alvarez to the point that she would never see them again! But if onlys were useless, as Daisy knew all too well.
Tobin ducked into his own home, and they returned to that of Alaia, where they told her what they had learned. But when it came to the Cattlemen’s Club, she shook her head.
“I know of hypocrites, and I know of dancers, both of whom need healing on occasion when there is no Colonial doctor to serve. But I do not know of the Cattlemen’s Club. The cattle roam and graze much as the bison and the antelope do.” She shrugged. “Such a club does not make sense to me. Perhaps the Texican Rangers can help you.”
Daisy gazed at William, who looked rather as a deer might in the garden when a lamp is shone in its eyes. “I believe you are the only one of us who has not been thrown out of a Ranger detachment here,” she told him pleasantly.
“In that you would be wrong.” His face took on such a grim expression that Daisy was rather taken aback. It made him look much older. “I avoid the Rangers when I can, and I certainly do not seek them out voluntarily. In Georgetown you saw why.”
She had, and she could not blame him. She had no desire to take them on again, either. “Then how are we to gain access to this Cattlemen’s Club?” she asked. “For it seems as though we have only one trail to follow in order to find a girl who has vanished as thoroughly as any ghost.”
“More so,” Freddie murmured.
Alaia looked up from the basket of peas she was shelling, her gaze settling on Freddie as though hearing more than she had said.
Daisy’s blood seemed to chill in her veins. Freddie never spoke of her gift—her affliction—her ability—to anyone but her sister. And now was certainly not the time to begin, among people they did not know very well, no matter how kind and hospitable they were.
“Then I will go into town in the morning,” she said quickly, saying the first words that came into her head. “If it is an actual club, then it will have an actual club building. I will find out where it is, and inquire if any of their membership has the initials B.H.”
“But Tobin said—” William began.
“I know what Tobin said. But I do not see a way around it.”
“Then I will accompany you.”
When she smiled in gratitude, the grim look left his face, and his triangular mouth softened into its usual good humor.
And Alaia, thank goodness, went back to her peas.
Friday, August 23, 1895, 9:45 am
The next morning, after a hearty breakfast of eggs fried with potatoes and the ever-present sauce made from the ristras of chilies hanging outside every door, Tobin regretfully informed them that he had no plans to go into town. “But Barney, you don’t need me. You can fly my balloon as well as anyone.”
“I don’t want to impose,” William told his friend. “But Davey is skilled at ferreting out information, and the ladies tend to make people underestimate what we are up to.”
Tobin laughed. “Stay out of that parson’s way, then, is all the advice I have to give you.”
So at midmorning, they floated over the main plaza to see a crowd gathered around the band shell in the middle. They could not see what was going on, for the trees obscured the view from above, but it was clearly an exhortation of some kind. They could hear a man trumpeting through a speaking horn from up here.
“We hardly know where to start,” Daisy said as she and Freddie helped stake the balloon in a small square a block to the west. “We may as well go to the plaza and find out what is going on.”
They could hear the words more plainly through the speaking horn as soon as they rounded the corner and joined the crowd.
“—as a longstanding member of the Cattlemen’s Club, you know me as a fair man, willing to listen, and able to help,” boomed the man standing in the band shell. He stood well over six feet, wearing a tweed jacket and flannel trousers though the day was warm. He swiped at the deep mahogany skin of his forehead with a plain white handkerchief that was dwarfed in his big hand. “As your mayor, I’d take these qualities into office. A fair hearing for every man’s complaint, and evenhanded treatment of business people from every trade.”
“What about the flower house trade?” shouted the pale man in the cream linen suit who was clearly his opponent. He wielded his own speaking horn like a shield. “If I am elected mayor of this fair city, the whores will be moved out to the edge of town, out of sight of decent people. It’s a disgrace!”
“Then my worthy opponent would have to take a steam landau to get there for his regular visits,” the first speaker responded, much to the crowd’s delight. “I agree that the theater district is a firetrap. I pledge to institute an official building code so that everyone who goes to a performance can trust the place won’t fall down around their ears.”
“Does that mean you’ll be taking in money with one hand and giving it to your cancan dancers with the other, Balthazar Holt?” The voice of the second man cracked with outrage.
“No, sir,” the deep voice responded. “I have plenty of my own money to make a woman happy. And anyway, the object of my affection is leaving her old life to take up one of dull respectability with your future mayor.”
The crowd laughed, a few catcalls coming from the rear.
“Now, our constituents’ time is valuable and that’s all I’ve got to say. Folks, I leave the floor to my opponent Josiah Comstock in the event he has any useful remarks. I hope I’ll see many of you at the Cattlemen’s Ball this evening at the Comstock Hotel. All are welcome.”
Lin nudged William. “He’s a member of the Cattlemen’s Club.”
“And his initials are B.H.,” Daisy added.
“There may be fifty such men in that club,” Freddie pointed out.
“But the odds favor him.” Besides, to William’s way of thinking, it didn’t seem as though they had too many choices in the matter. “There’s no getting near him now—it’s a complete crush around him and no one is listening to his opponent. We don’t want your father’s business overheard by a hundred people.”
“What shall we do, then?” Daisy wanted to know.
The idea had blossomed in his head and borne its fruit the moment he’d heard Holt say the word ball. “Miss Linden, Miss Frederica, may I have the honor of accompanying you to the ball, so we may ask a few questions of him there?”
“I want to go!” Davey protested.
“I don’t.” Lin was pressed up against Freddie’s side as though she feared being stepped on ... or struck. She was dressed as the young Navapai women were, but was having difficulty carrying herself with the confidence William was used to seeing among the women on the mesa. He took pity on her and offered her his arm.
She took it gratefully. “Can we go back to the balloon now?”
“Mr. Barnicott, for heaven’s sake, we can’t leave,” Daisy protested, looking over her shoulder at the crowd and walking so slowly she might as well be a boat anchor. “We must at least introduce ourselves.”
“To what end? So that you can ask him about a cancan dancer, too?”
“My intent is hardly the same.”
“Daisy, believe me, now is no time to be speaking of matters so personal when the man is glad-handing the townsfolk and trying to get elected. Much better to wait for a social situation, when such a topic can come up more naturally. During the course of a waltz, perhaps.”
“I am not going to waltz with a perfect stranger and grill him like a fish!”
“Yes, you are, Daisy,” Freddie told her. “Thank you, Mr. Barnicott, she would be pleased to accept your invitation. The only trouble is, she has nothing suitable to wear.”
“My blue dinner dress is perfectly suitable,” Daisy objected.
“For dinner in Bath, perhaps,” Freddie said dryly. “Not for a ball. The question is, how can you spend money on a ball gown when goodness knows how long our journey to find Papa will take?”
“Freddie, the longer we stay in this country, the more forceful you are becoming.”
“It is good for you, dearest.” Freddie’s smile held mischief. “Now, about your dinner dress?”
Daisy cast her gaze to heaven and gave in. “I think I might know someone who could help.”
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8:20 p.m.
Daisy sailed into the ornate lobby of the Comstock Hotel on William’s arm, her head held high and her stomach tied in knots of apprehension. She wore her blue dinner dress, transformed into a ball gown with the help of Simone Colfax at the theater. Clusters of silk flowers held up loops and swags of tulle around the skirt, and about the décolletage—since Simone had removed the underblouse that lent some decorum to the dress for the sober dinners of Bath.
“No one will miss these bits and bobs,” she had confided to Daisy around a mouthful of pins. “They’re all off old costumes. I knew there was a good reason never to throw trims away.”
Simone had also tucked a silk flower in Daisy’s hair—now done high on her head instead of her usual low chignon—and accepted a week’s rent for her room in exchange. It was far cheaper than buying a new dress, and Daisy felt as though she might dance with anyone in the ballroom without reproach.
Which did not mean she was not a bundle of apprehension. The hairstyle showed off her neck and shoulders, and the earrings she wore.
Annelise’s earrings. Bait for their quarry.
“Your hand is cold,” William murmured. “I can feel it clear through your glove.”
“Nerves,” she said succinctly. “I wish Freddie had agreed to come, but I suppose it is just as well. I should be dreadfully worried about her the whole time ... she has not been out much in company.”
“If anyone is capable of looking after herself, it is she,” he said, “but I am glad our numbers are smaller, too. Try not to worry. We are in a public place. And I must say, you look rather nice.”
There was no point in trying to stop a blush. It only made it worse. “Thank you,” she managed in the end, her cheeks on fire.
Having no black tie or so much as a morning coat to his name, William had done the best he could with a clean shirt and cravat under his tweed coat. But they needn’t have worried. Cattlemen, it appeared by the number of similarly dressed men in the lobby, did not set such store by formal clothes as did Boston society.
They reached the ballroom archway and paused to give their names.
“Miss Margrethe Linden of Bath, England, and Mr. William Barnicott of Boston,” the majordomo trumpeted over the strains of the orchestra. Which announcement went completely unremarked by the hundreds of people in the ballroom. Floor-to-ceiling windows were hung with blue and gold velvet, and one could practically see the reflection of one’s shoes in the polished hardwood floor. The orchestra was on a dais at one end, while tables draped in white cloths and loaded with food and drink were set up at the other. In between, couples dipped and swirled in a circle waltz that had been all the rage in Bath two seasons ago.
“Where shall we start?” William asked.
“I must have something to eat before I dance, or I shall faint. After that, we may close in on our target.”
They could see him already—Balthazar Holt—waltzing with a woman twenty years his senior wearing puce satin. Could that be his wife? All Daisy knew of him was that he was running for mayor and seemed to have been indulging in an affair with Annelise Strauss. The older woman’s hair was a rich brunette, so at least his taste was consistent.
Daisy turned away with a gulp, and she and William fortified themselves with pork tartlets, chopped salad, and a delicious stew of beef and small red beans, served in china cups. Daisy declined the blancmange, multi-layered cakes, and ices, but allowed herself a small glass of wine to settle her nerves.
When the orchestra struck up a familiar tune, she turned to her partner. “A country dance. Shall we begin?”
“No time like the present to mix with our company, I suppose.” He knocked back the rest of his whiskey and held out his arm.
The dancers formed sets of sixteen and Daisy and William took their places in one of them, about halfway down. Not that it mattered—with each figure they changed partners, so that in fifteen more measures she would be partnered with William once more and the music would end. Daisy made small talk with each man she met—about the music, about the number of couples, about cattle.
She learned more about cattle in twenty minutes than she ever wanted to know in the rest of her life.
Ten figures in, she turned—curtseyed—and found herself in the arms of the commander of the Texican Ranger outpost.
“Well met,” General van Ness said, turning her expertly in the middle of the set. “Miss ... Linden, is it?”
“Yes. Good evening, General. How nice to see you again.”
“I must say I am surprised to see you. Delighted, mind you, to partner such a pretty woman. But surprised.”
If there was anything Daisy disliked more than a hypocrite, it was a hypocrite in uniform. Pretty! Hmph. He was wearing his dress blues, with a couple of medals upon the left breast, no doubt for lack of service to the population.
“Santa Fe is a lovely city,” she said. “It is not surprising that I should like to see more of it.”
“And are you having any success in locating your father?”
“As a matter of fact, we are,” she said.
His eyebrows rose, and he opened his mouth to speak. But the figure ended, and his surprise was such that he fell one step behind the beat of the music, earning a frown from his next partner as Daisy moved up the line and curtseyed.
In the following figure, she danced with the young red-headed Ranger who had been behind the counter, and when he remembered she was Freddie’s sister, it was all she could do to ward off his insistence that Daisy carry a note back to her.
And here was William again, thank goodness. With a flourish, the country dance ended and the lines broke up. William took her arm as they strolled from the center of the room. “It occurs to me that I ought to secure a dance or two on your card,” he said.
“No more than two, or there will be talk.”
He chuckled. “This is the Wild West, Miss Linden. A man may put his name on every line and only receive an indulgent smile.”
“A man may do as he pleases,” she said crisply, “but on my card, his name will only appear twice, thank you very much.”
Obligingly, he took the next waltz and the schottische. And he was a very good dancer. Daisy could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times a man had asked her to dance at a ball. In Bath, women outnumbered men by at least twice. But here, every woman was in such demand that she often had to split her dances, and William soon had to relinquish her to a dizzying stream of partners.
Luckily, it seemed the lady could choose whether to be cut in upon or not, and the gentleman not chosen must withdraw with good grace. But as entertaining and novel as this was, it was not getting her any closer to Balthazar Holt. Nor could William sidle up to him in the card room or at the bar, for the man was a wonderful dancer who seemed to enjoy partnering a wide variety of ladies, from the brunette in the puce satin to a very young debutante who was so shy and stiff he practically had to swing her about like a broom.
Daisy was so engrossed in plotting how to dance with Mr. Holt that she fell like a bird into General van Ness’s net when he cut in on the third waltz without so much as asking her permission.
“Why, General,” she said, barely missing his foot with her shoe. She recaptured the beat and took a deep breath. “How very forward of you. I was in the midst of a conversation about something called a longhorn with that nice rancher’s son.”
“I do apologize for the interruption,” he said smoothly. “But I wished to finish our earlier conversation, and you are so popular that I was forced to cut in. Quite the belle, aren’t you?”
“There are simply many fewer women than men here. Why should that be, sir?”
“Likely because the cancan girls aren’t allowed in until eleven o’clock, after the theaters close.”
Now she did miss her step. Fortunately, he was not the kind of partner who would notice.
“All the society ladies will have taken their leave by then,” he explained. “I include you in that number, if no one has as yet warned you. After eleven, the ball will become much ... livelier.”
“Oh,” she managed at last. “Well. Thank you for your warning. Tell me, the lady you were dancing with just now? Was that Mrs. van Ness?”
“No indeed. My wife is at the table, there, enjoying an ice with Seraphina Comstock. The latter is wearing a purplish dress, if that helps to identify her.”
“She is very lovely,” Daisy said diplomatically of the blond woman with the ramrod-straight posture. “I saw Mrs. Comstock dancing earlier, with the gentleman who is running for mayor.”
“Holt? No doubt he is greasing the wheels of his candidacy. But that will not affect Mrs. van Ness. She simply likes to make herself visible at these affairs.”
Daisy stiffened a little at this blatant disrespect of his wife, and said nothing.
“But you mentioned that you had some luck in your search for your father,” he went on. “I hope you will entrust me with your confidence in the matter?”
Her confidence? Daisy resisted the urge to laugh as they made a turn and passed Mr. Holt and his partner. Bother the general—and bother society’s conventions that forbade her being the party who cut in!
“Perhaps I will, sir—but first, could you favor me by introducing me to Mr. Holt? I heard his speech earlier today but was unable to speak with him in the crowd.”
“Introduce you?” he repeated. “Why, what business could you possibly have with him?”
“Oh, none,” she assured him. “I simply adore dancing, and he is quite the most accomplished dancer in the room, do you not agree?”
While this might have paid him back a little for so cavalierly brushing her off in his office the other day, it did not accomplish what she had intended. On the contrary, he waltzed her around Mr. Holt and his partner as though mocking her inability to stop him. To her acute chagrin, even Mr. Holt’s eyes widened as the Rangers’ commander practically rubbed shoulders with him.
Ooh, how she wished she had on her Drosslmayer boots! She’d show his toes a thing or two.
“Your search for your father, Miss Linden?” van Ness reminded her. “You were going to tell me?”
She was fairly in it now, and no way out unless she chose to lie. Which she could not do and keep her self-respect. “He was here in town as of Monday, so that is most encouraging,” she said at last. She was not about to vouchsafe the news that he had left his lodgings the next day, and suffer further impertinent remarks about Papa deserting his family.
“I should say so.” He waltzed her past William, who was at the bar talking with a gentleman about his own age. No doubt about cattle. “How did you find this out?”
“By asking questions, which your men might also have done, had they actually been assigned to the case as I requested in my letter.”
His fingers tightened upon her waist at her astringent tone, then slowly loosened, as though he had himself under control. “A most unfortunate lack of officers available at the time. And?”
“He was seen with someone. But this person has gone missing, too.”
“And who is this someone?”
“If I tell you, will you help me find her?”
“It is a woman? Your father was seen with a woman?”
“Yes,” she said with great reluctance. Did he have to make it sound so sordid? “A dancer. A friend of our family who seems to have fallen on hard times. They were outside one of the theaters.”
He nodded with a knowing purse of his lips. “It seems they have disappeared together. Miss Linden, I’m afraid you are going to have to accept the possibility that your father has taken his own way. Is making his own life. Taking the horizon as a challenge, like many men have done before him. And if this woman is his present choice, why, then—”
But Daisy could not bear another word. She yanked herself from his hold—turned—
And found herself facing a broad chest.
“General, how nice to see you this evening,” said a smooth basso voice. “May I cut in?”
Whereupon Daisy found herself gathered into the arms of Balthazar Holt, in a perfect waltz hold. His hand lay upon her waist with exactly the right amount of pressure to steer her away from the odious general in a sweeping turn. The back of his gloved hand rested beneath hers in the charming old-fashioned way, giving support and guidance with no awkward grasping of fingers.
She could have wept with a maddening combination of rage and gratitude. “Mr. Holt,” she said shakily, doing her best to control her seesawing emotions. “I have been hoping for a dance with you all evening.”
“Have you, now?” His dark-chocolate eyes examined her face minutely, his own Moorish features impassive. “But you have me at a disadvantage. You know my name, but I do not know yours.”
“Do excuse me. My name is Margrethe Linden. And I must speak with you on a matter of extreme urgency.”
“I should say you must indeed,” he said. And before Daisy could ask him what he meant, he went on, “Suppose you begin by telling me why you are wearing my fiancée’s earrings?”
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A nnelise is your fiancée?” Daisy heard his indrawn breath at her use of the full Christian name, before she was firmly steered toward the nearest tall open window and out into the courtyard. The hotel, it seemed, was built along the same lines as Mrs. Alvarez’s house, in a quadrangle, though on a much grander scale. The windowsills and walks were lined in small pierced-tin lamps containing a single candle. The effect was both festive and enchanting, and one or two couples strolled slowly among them. In the center of the courtyard, a fountain played. Mr. Holt steered her over to it and drew her down next to him on the wide rim of its basin.
“Here we have the twin advantages of coolness and a soothing sound that masks our voices,” he said. He had not yet released her hand, almost as though he feared she might flee.
With an effort, he let it go and she folded both hands in her lap, to nestle amidst the tulle. She hoped this gesture would allay any fears he might have about an abrupt departure. “You needn’t fear that I will run from you,” she said. “I wish to speak with you just as much as you wish to speak with me.”
“Who are you, exactly, Miss Margrethe Linden?”
“I am an old acquaintance of Annelise. Our families knew one another in Edinburgh, where our fathers taught at the same institution. Are you familiar with the University of Edinburgh?”
“I am no engineer, just a humble cattleman, but even I have heard the name, and read monographs in certain papers.”
She smiled. “When I knew her as a schoolgirl, Annelise was studying voice at the Royal Conservatory of Music. You can imagine my surprise when I learned she was a singer in a second—that is to say, in a nameless theater in the Wild West.”
“You can say second-rate,” he said equably. “For such the Comstock Theater certainly is.”
“But Mr. Holt, what brought her there? Her voice is lovely. She could have sung in any theater in the country. At the opera house here in Santa Fe, certainly.”
“Sheer stubbornness, from what I can gather,” he said. “She does not like to talk about it, but it seems she left the conservatory before taking her degree. There was ... a man. A scoundrel. A blackguard who brought her all the way out to the Texican Territory with promises of fame and riches, whereupon he abandoned her and vanished.”
“Good heavens!” How Annelise must have changed since they had been schoolgirls together. And how it must have broken her father’s heart. “Has all communication with her family then been severed?”
“It seems so. She does not speak of them. But to continue my tale, she eventually wound up here in town, where she did secure a position at the opera house.”
“Then why is she no longer performing there?”
“After she rejected the advances of one of the backers, she found herself looking for a job.” His gaze found hers in the flickering light of the tiny candelaria. “There isn’t so much demand for singers here, but any woman who can high-kick is pretty much guaranteed a job as a dancer. So she took it. Let me assure you, it was better than becoming a desert flower.”
Daisy’s skin went cold despite the warmth of the evening. “I should think it would be. How did you meet?”
He lifted his chin in the direction of the ballroom. “The Cattlemen’s Ball is four times a year. The first Saturday of the first month of the quarter. I was ready to board my balloon when she walked in and ... Well, having known her, you know how beautiful she is, how talented, how kindhearted. It wasn’t long before I was in love.”
“And did she return your feelings?”
He smiled. “She did. I wanted her to leave the stage, but her difficulties have taught her independence. I offered her a house, money—but no matter how I begged, she refused. She wished to make her own living on her own merits until she became my wife. She said that when I squared it with my family, she’d know I was sincere. We would set a date and then she would quit.”
“Your family objects?”
A sidelong glance. “I have been married before, and have grown sons. Two. Jesse and Calvert.”
“They do not approve of your choice?”
“I chose for lust the first time, and lost her. I chose for money and position the second time, and she divorced me, leaving me with the boys. The third time, I figured I was entitled to choose for love. For joy.” He was silent a moment. “But now...” His voice trailed away in such a plaintive, heartbroken tone that even though she had only been acquainted with him for a quarter of an hour, Daisy’s heart ached.
“When did you last see her, Mr. Holt?” she asked softly.
“Sunday. I don’t always make it to the performances, but if I can, I wait for her at the stage door afterward. But when I went on Monday, she wasn’t there. Nor Tuesday. On Wednesday I thought I saw a woman in the alley, but it couldn’t have been Annelise. She would never have run from me.”
Daisy started in surprise. “That must have been me.” That hulking dark figure in the alley had been this kind, worried man? “I had hoped to see her at the stage door, too.”
“How could you possibly have known she was there if you had not seen her in years?”
As briefly as possible, Daisy told him of their search for their father, of hearing the music and seeing a name on the poster too similar to be mere chance.
“Yes, Anna Strauss was her stage name.” He nodded. “But your father—Rudolf Linden—it must have been he whom this boarding house lady saw that night. Annelise got a note at the theater asking her to meet him.”
“Yes, we saw it. And I cannot tell you what joy it gave us to learn that he was here. Or had been here. Our last information was from April.”
“You saw the note? How is that possible?”
“Her things are still hanging up in the theater dressing room. It was in the heart pocket of her jacket. Oh, sir, if you know anything of what they said, you must tell me. A word—a clue—we have been searching for weeks and any hint of our father’s whereabouts would mean the world to us.”
His warm hand covered hers, and its gentleness nearly brought her to the brink of tears. “She said nothing of that, I am afraid. All she told me on Sunday was that he was a friend of her father’s, and if she met him, he would no doubt try to convince her to go home.”
“Home? To Edinburgh?”
“If that is where her family still is, then I assume so. But she would have refused. Her life is here now. With me.” He released Daisy’s hand and his jaw set with determination. “Or will be, when I find her.”
“What has been attempted?”
“She has a friend in the company—a dresser.”
“Simone Colfax. She has been very helpful. In fact, it was she who decorated my gown so that I would be fit to be seen here tonight.”
“You would be fit to be seen in a flour sack, Miss Linden.”
She laughed. “Let us hope it does not come to that. But Mr. Holt, you must certainly rescue Annelise’s things from both the theater and her boarding house. Mr. Marcus Pride threatens to evict her on Sunday if she does not return.”
“Oh, you’ve met him, have you?”
“I did not. I was too busy falling out of Annelise’s window trying to avoid being caught looking for clues in her room.” Instead of taking offense, Mr. Holt laughed. “But the gentleman who escorted me here engaged him in conversation. To no avail, mind you.”
“That gentleman by the window, there, who has been watching us all this time?”
William leaned against the adobe wall under a drape of bougainvillea, looking for all the world as though he were about to enjoy a cheroot. “How observant you are.” She waved him over.
“Mr. Balthazar Holt, may I present Mr. William Barnicott?”
“A pleasure to meet you, sir. Any friend of Miss Linden here is a friend of mine.”
“Thank you, sir.” The two men shook hands. “I hope you did not mind my observing the two of you for the last few minutes? I meant no disrespect to your character. But when a man dances one’s partner out on to the terrace ...”
“Certainly not.” Smiling, Mr. Holt said, “It was the behavior of a sensible man. In this town, one remains vigilant no matter what the occasion. Daisy has told me of her search for her father, and the involvement of my fiancée.”
“Your fiancée, sir?” William’s voice remained courteous, though his brows rose. “You must be very worried.”
“I am. Miss Linden and I were just comparing notes on our attempts to find her. Are you the unfortunate man who met Mr. Marcus Pride?”
William snorted. “Sad to say, I have no great estimation of that pious gentleman.”
“Pious he may be, yet in some small way he is sincere, if not entirely successful in his efforts.” He turned to Daisy. “This is the point at which my curiosity about the earrings you wear can no longer be contained. I gather you searched her room, as well as the closet at the theater? I will put aside my natural dismay, since I would have done the same soon enough. You merely beat me to it.”
“You are quite right, sir. We have, in pursuit of the young lady’s safety. But to be accurate, Davey pinched the earrings,” William said bluntly.
Daisy removed them from her ears. “It seems Annelise’s plans have changed—her bag was packed and left under the bed. But because she is missing, he took the most valuable things on her side of the room in hopes that they could be saved and eventually returned to her.”
“Davey?” Mr. Holt repeated.
Daisy laid the earrings in his enormous palm, and he folded his fingers around them. “He is a street sparrow who has attached himself to Mr. Barnicott.”
“And I to him,” William said. “He is an easy boy to like. Useful, too. He can go places where Miss Linden and I cannot in our pursuit of the truth.”
“Which brings the three of us up to date,” Daisy said. “The question now is, where are we to go from here?”
“Her bag was packed, you say?” Mr. Holt asked. “Then that must mean—could she have decided to leave her life on the stage and join me?”
“That is a question only she can answer,” Daisy said.
“You may be sure I will ask it, when we find her,” said Mr. Holt. “Now. Where are you staying?”
“In the Navapai village,” William said. “At the home of my mentor in the herbal arts.”
Mr. Holt rocked back on the rim of the fountain, squaring his boots as though to support himself at this news. “Not Alaia?”
“The very same.” William smiled. “Do you know her?”
“I know of her. There are few indeed who presume to know the most powerful shaman in the district.”
“Shaman?” Daisy echoed. “Is that a Navapai word?”
“It means healer, in a manner of speaking,” William said. “But to compare the two is like comparing a country apothecary with the most skilled surgeon of the brain in Harley Street.”
“I see,” Daisy said, though she did not altogether.
“I had thought to invite you to stay at the ranch with me,” Mr. Holt said. “Goodness knows there is enough room, despite the boys and a dozen hands being in and out at all hours. But you are better situated to make inquiries where you are. The Navapai village is closer to town.”
“Which spur does one take to reach your ranch, sir?” Daisy asked. “We found a note from you at the bottom of her carpetbag. You can imagine our chagrin when we learned there are any number of spurs east of here, widening any possible search for a mysterious B.H. immeasurably.”
Mr. Holt stared at her in confusion, his broad, shining brow wrinkled. “Note? About rail spurs?”
“Yes, it said she was to take the four o’clock train—which I understand departs every day eastbound—and that you would meet her at the spur.”
“And where is this note now?”
“In my jacket, at the village, along with a sheet of music—the vocal score for The Queen of Maraluna.”
Now he was looking at her as though she was surely demented. “Miss Linden, I suggest our next step involve our further comparing notes out at my ranch. I will send one of the boys for you and your party tomorrow at noon.”
“If you tell us the spur you indicated in the note, we can fly there,” William said. “Alaia’s son Tobin is an engineer, and his tinkering with my flying conveyance ought to be completed by then.”
“If you mean to fly, it is the Maraluna spur.”
Daisy drew a breath. That could not be a coincidence.
Indeed, Mr. Holt’s gaze met hers. “The Queen of Maraluna is an opera that is very special to me. I suspected that Annelise was rehearsing the queen’s first aria as a surprise, and this information confirms it.”
How lovely and romantic! “It is certainly not performed very often,” Daisy said. “I have never seen it. But now I should like to.”
He shook his head. “You will not have that pleasure here, I am afraid. To return to the matter at hand, you will find the spur five miles past the edge of town. Simply follow the line until it ends at the cattle yard, then the road for three miles after that. You’ll see the house at the foot of the mesa. But tell me something, you two.” The corners of his eyes narrowed in the manner of a man attempting to see into the distance. “What note do you mean? I sent Annelise no note asking her to take a train or any other conveyance. I had no need, since I saw her every evening after her performances.”
“But—” Daisy began.
“You mean to say—” William said at the same time.
Neither of them could finish. For the question loomed larger than mere words. If Mr. Holt had not asked Annelise to take the four o’clock train, then who had? And if she had followed instructions, what had happened to her then?
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T  here’s the road.” Davey pointed to a dusty track five hundred feet below the flying conveyance, winding among the arroyos and pines at the end of the Maraluna spur. “D’you think we’ll arrive in time for lunch?”
“We would not have been invited for noon if Mr. Holt hadn’t planned to feed us,” William said. “I think he’ll wait. Lin, propeller five degrees west, if you please. We must get around this hill.”
“Aye, Captain,” came the dry voice from inside the engine compartment. The conveyance began a wide turn, following the shoulder of the hill.
“This conveyance does not look the same as it did in Georgetown,” Frederica observed. “What has happened to it in the few days we have been here?”
“Tobin has happened to it,” William said. “Indeed, he and his brother and a few other men from the village have been entertaining themselves with it to great effect.” He patted the acceleration bar, which of course was not in use in flight. “She is quite changed for the better.”
“At least you can see and hear from in here now,” Lin said, her voice only a little muffled by the new isinglass portal in place of what had been the front wall of the engine compartment. The portal also had the ability to slide down into a slot in the body of his vehicle, allowing the engineer to converse with the pilot, and both of them to exchange places with ease.
The forward part with its steering and leather seats was mostly unchanged, as were the apothecary’s cabinets on either side of the living quarters in the rear. Most of the changes had involved making the engine compartment more of a piece with both steering and living, with convenience and safety being the guiding principles.
“We could almost pass for an actual airship, if the fuselage had been larger,” Daisy remarked. “But it would be a shame to abandon the cheerful red and brown stripes of your balloon. They make it very easy to pick you out in a crowd.”
“Not that you are not easily recognized in person,” Freddie added kindly.
“Thank you very much.” William felt himself reddening, and focused his attention on the guiding ribbon of the road below. “At this rate, I may just have to give the old girl a name instead of referring to her as the conveyance. Lin, we may begin our descent by backing off on the steam pressure.”
“I see the house,” she acknowledged. “Pressure reduced. Standing by to reverse propellers.”
Mr. Holt must have some considerable business with the Navapai, for in front of the house was an unnaturally flat meadow with a mooring mast and tiedown stakes. Working with Lin, who had not forgotten what she had learned under pressure the night they had nearly died in Georgetown, William brought the conveyance in for a long glide and a soft landing. His passengers jumped down to help tie the vehicle down, and by the time they finished, Mr. Holt had come outside to wait for them on his wide veranda.
“Welcome to Maraluna Ranch,” he said. “Consider it your own home while you are here.”
Daisy’s jaw went slack as she entered the house and looked about her. “My goodness, Mr. Holt. I have not much experience with adobe houses, but surely this is more beautiful than most?”
The painted tile on the floor gleamed, and William recognized several Navapai weavings thrown over the leather-covered sofa and chairs for warmth. A large beehive-shaped stove occupied the usual northern corner, and carved pine rafters added the impression of both strength and beauty.
But when he showed them outside to the courtyard that formed the heart of most houses in this part of the Territory, Daisy clasped her hands in happiness. “Oh, Mr. Holt. Please, may I have your permission to paint this beautiful scene?”
“My home is yours, Miss Linden.” He bowed. “Any pleasure of yours gives me great pleasure in return.”
“Oh, please, I am Daisy to my friends.”
“And I am Balthazar to mine.”
William himself would never have the courage to call this mountain of a man anything but Mr. Holt, but Daisy smiled with the kind of joy that transforms the face and makes its emotions transparent to the viewer. William had to stop himself with an effort from staring at her, lest she think he was rude.
An enormous luncheon had been laid out, and Daisy had to hold Davey and Lin back with a hand on their shirts in order to be introduced to the other people present.
“May I present my sons, Jesse and Calvert, and our housekeeper, Rosalba.”
The young men were a little younger than William, as robust as their father, their skin closer to aged oak than mahogany. They held themselves proudly, and with a reserve that William did not see in this country of hail-fellow-well-met all that often. The others at the table were the ranch foreman and his crew, all of whom took far too much notice of Daisy and Freddie for William’s liking.
To his relief, Mr. Holt sent them all back to their duties once the steak, sausage, pork ribs, salads, and several different kinds of chile sauce had been devoured. “The hands usually eat in the dining hall out back,” Mr. Holt explained, “where Ransom the cook keeps them in line.”
William would have been happy to see the departing men include Mr. Holt’s sons, too, especially young Calvert, who hadn’t taken his gaze off Freddie once during the whole meal, except to make sure his fork didn’t miss his mouth. But they remained, one on either side of their father, making pleasant conversation and being otherwise unexceptionable.
But William did not relax his vigilance.
After the remains of the meal had been cleared away, Mr. Holt poured Daisy another glass of what Rosalba had explained was iced watermelon juice. “Now, my friend, please show me the items of Annelise’s property that you ... rescued from her room and the theater.”
“You ought to speak plainly, sir,” Jesse, the elder, said. “That they stole.”
It might have been the truth, but who would say so to guests in one’s home, smiling humor or no? William’s hand tightened around his own glass.
Mr. Holt shook his head with a return smile that held reproof. “Stealing implies keeping something for yourself. Our new friends intended to give these things back all along. And therein lies the difference.”
Jesse subsided, and while Daisy was busy arranging her materials and preparing her paints and may not even have heard him, Lin’s face had set with that expression of extreme politeness that he had learned masked dislike.
There was not much to lay on the woven tablecloth in response to Mr. Holt’s request. The earrings had been returned last night. There was only the sheet of music, the note from Professor Linden, and the note signed B.H., which Mr. Holt examined closely.
At length he removed a pen in a silver filigree case from an inner pocket, uncapped it, and rewrote the note on the reverse side. “You can see the similarity in the handwriting.” He pushed it across the table to his visitors.
Daisy paused to pour a little water into the well of her palette, and perused the two samples. Then she sharpened her pencil and began to sketch the first outlines of the lovely courtyard, with its drooping trees in huge pottery jars, its bougainvillea growing over the windows, its butterflies fluttering among the anemones and poppies, its warm adobe walls holding in the light.
“It is not surprising, then, that she might have mistaken the hand,” Freddie said.
“She wouldn’t have got any letters from you if you did send ’em, sir,” Davey put in. “That Marcus Pride burns any what come for the girls at his house.”
Mr. Holt nodded slowly. “Annelise may have seen me write in my ledgers or sign a check, but that is all. No, I cannot blame her for being fooled. It is a very good imitation.”
Freddie judiciously removed the thick green glass of juice from the vicinity of Daisy’s brushes, where William assumed one might mistake a container of watermelon juice for a container of water in the heat of creation. “So we believe, then, that she took the four o’clock train to the Maraluna stop on Monday, and got no farther? That would have been a tight fit between the matinee and the evening performance.”
“That seems reasonable,” Mr. Holt said. “Daisy, I hope you will keep the note from your father. It means far more to you than to either Annelise or me.”
Her smile broke upon him once again, making William wish he had some means of pleasing her, too. “Thank you, Balthazar.” She put down her pencil and tucked the note into the hindmost pages of her sketchbook, then resumed her work.
Lin rose from the table, her own glass of juice in hand, and knelt by a bed of poppies so vivid they nearly hurt the eyes. “We ought to look at it from both sides, sir,” she said to Mr. Holt. “It seems to follow that the person who wrote that note also knew your hand well enough to imitate it.” She shaded her eyes as she looked up.
“You make a lovely picture there,” Mr. Holt told her. “If Miss Daisy were to paint you, I would pay a hundred dollars for it.”
Lin wobbled and had to stand before she fell over, her cheeks flushing at the kind of compliment she had likely never received before.
“But that is an excellent observation,” he went on as though causing young ladies to blush were normal in his experience. “The trouble is, it does not narrow things down very much. Everyone in my own household has seen my handwriting.”
“And you trust everyone?” Lin persisted.
“Hey,” Jesse said. “Watch your mouth, girl.”
Calvert dragged his rapt gaze from Freddie long enough to say, “Jess. She’s a guest at our table.”
“What’s got into you, Jesse?” his father demanded. “Maybe you ought to find better society when you go into town. I’ll have an apology, if you please.”
The young man bit his lip. “I apologize, sir.”
“Not to me. To Miss Lin.”
“I apologize for my tone, Miss Lin.”
Lin nodded awkwardly, and William stepped in to remove the attention from her. “If your household are trustworthy, sir—and I am sure they are—then who among your acquaintance would want to grieve you by such a deception?”
But here it seemed Mr. Holt was at a loss, and he shrugged, his empty palms turned up.
“I can think of one,” Daisy said. She dipped her brush in the water and began to paint, her gaze fixed upon the trees in the pottery jars. “Your opponent for the mayor’s office.”
“Josiah Comstock?” Mr. Holt laughed incredulously. “That man hasn’t got the spine to contradict his own wife, never mind kidnap somebody.”
“Are you convinced it is a kidnapping, Dad?” Calvert said, coming out of his concentration on Freddie with a surprisingly astute remark. “You’re certain that Miss Strauss didn’t simply leave town and go back to her family, as Professor Linden no doubt urged her to do?”
Daisy lifted her head. “In her dance costume? Leaving behind a pair of Drosslmayer boots and the rest of her things? I think not.”
“Spoken with true feminine wisdom,” William said. “I think we may safely assume she thought she was coming here, to the ranch.”
“And she must have felt some urgency, to leave in costume between the matinee and the evening performance when she knew it would mean being sacked if she were caught,” Mr. Holt mused. “Did she receive another note? One with greater urgency? One that was subsequently lost?”
“Or that she had in her possession at the time,” Jesse pointed out, clearly trying to make up for his missteps.
“So, she leaves in a hurry, and somewhere between the station and the Maraluna spur, something unexpected happens,” William said. “She is somehow removed from the train?”
“Or she gets off at the spur, and someone is waiting for her,” Freddie said.
“In which case, maybe that someone was seen.” Having finished the trees, Daisy was now working on the flowers. “Could we inquire with the train crew?”
Mr. Holt nodded. “The afternoon crew comes back on the midnight train. I know both conductors well, and the brakeman is Rosalba’s brother. I’ll have one of my men make inquiries and send word.”
This was how a man got things done in a place like this, William reflected. By being wealthy and respected and having friends and allies at every possible level of society.
“What have your inquiries been so far, sir?” he asked. “We do not want to replicate your efforts.”
Mr. Holt seemed as absorbed in Daisy’s work as his son had in Freddie’s face a few minutes before. “It is a little difficult to confess one’s own faults in the face of such determined efforts as yours have been to find a woman you hardly knew. But Annelise and I had had a ... a disagreement on Sunday. On the subject of her independence. She left here in a temper and that was the last time I saw her.” He cleared his throat, his hands gripping one another on the table. “When she did not come to the door on Monday night to accept my flowers and my apology, I simply thought she had not forgiven me. The same on Tuesday. By Wednesday, I thought it strange that her temper had not cooled. It was only yesterday afternoon, after the mayoral debate in the square and before the Cattlemen’s Ball, that I began to worry in earnest. For whether she had forgiven me or not, certainly she would have come to hear the debate, if only so that I might take heart at the sight of her pretty face.” He looked up to find Daisy’s gaze on him now, instead of on the sketch. “Seeing her earrings being worn that night by a woman I did not know sent me into full-fledged alarm. To this point I have allowed hurt pride and diffidence to hinder the discovery of the woman I love. But this goes beyond anything I could have imagined. I assure you, I shall do everything I can to find her.”
“And in finding her, it is our dearest hope that she can tell us something of our father,” Freddie said.
“I still think the disappearances are connected,” Calvert said. “That they got on that train together.”
“We have already considered that,” Freddie said slowly. “But our information is that he left his boarding house on Tuesday morning, for parts unknown. If the two notes in our possession are our guide, she met with Papa on Monday, after the matinee, and left the theater before the evening performance.”
“Your father’s appeal would have failed. Of that I am certain.” Mr. Holt frowned. “I wanted to marry her, not make her my mistress.”
William glanced in alarm at Freddie. “Mr. Holt, please. We are in the company of unmarried young ladies.”
“I’m sure they have heard the word before,” Jesse drawled.
“Indeed we have,” Daisy said. “But that is not to say that we wish to hear it said in connection with a friend of our family.”
If words and tone could have crushed the wretched boy, William thought, he would be flat under the dining table at this moment.
“My intentions toward Annelise have never been anything but honorable,” Mr. Holt said with dignity, likely more for his son’s benefit than for Daisy’s or Freddie’s.
“I think we are overlooking something,” Daisy said. Her brush halted in its labors as she frowned, the pattern of shadow from her straw hat spangling her cheeks with chips of sunlight, though much of the company was now in the shade. “Balthazar, you said that you had quarreled, and she left here on Sunday. Had she come back with you after the performance Saturday night?”
“She had,” he said. “The fewer nights I could convince her to spend in the house of Marcus Pride, the better.” He glanced swiftly at Freddie, then went on, “There are unsavory stories.”
“I told you so,” came from the heretofore silent Davey, who had consumed everything within reach and was now contentedly picking his teeth with a bit of chicken bone.
“Thank you, Davey,” William said hastily. “Go on, Daisy.”
“So, you quarrel, she goes back to the theater, performs in the Monday matinee, and at some time that day, receives the note.” Daisy dipped her brush in a color that looked like cooked mud to William, but which came out in a reddish gold that she had been applying to the adobe wall in her sketch. “Perhaps there was a second note in this hand so similar to yours. One that held some kind of promise or apology. One that would cause a woman in love to fly the premises in the hopes that all would be forgiven.”
“That would mean the sender of the note would know we had quarreled,” Mr. Holt objected. “And we have already ruled out my household.”
“This is all just speculation.” Jesse pushed back his chair and leaped to his feet as though he could not sit still. “We are going around in circles. One note, two notes, three notes ... we need to come up with a plan that does not include pieces of paper, and act. Who knows what might be happening to Miss Strauss at this moment?”
“Thank you, Jesse,” his father said, his face wrinkling in a distress that William would never have dreamed of inflicting upon anyone he loved. Even his own father, who probably deserved it.
“Balthazar,” Daisy said gently, “I think it is time you requested the assistance of the Texican Rangers. They were not helpful at all when it was merely a case of a missing stranger such as Papa. We could not even say if Papa was here or in the Antipodes when we first arrived and asked for their help. But the fiancée of an important man is a different matter. I have already told General van Ness that Papa was seen speaking to a woman outside the theater. If you come to him with the information that that person was Annelise, then perhaps Freddie and I may see some results as well.”
“You are absolutely right.” Mr. Holt nodded, his thoughts clearly far ahead of his words. He rose and began to pace a narrow circuit between the table and the bed of poppies. “Now that we have mapped out a possible series of events together, we may take the various scenarios to him. I shall go this afternoon.”
Daisy had already begun rinsing her brushes and putting them away. “Would you like one of us to accompany you?”
“No. Jesse will come with me.” He rounded the table to lay a hand on his son’s shoulder. “If it turns out we must divide and conquer, I want him to be in possession of the facts as well.”
“Of course, Dad,” Jesse said. “You can count on me.”
Daisy’s half-finished watercolor was already dry, thanks to the desert air, and she closed the sketchbook and tucked it into her reticule. William made an effort to keep his features even as he assisted her in putting away her equipment. Because as everyone knew who had ever gone to a play at the theater, You can count on me was the last thing the villain always said before he betrayed the hero.
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By the time they had flown halfway back to the Navapai village that afternoon, Daisy was having second thoughts about her advice to Balthazar. Leaving Annelise’s—and Papa’s—fate in the hands of the Texican Rangers alone did not seem prudent. But of their available courses of action, there was only one they could follow with any degree of success.
“How can a man like Balthazar Holt—wealthy, powerful, and well-respected enough to run for mayor of the capital—have so few enemies?”
“That is a very cynical remark,” William observed.
Daisy paid him no attention. “Someone must have a grudge against him, to wish to hurt him in this way. It certainly cannot simply be a case of Annelise quarreling with him and walking away from her life with nothing but a cancan costume to her name.”
“She could have met with misadventure,” Freddie said. “Trains are not the safest mode of travel, only the least expensive.”
“Folks would’ve read about it in the papers, miss,” Davey told her from his perch in the engine compartment with Lin. Up front, the leather bench seated three, but four was an indecorous squeeze and he had been relegated happily to the rear. “Mr. Holt would’ve seen it, for true. Nothing the papers like more than a pretty girl come to a bad end.”
“And some people call me cynical.” Daisy resumed thinking out loud. “His unpleasant son excluded—”
“Why should you exclude him?” Freddie asked. “If Mr. Holt marries again and they have a child, then the boys’ inheritance will be split further, will it not?”
“Would that be enough to cause them to forge a note and kidnap her?” William wondered aloud.
“That would mean a powerful jealousy—and I could see neither that nor overpowering guilt,” Daisy said. “Jesse seemed concerned and frustrated, no more.”
“You see nothing when you’re painting,” Freddie reminded her with a smile.
Daisy had to acknowledge that, but still. “I truly believe that the only person who could reasonably be said to hold a grudge against Mr. Holt is his opponent, Mr. Comstock. We must make inquiries in that quarter. Perhaps something will turn up.”
“Will you let me help, miss?” Davey said eagerly.
“Your help is vital in this, Davey. We will return to the theater tonight, and see if we can find out anything from Simone. While we are there, perhaps you might be our mouse in the rafters and under the stage.”
“What shall I do?” Lin adjusted the propellers so that the conveyance took a northerly bearing instead of making the turn to follow the main rail line.
“What are you doing, you mean,” William said, sitting up in the kind of alarm Daisy imagined one might reserve for air pirates. “You are supposed to wait for orders, Lin.”
“I can see perfectly well that instead of describing a course like a rectangle, if we head straight across town on a diagonal, we will reach the village faster.”
William gazed at the landscape below as though drawing geometric figures on it. “Yes, you are quite right. But what if my intention were to moor at the public park and escort our friends to the theater?”
“Barney, it’s four o’clock. The matinee is over and it’s hours yet before the evening performance.”
Daisy wondered how she could combine both impatience and respect in her tone.
“Regardless. I am the commander of this vessel, dilapidated though it may be. No more veering off on your own course, all right?”
“Even if it makes more sense?”
“If you have a different course to suggest, then I welcome it. But this would involve a discussion, not a mutiny.”
“Yes, sir,” she said after a moment. “I cannot promise a discussion if we are in danger, though.”
“We have been in danger, my young friend,” he reminded her. “And we made out remarkably well, both of us being still alive to talk about it. In some circumstances, I will agree, discussion becomes irrelevant.”
“In answer to your question, Lin,” Daisy said, “While Davey, Freddie, and I shake the branches at the theater, I believe you and Mr. Barnicott could be very useful at the newspaper office, seeing whether there are any articles—”
“About pretty girls coming to bad ends?” Lin said in some horror.
“No—heaven forbid we see a name familiar to us. I meant any articles about Mr. Josiah Comstock.”
William nodded. “Any whiff of scandal would become a downright stink in the papers. And research is rather a pet hobby of mine.” He glanced at Lin. “Set propellers westerly, if you please. Our destination is indeed the public park.”
IN THE THEATER DISTRICT, the streets were not noticeably less crowded than at eight o’clock at night. Perhaps it was because the saloons did a roaring trade at all hours, and when one found entertainment was simply a matter of when one staggered through their swinging doors. Davey vanished with his usual abruptness, and Daisy and Freddie found their way down to the dancers’ dressing-room. Unfortunately, the overture had just begun, and the rooms were a maelstrom of ruffles and curling-papers and shrieking dancers and hysterical singers. At length the thundering herd of humanity pounded up the stairs to the stage for the opening number—the country dance that was now a cancan—and Daisy could swear the walls themselves sagged in relief.
“Simone?” she called hesitantly. She had no desire to be thrown into the street if the girl wasn’t working today.
“Just a minute,” came a muffled voice. “I’m neck-deep in this wretched crinoline cage, I am. Can you believe Lottie tossed it over me? I’m not a bloody dress form!”
Daisy and Freddie helped her out of the enormous hoops—the Queen’s ballroom dress for her entrance two scenes from now—and hung it on the actual dress form staged in her dressing-room for that purpose.
“Thanks,” Simone said. She was dressed not in the cancan costume but in ordinary street clothes—a flowered cotton dress.
“Are you not performing today?” Daisy asked.
“No.” Simone made a face. “That useless Chrissy de Santos sent round a note that she had the influenza, so the stage manager yanked one of the girls in the corps to go on. That means there’s no one for me to partner with, so he had a frightful fit of temper and sacked me down to dresser. Permanently.” Her face crumpled. “At half pay. If you hadn’t given me a week’s rent, Daisy, I should be out in the street. As it is, I’ll have to find another job before Sunday, when the landlady collects.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Freddie said. “I wish there was more that we could do.”
“It’s all right,” the girl said with resignation. “I’ll find something—between Lottie and me, we have enough dirt on this one and that one in town that eventually someone will yield.”
“Speaking of dirt,” Daisy said, leaping in with barely a pause, “we wondered if you might know anything about Mr. Josiah Comstock.”
Simone stopped fussing with the trim on a brocade corset, half of which had been torn off at the hip. “Mr. Comstock? He what owns this theater, and the hotel, and some mine in Colorado, and half the businessmen in this town?”
Mr. Comstock owned this theater? Of course he did. Mr. Holt had called it the Comstock Theater, had he not? “Er, yes, the very one.”
Simone huffed back on her stool. “Ask rather where I should start.”
“With his relationship with Mr. Balthazar Holt?” Freddie asked hesitantly. “They are opponents for mayor, are they not?”
“For that, and plenty of other things. He doesn’t look like much, does Mr. Comstock, but oh—” She shivered. “He can be downright unpleasant if you cross him. Lottie says that he wanted her to be his mistress. Imagine! And her with her pick of the gentlemen.”
“She refused him?” Daisy asked.
“She isn’t stupid.” Simone rolled her eyes. “She got a couple of lovely dinners at the hotel out of it, and a gold bracelet, before word mysteriously got back to Mrs. Comstock that he was stepping out on her again. And that was that.”
“Oh dear,” Freddie said in a muffled tone. “This city offers quite an education in human behavior.”
“Truer words, my dear,” Simone told her. “There was a rumor ages ago that he tried the same trick on Mrs. Holt—the first one, I mean, Desiree Summers as was. The Mississippi Songbird, they called her. But she’s been dead for twenty years at least, so believe it or not, as you will.”
“The first Mrs. Holt was a singer, too?” Daisy said with a glance at Freddie.
“He has definite tastes where the ladies are concerned.” Simone nodded wisely. “She was said to be very beautiful.”
“So is Annelise,” Freddie said. “And she sings very well.”
“So do you, dearest,” Daisy said with a smile.
Simone had gone after the trim with agitated stabs of needle and thread.
“Simone, this may sound mad, and you may laugh if you like, but would Mr. Comstock resort to underhanded means to win the election? Might he, for instance, put out scurrilous reports about Annelise in order to discredit Mr. Holt?”
The girl snorted. “This is the Texican Territories. You may not have noticed, but women are scarce hereabouts. Half the Ladies’ Aid Society at that fancy church on the main square were dance-hall girls once upon a time, no matter how tight they lace their corsets now.” Another snort. “Scurrilous reports, ha!”
Daisy was not to be put off. “Then might he have the resources to make our friend Anna disappear? Say, for instance, until after the election?”
Simone fumbled the needle and gave a cry. “Ouch! I’ve pricked myself.” She sucked the tiny wound. “I wouldn’t say anything like that in company.”
“But it’s just us,” Freddie said.
Simone glanced toward the connecting door to her sister’s dressing room, but it was closed, as was the one to the corridor outside. “Josiah Comstock has the resources to do pretty much anything he likes. But making poor Anna disappear to derail Mr. Holt’s bid for mayor? If it got out that you even hinted at such a thing, you’d be run out of town.”
“By his ... henchmen?”
Simone tried to smile, and failed. She took up the needle again. “He has associates, not henchmen. And no. By the best ranks of society here. Lottie would not associate with a criminal, you know. He is a gentleman.”
“But you said—” Daisy began. Her hopes for an obvious perpetrator—who would lead them to Annelise by tomorrow morning if properly motivated—collapsed and fell like this wretched theater surely would in a high wind.
“I said he could,” Simone told them. “I did not say he would. Lottie says that all the money and society friends in the world can’t make up for the fact that he is shorter than she, and probably weighs less into the bargain. She says his gold watch and chain keep him from blowing away when a dust devil comes down the street. He has a reputation to uphold ... and his wife sees to it. She used to be a singer, too. The higher you climb, the more it hurts when you fall—and she’s not about to permit that. Though he has come close to misplacing his good name many a time.”
Daisy was silent a moment. And in that silence came the same roar of approaching thunder on the stairs.
Simone looked up in alarm. “Oh, dear, here they come and me still to fix this bodice.”
“Give it to me, and I’ll do it.”
Simone leaped up and dumped it in Daisy’s lap. “Thank you! It’s Constance’s promise to the magician next, and I have to get Maisie into a dress meant for Anna, for heaven’s sake. She’s never going to fit no matter how much I loosen the laces.”
But the tight clutch of dancers who crowded into the dressing room had no notion of dressing. For carried on the crossed hands of two of them, her arms tight around their shoulders, was a weeping individual in Constance’s dirndl whom Daisy could only assume was poor Maisie.
“What’s happened now?” came a deep voice as a man pushed through the thicket of dancers. “What’s wrong with you? That fall was nothing—you’ve gone through the door and down the steps of the backdrop a hundred times, girl.”
“I sprained my ankle, sir,” Maisie wailed. “I can’t walk.”
“You better walk, dadgummit, or two hundred people are going to know the reason why! Get up, girl! You’ve got to sing that aria—or fake it as well as you can.”
“I can’t get back up those stairs, never mind do her dance. I can’t, I can’t!”
The man crushed both hands to his face in a theatrical gesture of despair usually accompanied by tearing of the hair. “Why didn’t I do as my father asked and become a lawyer?” he groaned. “Do we have a third understudy? Somebody? Quick, do we?”
“No,” Simone said. “We’ve run through everyone who knows that part.”
An idea flashed in Daisy’s brain like the fireworks on Guy Fawkes Day. “Freddie knows it,” she blurted.
“I do not!” Freddie gave Daisy an elbow in the ribs she’d likely feel for a week. “What are you doing?”
“Who’s Freddie?” demanded the stage manager.
Daisy stood aside. “She’s an excellent singer, and she’s sung Constance at school.”
“Daisy!” Freddie squawked. “That was one performance, three years ago!”
“Can you do the aria in the next scene, and the song at the end with the brothers?” he demanded. “Constance is silent for three quarters of this wretched opera, but when she sings, people are supposed to notice.”
“I suppose I could flub my way through it, but—good heavens, what am I saying? I am not going to sing on a stage!”
“If you know that part, you bloody will or I’ll know what you’re doing down here wasting my dresser’s time.”
“I—I—” Both Freddie and Daisy could not find a thing to say.
“Good. Simone, get her into that costume. The magician is winding up and I want this girl ready to go in four minutes.”
“But—” Freddie was about to burst into tears. She rounded on Daisy, red-faced and furious. “How can you do this to me? What is the matter with you?”
Daisy yanked her into whispering range. “If there is any chance that Comstock has something to do with Annelise’s disappearance, we must know. You are going to work here and find out everything you can. Annelise’s life could depend on it—and so could our chances of finding out where Papa has gone.”
If Freddie had been able to reply, Daisy was quite sure her sister would have raised blisters on her ears. But Simone pulled her over to the mirror, removed her jacket, then whipped a different dirndl over her head and laced it in four businesslike tugs. A wig with attached flower crown slammed down over her hair, a slash of crimson was applied to her lips, and the chattering crowd of dancers snatched her away and up the stairs as surely as any cloud of Valkyries had ever spirited a warrior to Valhalla.
Daisy fumbled for a chair and sat rather heavily.
Pillar of society though he might be, there was bad blood between Comstock and Mr. Holt. He had betrayed the latter once. Who was to say that he wouldn’t do it again?
“That was quick thinking,” Simone offered.
“She’s never going to forgive me.” Daisy shook her head and fought back the urge to cry. Then she cleared her clogged throat. “Since I have an entire opera to wait through, you might give me some employment. And perhaps you might tell me all about the characters working in this theater.”




CHAPTER 13



SATURDAY, AUGUST 24, 1895
4:35 p.m.
F reddie was never certain how she got through that performance. Someone hissed, “Smile!” and pushed her out of the wings, where she somehow remembered Constance was supposed to be waiting for her brothers by dancing and singing. She had no idea what the dance steps were, but it was four-four time. She crossed a polka with a hornpipe, and no one screamed from the wings. No one in the audience threw tomatoes.
The aria was a different matter. The orchestra swelled into it—she recognized the tune—but the words completely escaped her. Two pirouettes filled the first measure of the score while she wracked her brain—the words! A line!
Then she saw the prompter in his little shell in front of the gaslights, gesticulating frantically with his book. He mouthed the words in an exaggerated fashion and a memory clicked into place. Freddie clasped her hands to her breast and launched into the second line as if that was what she’d meant to do all along. Every time she forgot a line, there was the blessed prompter, a word or two ahead of her, and the first violin, giving her the melody.
When Constance’s seven brothers bounded onto the stage to join her in the dance that ended with the appearance of the magician, again she had no idea what she was supposed to be doing. But they passed her from one to another in a contradanse with exactly the same sequences, singing heartily all the while, and by the third sequence, she’d mastered it.
Thank blessed heaven for the evil magician. She could have kissed him when he appeared, for all she had to do was be horrified as each of her brothers was turned into a swan—the papier-maché figures let down for this purpose by the clockwork mechanism in the ceiling—and pulled up into the rafters.
She fainted—rather well, really—and the curtain came down on the end of Act I.
Freddie scrambled to her feet and dashed to the prompter’s shell, but he had evidently already descended his little ladder. As the actors for the second act assembled, she asked the nearest one, “Who is the prompter? I must thank him for saving me.”
The woman—oh dear, it was the Queen, Simone’s older sister—looked puzzled under her heavy greasepaint. “Who the devil are you? Did they drag you in off the street?”
“Yes,” Freddie said, answering the one question she could.
“Places!” the stage manager called, and then it was back out again, this time to give the evil Queen her promise that she would not speak for seven years, or her brothers would remain swans forever.
Which made the rest of the wretched production much easier. All she had to do was move about in a way that vaguely resembled the play they’d done in sixth form, until the third act, when the seven years ended and she was able to sing an aria of thanks and triumph. And here was the wonderful prompter, seeing her through once again. She hadn’t seen him for two acts. None of the other players seemed to need him—only Freddie. Could he be a volunteer?
No matter. The opera ended at last—she was pushed out to center stage after the Queen and Magician had taken their bows—managed a respectable curtsey and sweep of the arms—withdrew.
The tide of dancers carried her down the stairs and into the dressing room, where she collapsed in a heap in Daisy’s arms.
“Oh, dearest, I am so sorry!” Daisy was practically weeping with relief. “You survived it—though with what superhuman resources I can hardly imagine.”
Freddie had begun to tremble, now that she had entered the calm after the storm. “Thank goodness for the prompter,” she said, doing her best to scrub the carmine from her lips with a rag. “If it hadn’t been for him they’d have sent in the hook and pulled me off.”
Simone hugged her and removed her wig and flower crown in the same motion. “What prompter? This company is too cheap to hire one, more’s the pity. There’s nothing worse than somebody singing ‘Old Brown Shoe’ in the middle of an opera because they can’t remember their lines.”
“Perhaps he was a volunteer. He saved me, giving me the lines from his book. You must have seen him yourself, Simone. About fifty, with black eyebrows and a bow tie?”
Simone froze, her hands suddenly crushing the wig. Her gaze met Freddie’s in the mirror. “Oh.”
“Is he a volunteer or not? I should like to find him and thank him, in any case.”
“I believe you’ve seen Beetle Henry.”
“Beetle? The poor man, to endure such a nickname.”
“Poor man, indeed. He was burned to death in his shell about ten years ago, when this theater was first constructed. That’s why they don’t have a lamp in there anymore.”
“I—I don’t understand.” But she did. All too well.
“Some of the actresses have seen him. He doesn’t bother with the men, but now and again he’ll help a girl out. Don’t worry about him. He isn’t a mean ghost—quite the opposite.”
Freddie said nothing more, only exchanged an anxious glance with Daisy when Simone’s back was turned. Friendly ghosts were one thing. People who knew she had seen one was quite another.
Before she could beg Simone for silence on the matter, the stage manager burst in. Freddie gasped and clutched the bodice of her dirndl to herself, as Daisy reached to unfasten it.
“Girl!” he boomed. “You, playing Constance. What the devil did you mean by all that nonsense on your entrance?”
Freddie could only conclude he meant her hornpipe. “Be glad you got what you did, sir.” She stiffened her spine and glared at him, the adrenaline pouring back into her blood after its brief calm. “Since I’ve had no rehearsal in three years and was dragooned into this part by main force to save your company’s skins, I believe I deserve a thank-you.”
He gawked at her in a way that would have been comical if someone in the corps hadn’t tittered. “That’s enough of that!” he shouted in her direction, then rounded on Freddie again. “I’ll have no more lip out of you, missy. You have an hour for dinner, and I’ll expect you back here thirty minutes before curtain, rehearsed and made up properly. Is that clear?”
“She’s not doing this again!” Daisy cried. “This is Chrissy de Santos’s part. Where is she?”
“The devil only knows. This girl here is going on again and that’s final. It’s Mr. Comstock’s regular night and I’ll have a proper show or know the reason why!”
Which is how, after a hasty dinner in which Daisy spent the entire time apologizing, Freddie found herself rehearsing her entrance dance with Simone and going over the two arias with the help of a score someone had filched from the orchestra pit.
She had hoped to see Beetle Henry in his shell, but it remained dark and empty for the whole performance. Regardless, she found a moment during the final curtain. As she curtseyed to the applause, she called softly, “Thank you, Mr. Henry,” into the prompter’s empty shell. He had saved her from abject humiliation, and corporeal or not, he had her gratitude.
Once back in the dressing room, she pulled off the costume with relief, and scrubbed the greasepaint from her own face with all speed. The stuff felt horrible.
Daisy helped her into her own clothes. “I have already made it clear to the proprietor of this theater that they will find Chrissy de Santos by tomorrow’s matinee, because we are not returning. Oh, and I demanded payment for today’s work. And got it, much to my surprise.” She opened her hand to show Freddie a dollar coin. “Take it.”
Freddie shook her head, bent over, and began to brush her hair. “Put it in the kitty. Perhaps we can offer it to Alaia to defray expenses.”
“I do not actually know whether there are expenses. The Navapai seem to have all they need without let or hindrance from anyone below the mesa.”
“Still. I would feel better if we made the attempt. I cannot tell you how much I wish we were there at this—”
The door opened to admit an enormous bouquet of flowers—roses, carnations, freesia, all surrounded by waving fronds of maidenhair fern. Davey peered out from under it. “Miss Freddie, these are for you.”
“Good heavens.” Freddie gaped at the bouquet as though it were a prickly cactus advancing toward her. “They can’t be. They must be for Simone’s sister.”
“Perhaps they are from a grateful stage manager,” Daisy suggested.
“What are we to do with them?” The last thing Freddie wanted was a huge bouquet of flowers to manage on the balloon flight back to the mesa. “Davey, do put it down before you knock something over.”
He staggered to the dressing-table as the other dancers crowded round. Freddie finished putting up her hair as Simone said, “Ooh, here’s the card. It’s addressed to you, Freddie. You have an admirer, to be sure.”
“An admirer? I think not. Go ahead and read it.”
Simone opened it and gasped. “It’s from Mr. Comstock!”
“Delightful.” Freddie rolled her eyes. “He’s going to sack me with style, at least. Thank goodness. Come, Daisy, let us be off.”
But Simone was not to be put off. She read the note aloud.
My dear Miss Linden,
I am enchanted. Your performance was beyond anything I have seen on this stage before. Please let me escort you to a late dinner of lobster and oysters at the Comstock Hotel. My carriage will await your convenience by the stage door.
Your most devoted admirer,
Josiah Comstock
The dancers squealed and patted Freddie on the back as she stood with her hat in one hand and hatpin in the other, frozen immobile with horror.
Dinner with Josiah Comstock! Was this how it began, turning a woman into a mistress? With flowers and lobster and oysters? Freddie was only nineteen and had never even been alone in a room with anyone but William, and had certainly never been kissed.
This was dreadful. Horrible. And insulting!
Her jaw worked, and finally words came out. “Is there paper and a pen? Never mind, I will write my refusal on the back of his card, and Davey, you will take it out to the carriage driver.” Another thought made its way through the congealed mass that was her brain. “And take the flowers with you.”
Simone gasped. “Oh, miss, he’ll be dreadfully angry.”
“He cannot possibly be as horrified, angry, and insulted as I am at this moment,” she said, hardly able to speak over her pounding heart. “What does he think I am?” Too late, she remembered Simone’s own sister had taken the man up on his offer, for a time, at least. “I’m sorry, Simone, I didn’t mean to imply—”
“Freddie, you must go.”
She heard Daisy say the words, but they had no meaning. Confused, she stared at her sister. She must be very slow—no doubt her mind had been affected by the strain of this awful day. “What did you say?”
“I said you must go. With Mr. Comstock. To dinner.”
Still Freddie did not understand. There could be only one reason for this sudden descent into immorality: The strain had affected her sister, too. “Are you mad?” She meant it quite literally. What Daisy had been through over the last few weeks would put many a stronger woman into a sanitarium.
“Indeed not.” Daisy took her hatpin from her as though Freddie might use it on someone. “Don’t you see? This is a prime opportunity for you to ask one or two penetrating questions. To use your wiles to find out whether he knows anything of Annelise.”
“I haven’t any wiles,” Freddie said flatly. “And you are certainly mad if you think I am going anywhere with a perfect stranger, to say nothing of a libertine!”
“You will not be alone. Mr. Barnicott and Lin came back during the first act. They are waiting for us at the balloon with news of their discoveries at the newspaper office. We will simply move the balloon to the square in front of the hotel, ask for a table, and join you. Much the same way as we took the table next to Emma when she dined with Mr. Hansen the first time, do you remember?”
Freddie did remember. And look what had happened afterward. “I cannot do it. You must not ask it of me.” She gazed into her sister’s eyes—so blue, so familiar.
So beseeching.
“Please, Freddie,” Daisy whispered. “How many chances will we have to find Annelise, and through her, Papa? Georgetown was a small place, and look how overwhelmingly difficult it was to find one person there. Santa Fe is huge. The capital. Without help, how will we discover her?”
“But what if he—” Her throat closed on the words, and did not allow her to say them.
“We will be with you every moment, I promise.”
Simone looked up from a huge pile of cancan petticoats, their ruffles white, black, and opera rose. “Don’t fret, miss. He won’t attack you right off the bat, or demand liberties either. Like I said, he’s a gentleman. It’s only dinner. When he asks to see you again, either put him off or accept.” She paused. “It’s the second dinner when you have to be careful. Negotiate first. If there’s a gift, get it up front. And never, never expect to stay the night. If dinner is at the Comstock Hotel, then he’ll take you up to his suite there—and the staff would be sacked if they so much as raised an eyebrow. Afterward, he’ll likely have his carriage waiting to take you to wherever you’re staying.”
“Thank you, Simone.” Freddie’s voice came out in a pained whisper, drained of life by sheer dismay. Was there no end to this nightmare?
“Please, dearest,” Daisy said softly. “Think of it as acting a part. It is not Frederica Linden going to dinner. It is the actress who played Constance, a resourceful, talented woman who—” Daisy ran out of steam. Which was good, because every word was nonsense.
“Who sees ghosts,” Freddie finished for her. At least that was true.
“You aren’t the first and you won’t be the last,” Simone told her over her shoulder, carrying the pile of petticoats into the back. “I suppose that goes for Mr. Comstock, too.”
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A t the portico of the Comstock Hotel, Freddie was handed down from the carriage and escorted through the imposing lobby and into an equally well appointed dining room. She had been conveyed here from the theater all alone in the terrifying velvet splendor of the horse-drawn vehicle, wishing every minute that she could throw her sister off one of the pinnacle cells.
But since she could not, there was nothing for it but to smile and smile and be a villain, hoping to dupe a gentleman of dubious morals into betraying some clue that would help them.
The moment she was shown into one of the private dining parlors, she realized she was the one who had been duped. Her breath hitched. All Daisy’s plans to eat at a table close by, providing both protection and moral support, had been based on their experience of dining rooms in Georgetown and Bath. It had occurred to neither of them that private dining parlors existed here in the Texican Territories—parlors as fine and as inescapable as any in Mayfair.
For the first time in her life, Freddie wished she were a swearing woman.
The middle-aged gentleman sitting at the table set for two rose as she entered, and the door closed softly behind her. “Miss Linden,” he said, a smile of appreciation lighting his face. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Josiah Comstock, the owner of this establishment and of the theater where you performed so wonderfully this evening.”
She didn’t know what else to do but curtsey, in this opulent room with its velvet hangings, white damask tablecloth, and silver glittering in the gas lamps. Curtsey in the walking dress in which she’d set out for Mr. Holt’s ranch this morning, in what seemed another life.
Well, he could simply take her as he found her. She had brought no dinner dress with her on this adventure in any case. One didn’t, when one stowed away.
He held a chair for her, but instead of sinking gracefully into it, she said, “Sir—Mr. Comstock—I should really prefer that our dinner be in the dining room. The regular dining room. If you don’t mind.”
He gazed at her a moment, his goatee and moustache neatly trimmed and his linen perfection. His coat was a dashing cutaway that revealed subtly striped trousers, and he wore a carnation in his lapel that had likely come from the bouquet he had sent her.
“Surely you do not wish our conversation to be overheard?”
“I cannot imagine saying anything that could not be.”
To her surprise, he laughed as though she had said something terribly witty. “Spoken like a true lady. Very well, I see I shall have to negotiate a compromise. If we leave the door standing open, will that suit you?”
Freddie glanced over her shoulder, where to her relief, through the open door she could see Daisy and William being seated at the back of the room. The table was nowhere near the best—those were occupied—but theirs had the distinct advantage of a direct line of sight into this parlor.
“Yes,” she said. “Thank you for being so considerate. I have never been alone in a room with a gentleman with the door closed.”
He laughed again. “Miss Linden, you are so droll. You delight me.”
“I am quite serious, sir.” She allowed him to seat her, though sadly, his was the view of the door, while she was forced to put her back to it. “I was brought up in a very strict household.”
“And how do you come to be here?” He shook out a napkin, and this seemed to be a signal, for a waiter glided in with a bottle of champagne and another with a bucket of ice.
Freddie allowed him to fill it, though given her last experience with the delights of champagne on the airship Swan—in far more congenial company—she dared not take more than a sip. “My sister and I are seeking my father, who was taken by the soldiers of the Royal Kingdom of Spain and the Californias, before the Rose Rebellion.”
“Taken.” If he was dismayed by this unromantic beginning, he took pains not to show it. His face held nothing but concern. “How appalling. Did he suffer injury?”
“Not that we know of. He is still missing, you see. We have traced him from Georgetown to Santa Fe, in hopes that we will find someone who has seen him, or at least knows where he might have gone. That is our sole purpose for being in this city.”
He accepted the dressed salad the waiter put before each of them, but did not pick up his fork. “Pray excuse me, Miss Linden, but you speak as though a career on the stage does not even enter into it. This astonishes me, for your performance was not only a complete surprise, but one I enjoyed very much.”
“It was a once-in-a-lifetime performance, I will give you that,” she said, tucking into her salad. The few mouthfuls she’d managed to gulp for her so-called supper between the matinee and the evening show had worn off long ago. And since she had to act this farce—her third performance of the day—at least she would get a decent meal out of it. She would think later how she was going to get out of paying for it with her virtue. Daisy had better have a plan.
“I hope you will give me a little more than what you give the audience at the theater,” he said.
Perhaps Lottie Colfax might have had a witty reply in her arsenal. But Freddie had nothing more than a painful blush.
Mr. Comstock gazed at her as though he had never seen a red-faced woman before. “Tell me of your father,” he said in soothing tones. “What is he like?”
The soup came, giving her something to do with her hands. “He is a professor of engineering, most recently at the University of Edinburgh.”
“Ah, an educated man.”
“Yes. Die sieben Schwäne is his favorite opera. That is the only reason I knew the part—I sang it in school. I wanted him to come to watch it at our Christmas pageant, and I wanted to please him.”
“And now you have pleased another man, in a manner no doubt orders of magnitude greater.”
He was relentless in his flirtation. Perhaps the way to stem the flow was to ignore it altogether.
“Our family is Bavarian, and he enjoyed the opera as a boy in Munich. He would have loved to see the papier-maché swans come down from the ceiling at the Comstock Theater. Was that enormous clockwork apparatus that makes people fly very difficult to install? Did you have to have the roof and ceiling specially modified?”
He pushed his half-eaten green chile soup out of the way and leaned toward her with interest. “Do you know, you are the first person who has commented on that clockwork? You should have seen what they were doing in the theater I rented before I built that one. Ropes flung over beams and all sorts of stop-gap nonsense. When that clockwork went in, you are quite right—the ceiling and attics were specially reinforced. The Comstock Theater was unique for some months—until those mountebanks over at the Opera House hired the engineer away and installed one of their own, even bigger.”
“The impudence!”
“Indeed!” Clearly, his indignation had not worn off. “If they had allowed me to buy in to the Opera House in the beginning they could have been the only ones in town to boast of such a thing. But no. And when they finally came crawling to me asking for an investment, I refused. By then, I had my own theater and could do as I liked.”
“It certainly allows a greater variety in the works you choose,” she agreed. “Imagine The Ring of the Nibelungs, with the Valkyries! Or Helen of Troy, with the gods and goddesses coming down to visit earthbound mortals.”
His eyes lit as though he were viewing such scenes at that moment. Then his excitement faded. “A marvelous vista indeed, Miss Linden. But I would need to build another, larger theater to do those works justice. And I’m afraid at the moment that is not—” He stopped while the waiter laid a plate of oysters on ice between them.
“I can imagine building a theater to rival the Opera House would take a king’s ransom in funds,” she said, but her mind was not on her words. She gazed at the plate in some horror. “How does one eat these?”
They looked revolting, and when he demonstrated, tossing the slithery thing down his throat the way the cowboys tossed a thimble of whiskey, she did not find herself any more inclined to try.
“No, thank you,” she said. “I will not be able to do the later courses justice if I do not exercise restraint now.”
“One does not exercise restraint after such a triumph as yours was this evening.” He toasted her with an oyster and knocked it back. “Did you know these are said to be an aphrodisiac?”
She should keep a count of these outrageous remarks. Instead, now that they were three courses in and he had polished off two glasses of champagne, she ought to focus on extracting pearls of information from him.
“Do you have businesses other than the theater and the hotel, then, sir?” She already knew the answer, if Simone’s information was correct, but it would not hurt to check.
“Oh, yes.” Two more oysters followed in rapid succession. “I have a share in a silver mine near Georgetown, as a matter of fact. Perhaps you’ve heard of it? The Pelican.”
“Indeed I have,” she said, feigning delight. “Our friend Hugh Meriwether-Astor also has a share, and is working there until the autumn.”
She could not say if they were still friends, but his quarrel was mostly with her sister, not herself. She was perfectly happy to use his name in this context, however.
“You are acquainted with the Meriwether-Astor family?” The last oyster paused on its way to his mouth, then completed its journey with a flourish.
“Only with Hugh. Though we have friends in common with other members of his family—Mrs. Stanford Fremont in particular.”
He gulped—coughed—pressed his napkin to his lips. Then he said a little hoarsely, “Is that so? Great Caesar’s ghost, young lady—why are you singing in a theater in this town if you number the Meriwether-Astors among your acquaintance?”
Freddie’s eyebrows rose a trifle. “I told you. These performances today will not be repeated. The company you employ needed a singer, and I happened to be there and knew the part. Or much of it. As I said, my real purpose in Santa Fe is to find my father.”
A true gentleman would have leaped in at this juncture with an offer of any assistance he could render. But with his next words she reconciled herself to disappointment.
“And the Meriwether-Astors have aided you in your search?”
“Yes, they have.” She did not vouchsafe further details.
“Then clearly I have misjudged both you and your situation.”
“I repeat, I am in no possible way a singer. I apologize if my actions this evening have misled you. My performance was given as a—a favor to a friend, and quite under duress.”
He waved her apology away. “You are a respectable young lady of means, I see, who travels among the best circles.”
She tried to look modest. “I am sure Sir Ian and Lady Hollys would not refer to themselves in such a way.”
His eyes practically bulged. “You are acquainted with them, too?”
“Oh, yes. Do you know them, sir?”
“Not personally. But anyone who has ever heard the name Dunsmuir knows that Sir Ian is connected with that family. And believe me, everyone who is anyone out here has heard that name.” He mopped his gleaming brow with the napkin. “I am relieved that you insisted on the open door, Miss Linden. I would not wish even a whisper of scandal to touch your name, with friends such as these.”
“My feelings exactly, sir,” she leaned toward him gratefully, risking her best smile. “I am glad you do not think less of me for insisting.”
“Certainly not. A woman’s reputation is a precious jewel.”
The roast appeared as if by magic, accompanied by vegetables, mashed potatoes, and an array of savory pickles. Freddie was very glad she had not had the oysters. At this moment, she might be in the ladies’ room tossing them up, and consequently incapable of enjoying this lovely roast.
“Tell me,” he said when she had been served and the waiters had withdrawn, “do you think your friends the Hollyses and Meriwether-Astors—my word, perhaps even the Dunsmuirs—would be interested in some investments here in the Territory?” He poured a third glass of champagne, and did not seem to notice that her first stood mostly full.
He exhibited all the signs of a man in the grip of an excitement so great that he could hardly speak calmly. Gone were the flirtatious lines worn smooth with use. His fingers on the glass trembled slightly, and his breathing was rapid. It almost seemed as if the prospect of Freddie the friend of wealthy people had sent all thought of Freddie the conquest out of his mind.
Later, she would weep with gratitude. For now, she had to keep her head.
“I think they are the kind of people who are prepared to embrace a good opportunity when they see it,” she said, deliberately vague. Where was this leading?
“Perhaps you might be so good as to mention me in your next correspondence.” He had a little difficulty with the last word.
“I would be happy to. What would you like me to say, other than that you are a gentleman of diverse interests with admirable taste in clockwork?”
“That would be mosht—most kind, Miss Linden. I have a number of interests where an influx of cash would be of benefit to all parties. Sure investments, mind you, not these fly-by-night operations. A mine—not the Pelican, a different one—several saloons, and a railroad to the Sierra Nevada, serving Bodie and Reno in particular. All these things need invesh—investors. I can’t carry the whole load myself.”
“Are you overextended, sir?”
He waved a hand and knocked it on the gravy boat. He was able to steady it, but by then seemed to have realized he might be giving her the wrong impression. “Certainly not, young lady. No investor would throw good money after bad. People of taste and perspish—perspick—perception want to buy in to a going concern. I can see a lady of Mrs. Fremont’s stature not being interested in saloons, but the railroad ... Considering that is where her husband’s fortune lies, it would be an excellent opportunity for her.”
“I will certainly mention your proposal in my next letter,” Freddie said, getting the lie past her lips as smoothly as she could. She glanced over her shoulder to see Daisy and William pushing back their chairs. Daisy’s pocketbook was in her hand, a sure sign that they were prepared to get her out of this situation as soon as may be.
She had not learned one thing about Annelise or Balthazar Holt, but she was out of time.
“Oh, goodness, there is my sister,” she said in tones of surprise. “Mr. Comstock, do forgive me, but they have come to convey me back to where we are staying.”
“Your sister?” He sounded befuddled.
“Yes indeed. Thank you for a delightful meal, but I really must go.”
“You haven’t even had dessert yet.”
“Another time, perhaps.” Which would happen on the seventeenth of Never Again in This Lifetime. She gave a swift curtsey, snatched up her suit jacket and her reticule, and was out the door before he had half risen.
She fell on Daisy’s neck as though they had been parted for years. “Get me out of here at once,” she whispered.
Before two minutes had passed, William was closing the door to the balloon’s wicker basket behind them. Lin and Davey had already completed the ignition sequence, and with the passing of another minute, they had pulled up ropes and were airborne.
Her back to the creaking wicker, Freddie slid to the floor of the basket, feeling as though she could not stay upright another moment.
“Dearest, are you quite all right?” Daisy asked anxiously, falling to her knees beside her. Without being asked, Davey and Lin moved so that the basket would stay in trim. “He did not take any liberties, did he? You are quite unscathed?”
“Unscathed in body, but not in spirit.” Freddie opened her eyes. “I have so much to tell you.”
“So do we,” Lin said.
“Had I known what you two were planning, I would never have allowed it,” William said sternly.
“I told you at dinner, Mr. Barnicott, that you do not make decisions for my sister and me,” Daisy retorted with some heat. “We saw an opportunity to gain information, and we took it. And that is that.”
Freddie allowed their bickering to fade into the sound of the wind. She was trying to make sense of all she had learned at dinner, so that she could put it to the rest when they moored at the mesa. But the more she thought, the more she came to only one conclusion.
A gentleman would not ask a woman he had just met to intercede for him with strangers. Not unless he was desperate.
Desperate for an infusion of money.
But why was a wealthy man in need of large amounts of money?
And how could that connect with the disappearance of a young woman?




CHAPTER 15



SUNDAY, AUGUST 25, 1895
1:20 a.m.
T  he wind at the top of the mesa cooled Daisy’s hot face as she looked out over the stone parapet into the valley below. The moon was full and at its height in the twinkling night, silvering the hills and dry riverbeds that William called arroyos in a chiaroscuro of light and shadow.
She was ashamed of what she had forced Freddie to do, and did not know how to make it right. Simply asking forgiveness again and again would not change the fact that she had pushed the person she loved most in the world into the deep end of a moral pond, and Freddie had pulled herself out covered in the kind of weedy nastiness that the heart and conscience could not easily shake off.
Voices behind her told her that her moment of reflection was over. But the conviction of having done wrong remained, clinging like a wet swimming costume, and she would have to live with the discomfort.
“Daisy, come have something to drink,” Alaia’s soft voice came from behind her. “My soothing tea will do you good.”
“Will it soothe a burning conscience?” The question was rhetorical, but Alaia seemed to consider it seriously.
“It will help to clear the mind, which may have the same effect,” she said at last. “Come.”
The others had already been provided with pottery cups full of a clear, hot liquid that tasted like lavender. Daisy sipped hers while she listened to what Freddie had been through, each word like a lash upon her soul.
Until Freddie got to the part about the investment proposal, and what Mr. Comstock had asked.
“Introduce him to our acquaintance—to Sir Ian and Lady Hollys and Mrs. Fremont?” she said incredulously. “A man who owns a theater and saloons, and has so little respect for his own wife that he flaunts his mistresses in public?”
Even in the lamplight, Daisy could see Freddie’s face go as still as porcelain.
“Oh, heaven, dearest, I did not mean that. I did not mean you.” Tears filled her eyes, and if she could have whipped herself, she would have.
“I know what you meant.” Freddie leaned over on the terrace step and squeezed her hand with her own cold one. “Believe me, I have been entertaining those same thoughts. And of course I will not oblige him by an introduction, though I allowed him to think I would. The important thing is that the man is in need of an infusion of cash, and from his trembling hands and perspiring brow, I think he must need it badly, and soon.”
“But he is supposed to be wealthy,” William objected. “Goodness knows mounting a mayoral campaign has to be expensive.”
“All that food after the speeches?” Davey nodded wisely. “Paid for by Comstock. I had it from his carriage driver.”
“He even owns a railroad,” Freddie went on. “Those are supposed to bring in money, are they not?”
“I suppose they do if they are well managed,” William replied. “Alaia, do you hear anything of Josiah Comstock?”
The healer sipped her own drink, looking thoughtful. “I do not know if it will help, but his wife is a woman who wants for nothing, and his two daughters have only the best of your kind of education. Music can be heard on piano and harp at all hours of the day and evening, and their clothes are not made here. I hear they come on the train from the Fifteen Colonies.”
Daisy could only imagine what fine silks and lace must cost if a delivery of thousands of miles were added to the bill. But never mind that—two daughters! Imagine how they must feel if they knew what their father was up to in his wretched theater and his horrid private dining rooms.
“But here is something Lin and I learned that might be of use.” William produced a piece of newsprint from his pocket. “The newspaper office’s archives were a very interesting adventure in time travel. They had a number of papers from the major cities. This is dated some twenty years back.”
Daisy and Freddie read the article together, their heads bent under the lantern.
SCION OF CRESCENT CITY FAMILY EJECTED—
LAWSUIT THREATENED
With enough money aboard to buy a small country, the riverboat Stella Mae is often the scene of wild parties, debauchery, and riotous behavior by the sons of fair New Orleans’s best families as well as the belles of the demimonde.
Nowhere was this more in evidence that on Friday last, when the stakes in a game of roulette reached heights even more celestial than the cost of an evening with the Mississippi Songbird herself, Desiree Summers.
Daisy drew a sharp breath, Freddie a moment later as she reached the same words.
A fight broke out over a debt of honor and two young men were ejected over the rail, one of them Josiah Comstock, son of Ezekiel Comstock of New York. Sources say that Comstock junior is no longer welcome aboard—which will undoubtedly curtail his social life enough to satisfy even his mother.
Daisy looked up. “A debt of honor?”
“Gambling,” William said succinctly. “He couldn’t pay up, so the players to whom he owed money threw him overboard into the river. Since he seems to have survived, one can assume they were fairly close to shore.”
“Good heavens,” she said faintly. “And this happened more than twenty years ago? I wonder if his wife and daughters know.”
“Whether they do or don’t is immaterial,” Freddie said. “The point is that he is in debt again—or in need of funds, at least—and if he has exhausted his resources here, then he is willing to look abroad to perfect strangers on tenuous acquaintance.”
“But his being in debt has nothing to do with finding this girl Annelise,” Lin pointed out from the parapet with its five-hundred-foot drop. The height did not seem to bother her at all. “I don’t see how riverboats in old newspapers help us.”
“Perhaps they don’t,” Daisy said, sounding almost as nettled as she felt. “But if we are to paint a picture around Annelise, it does help to fill in the colors.”
“A bit peculiar, don’t you think, Balthazar Holt’s first wife being one of those colors?” Freddie’s tone was thoughtful. “Somehow both Comstock and Desiree Summers wound up in the Wild West.”
“P’raps they came together,” Davey said on the tail end of a huge yawn. “Lots of people come out here to start again. P’raps he never paid his debt and had to leave town.”
“I suppose that outside of asking him, we’ll never know,” Freddie said. “You may be certain I shall not.”
It seemed they had put themselves through a terrible evening and had got nothing useful out of it. Daisy’s exhaustion seemed to rise up like a wave and engulf her.
“Davey, did you discover anything at the theater?” Lin asked. “Weren’t you to be eyes and ears in the wings?”
“I was, and if you lot hadn’t got so excited about all this wot happened years and years ago, I could have told you,” he said. He had been sitting on one of the steps and leaning on Alaia’s knee, but he sat up in indignation.
“Tell us, Davey,” William said. “Anything may help, no matter how small and seemingly insignificant.”
Now that he had their attention, the boy paused maddeningly as if to gather his thoughts. “Well, a couple of the dancers are fit to be tied at that girl Chrissy for leaving them in the lurch, and poor Simone sacked down to dresser when it ent even her fault.”
Freddie made an encouraging sound, since this accorded with what they already knew.
“Simone’s sister is being courted by one of the Texican Rangers, but nobody knows who.”
“A popular girl,” Daisy murmured. “I wonder if Simone knows which Ranger?”
“Why would it matter?” Lin wanted to know.
Davey cleared his throat and Daisy returned her attention to him, though all she wanted to do was go to bed and forget this day had ever happened.
“Two of the clockwork operators were talking once the swans had been wound up into the clockwork carousel, and they said they’d rather see Mr. Holt as mayor, but Mr. Comstock will probably get elected.”
“Was there a reason they thought so?” William asked.
Davey shrugged. “Something to do with the Rangers. I dunno what. The election’s probably rigged, innit.”
“It would not surprise me,” Daisy said with her last reserves of energy. “I must say good night. I cannot keep my eyes open.”
“We will try again tomorrow,” William said. “Contrary to how it might look in the small hours of the night, I believe we are making progress.”
Daisy did not agree, but she had nothing left inside with which to tell him so.
9:25 am
William was awakened by a square of hot sunlight on his face that told him he had slept unpardonably late. Still, he hoped Daisy and Freddie remained asleep. Goodness knows they needed the rest, after yesterday.
Sure enough, he had already breakfasted with Davey and Lin before the two young ladies made an appearance on the terrace, pale and strained-looking despite eight hours in the arms of Morpheus.
Some of Alaia’s summer tea seemed to make a difference, and flatbread rolled around spiced meat and melting cheese even more.
“Something about what Davey said has been bothering me,” Daisy said at last, brushing crumbs from the lacy front of her waist.
“What I said?” Davey repeated in some surprise.
“Yes.” She managed a smile, which softened the strain around her eyes and made Davey relax a trifle. “You said those men thought Mr. Comstock would probably get elected, and it had something to do with the Rangers. Do you remember anything more?”
His tendency to think before he spoke, so maddening last night, was welcome this morning as his brow furrowed with the effort to answer her truthfully. “I can’t, miss,” he said at last. “They was up on the clockwork device and I was by the ropes and couldn’t hear very well with all the caterwauling going on down below.”
“I believe that was my aria,” Freddie said.
Davey’s eyes widened. “Oh, miss, I didn’t mean you! It was that magician fellow—the one in the black robes, I’m sure of it.”
With a smile, she mussed his hair. “I am only teasing you. Of course you are right. But I do wonder what they meant.”
“The Rangers having something to do with rigging an election?” William mused. “My confidence in the law would take quite a blow if that were true.”
“Mine is already laid low, after Georgetown,” Daisy said with an edge to her voice. “The entire institution cannot be corrupt, surely. One lieutenant was bad enough—though I must say, General van Ness is not exactly a beacon of hope in an evil world.”
“Since he is the one in charge of the institution, the remark Davey overheard might bear thinking about,” William said.
She looked astonished. “Is he not merely the officer in charge of the barracks here?”
William shook his head. “He is the top man—in charge of the whole Territory. I thought you knew.”
“Heavens, no.” She made a face. “Clearly I should have asked more questions during my dance with him at the Cattlemen’s Ball.”
“Which he would have found a way not to answer,” William told her dryly. “Forgive me for saying so, but he has no reason to cooperate with a citizen of another country, and a woman to boot.”
“Believe me, that was made amply plain.”
“So what do we do now?” Lin’s voice was perilously close to a whine. “Must we sit about on this mesa doing nothing but talk, talk, talk? If we have no luck with your father, may we please look for my aunt?”
This was taking bluntness to a whole new level. William tensed. “Lin—”
“I’m only telling the truth,” the girl said stubbornly. “None of us knows what they’re doing.”
“If you cannot be helpful, then perhaps you should go back to Georgetown,” Daisy suggested in a tone of extreme civility. “Your three days have passed, have they not? Perhaps you should all go back, and leave Freddie and I to our search. We can manage perfectly well on our own.”
“Daisy,” Freddie said in a warning tone. “Let us not be precipitate.”
“Precipitate! Lin has just suggested we abandon our quest. While I am sorry that her aunt is missing, this is the first I have heard of taking up that search in place of ours.”
Lin’s cheeks, still thin despite the amounts of food she was eating in the village, reddened. “I am sorry I told you of her, back in Georgetown. I have been looking for my aunt for months. Why should your quest have any more value than mine?”
Alaia laid her hand heavily on William’s knee, and he let out the breath he had drawn in order to leap in and say—he knew not what.
The air crackled between Daisy and Lin for just a moment. And then Daisy rose to her feet and crossed the terrace with steps that were measured, not quick with anger. She attempted to put her arms around Lin, but the latter slid off the parapet a second before she could.
“Aren’t you going to answer me?” Lin demanded.
Daisy looked stricken at the rejection. “I was only going to say, of course our search is not more important than yours. Of course you want to find your family as badly as we do. I am sorry for what I said. I hope we can forgive each other.” Her voice faded away entirely on the last word.
When Lin did not respond, clearly still in the grips of pride and temper, Daisy turned and mounted the steps to the house, and went inside in silence.
William glared at Lin. “That is no way to treat someone who wishes to apologize.”
The girl’s chin lifted. “If she did not say cruel things in a polite voice, she would not have to.”
“You are being ungracious, and sadly, now you must apologize.”
“I shan’t. I did nothing wrong.”
“Neither did she,” Alaia said mildly. “Sometimes fear and despair lead us to quarrel with those closest to us.”
“She is not in the least close to me,” Lin said. “Davey is closer.”
“You’d scratch my eyes out if I came anywhere near you,” Davey mumbled from the safety of Alaia’s knee.
“Very well.” Lin got up. “If you are all going to take her side, I’ll just go and search myself. I survived before—I can do it again.”
“Will you accept a packet of food?” Alaia asked after a moment, when nobody moved—not even Lin. “You may consider those clothes your own, of course.”
Lin looked a little taken aback by this offer of assistance to see her on her way. William was more than a little taken aback. Alaia could not be serious. She wouldn’t send a girl of thirteen off the mesa unprotected in a city like Santa Fe. Not really. Would she?
Lin’s fierce pride still had her in its grip. “Thank you, I will,” she said. “I’ll get my blanket.”
Alaia caught William’s eye as she rose, and almost imperceptibly shook her head.
And before ten minutes had passed, her back stiff and her head held high, Lin walked across the plaza and through the tunnel, where the switchback trail would take her down the mesa and on to the road to the capital.




CHAPTER 16
I s she mad? Why are you letting her leave?” Without waiting for an answer, Davey tore across the plaza in pursuit.
“Alaia?” William hardly knew whether to stay or join the boy. His whole being demanded the latter, before Lin got too far down the trail.
“You must let her come back on her own,” Alaia said. “The choice must be hers, made because she knows who her friends are.”
“But what if she does not make that choice before something happens to her?”
“There is a horseman coming up the trail from town,” Alaia said calmly. “The sort used to send messages to us. He will not want to put his horse to the effort of coming all the way up the mesa, so he will give the message to Lin. I suspect she is already regretting losing her temper. The message gives her a reason to return without loss of her pride.”
“You are a wonder,” William said in admiration. “One might think you arranged matters this way on purpose.”
“I would never have let her go otherwise.” Alaia smiled. “I have not raised two high-spirited sons for nothing.”
Sure enough, in a few minutes they could hear Davey’s voice in the tunnel, and moments later Lin appeared at the top of the steps with a letter in one hand, her leather bag of food still in the other.
“I’ve changed my mind,” she announced. “It is better for us to stick to our original plan of making inquiries about both Professor Linden and my aunt as we go.”
“I quite agree,” Barney said, his shoulders loosening in relief.
“As do we.” Daisy and Freddie came out of the house, and Lin allowed Daisy to give her a hug. At the last moment, her arms came up to return it, letter and food sack and all.
“You have a letter,” she mumbled into Daisy’s shoulder, and then escaped the embrace as soon as she could.
“A letter? I? Good heavens.” Daisy turned it over. “It is from ... Mrs. van Ness?”
“How does the General’s wife even know we exist?” Freddie could hardly speak from astonishment. “Much less where we are. Did you make her acquaintance at the ball?”
“I did not.” Daisy opened it and read aloud.
Dear Miss Linden and Miss Frederica,
I beg you will forgive my unexpected correspondence since we are not acquainted. However, I understand that your family moves in the first circles in the country, and it would be most remiss of me and others in our capital’s society if we did not make you welcome personally.
I am not sure what oddity or mishap has brought you to the Navapai village, but I implore you to accept our heartfelt invitation to stay with the general and me for the duration of your visit to our fair city.
To begin our friendship in a most convivial way, I invite you both to a glee tomorrow evening at eight o’clock. We expect Mr. and Mrs. Comstock and the young ladies, who are anxious to make your acquaintance, as well as a number of the young folk with whose families we dine. Tea, lemonade, and a nice collation will follow.
I do hope you will forgive the short notice, and favor us with your company tomorrow evening, and for as long as we may persuade you to stay afterward.
Very sincerely,
Vivien van Ness
A protracted silence followed as Daisy stared blankly at the letter. She handed it to Freddie, who read its lines as though confirming for herself that Daisy had not been making an elaborate joke.
William’s mind was churning like a mill wheel. Comstock had discovered the young ladies might have connections to money. He had told van Ness, proving that there was a connection between them. Perhaps it was merely social. Perhaps it was more. In any case, the general had confided in—or instructed—his wife, et voila, an invitation to stay.
But for what reason? Such an insult to the Navapai village made a poor beginning if they wished to persuade the young ladies to introduce them all to their wealthy, powerful friends.
Daisy and Freddie sank onto the steps just above him, their skirts pooling on the warm sandstone. Davey and Lin crowded close, and Alaia resumed the seat she had vacated for a few minutes, to see to Lin’s returned sack of food.
Someone had to speak, but it should not be William. He did not think he would make much sense anyway.
“Mr. Comstock has passed on Freddie’s confidence to his friend General van Ness,” Daisy said at last, “and we are suddenly accepted into Santa Fe society. We, who were booted out of Mrs. Alvarez’s boarding house.”
“I, who sang on a stage,” Freddie added. “What is the world coming to?”
“And what is nature of the connection between the two men?” William put in, feeling rather pleased that he’d managed to squeeze some sense out of the racket in his mind. “There has to be more to this than the fact that their wives are friendly and they dine together.”
“Seems what I heard at the theater might be true?” Davey wondered aloud. “Comstock being elected mayor has something to do with the Rangers?”
“But nothing to do with Annelise,” Daisy said with a glance that acknowledged Lin. “We have not learned anything new, except that suddenly we are quite in demand.”
“Of course we are not going to go,” Freddie said. There was a pause, filled with the sound of the wind and the cawing of the crows who were never far away. “Are we?”
Monday, August 26, 1895
3:25 pm
“And here are the Miss Lindens! What a pleasure it is to welcome you to our home.” Mrs. van Ness ushered them from the wide, welcoming porch into the stuffy dimness of the house. Unlike the adobe houses of Texican design in most of the city, the van Ness mansion could have been deposited here from the Fifteen Colonies, with its shiplap siding, dormer windows, and fanlight over the door. It and several others like it in the neighborhood stood out from their fellows with something akin to grim defiance.
“Your invitation was kindness itself,” Daisy said. “We are so grateful we hardly know how to express it.”
“I should think you would be.” The lady led the way up a gracefully turned staircase into the upper hall. “How did you come to be in the Navapai village, for goodness sake?”
“We took a wrong turn,” Freddie said. “But they are very kind, and patient with ignorant strangers.”
Mrs. van Ness shuddered delicately. “Well, now that things have been set right, I hope you will come to appreciate our wonderful city. This is your room here, with my mother’s flowered hangings and the two beds. Make yourselves comfortable, and when you are ready, join us for tea. I expect the boys any minute. They have gone driving with the Comstock girls. In a carriage, like civilized people, though both of them are wild to try one of those outlandish mecaballos. Fortunately for my heart, my husband will not allow it.”
When the door had closed behind that worthy lady, Freddie tossed her valise on the bed. They had brought only what they needed for a very few days, leaving the traveling trunk at the village in the hands of people they could trust.
“Did you hear the way she talked about the village? A woman like that deserves to be smacked.”
“Please don’t,” Daisy said. “We will never get anything out of this bit of playacting if you do.”
“Well, of course I won’t. But I cannot promise I will not correct her horrid assumptions. Possibly even in public.”
Tea was an ordeal of the kind Daisy used to have to bear in Bath—small talk about one’s neighbors, thinly disguised criticisms about one’s enemies, and secondhand opinions about world events. Mrs. van Ness was dressed in a rich brown ruched satin that did absolutely nothing for her pale complexion and blond hair, and must have been so warm that it was unlikely she would ever venture outside. The house possessed some property, laid out in fruit trees and other plants that would have come from the Colonies, as though one might overlay one’s past on the present and force it to behave as it always had.
The fruit trees were visible from Daisy and Freddie’s bedroom window. They did not look happy about their situation.
The young people came in on a gale of chatter and merriment. “Oh, are these the Larkin girls?” said one of the young men. “Mama, do introduce us.”
“This is Miss Daisy Linden,” his mother said in a reproving tone, “and Miss Frederica. We have the pleasure of their company for a few days.”
“Ripping!” The beefy young man shook hands with an inconsiderate grip. Perhaps he wrestled pumas for entertainment. His brother was both shorter and gentler, with his mother’s coloring, and asked after their health like a civilized person, holding Freddie’s hand rather longer than he ought.
“Delighted to make your acquaintance,” purred the elder of the Comstock daughters. Cora, her name was, and her sister was Eliza. Both were dressed in the height of last year’s fashion in carriage dresses, with little straw hats much like Daisy’s, only theirs were flirtatiously tipped over their eyes because of the height of their hair.
“Do let’s have tea,” said Cora Comstock, sitting gracefully and patting the sofa. She looked rather disappointed when Freddie—clearly misunderstanding the direction of her gaze—assumed that seat instead of Richard van Ness, the older boy. Daisy sat next to Freddie, not regretting at all that they had polished off the tea-cakes and more had to be called for.
Goodness, would all this politeness and meaningless chat never end? Mrs. van Ness went to supervise dinner and upon the swish of her skirts through the parlor door, the young folk turned their avid gazes upon their visitors.
“Is it true you have been staying in the Navapai village?” asked Eliza. “Are you—were you—have you been accosted?”
Daisy stared at her blankly, at a loss for what to say. “Accosted by whom? We were staying in the home of a very hospitable lady, who had the utmost patience with her unexpected guests and treated us with as much grace as Mrs. van Ness has done.”
Eliza looked terribly disappointed. “We heard that no woman is safe up there.”
“I expect your informants had never actually been,” Freddie said easily. “As to safety, I have ridden a mecaballo with great enjoyment. I came to no harm at all.”
The two young men exploded with demands to know what it was like, how they worked, how one finagled a mechanical out of its owner so that it might be ridden by a gentleman.
“I expect one simply strikes up a friendship with the rider,” Freddie said with a fixed smile, “and in time the offer may be made, if there is interest.”
The young men sat back in disappointment. The Comstock girls, clearly wishing to resume control of the conversation, said to Daisy, “Will you join us at the glee this evening?”
“We have accepted Mrs. van Ness’s kind invitation, yes. Though my sister is the singer in the family. My modest talents lie elsewhere.”
She had not intended to say any more than that, but in moments somehow her sketchbook had to be produced, and the girls paged through it, the boys hanging over the back of the sofa to look and comment.
“Jolly good bit, that horse.”
“Airships!” John exclaimed. “Such interiors as they have on the transatlantic ships. Such wonderful architecture.”
“What a lovely landscape! Where is it?” Cora asked, clearly unwilling to discuss anything she had never seen.
“Bath, the city in which we lived in England,” Daisy said.
“Oh. Eliza, look—and this?”
“The courtyard of one of the ranch houses.”
“Say, who is that chap?” Richard prevented the turning page by reaching past Cora’s shoulder. “Haven’t I seen him somewhere?”
Daisy’s lungs seemed to contract, and it was a moment before she could muster breath to reply. “That is a portrait of our father, Professor Rudolf Linden. He is missing at present. That is really why my sister and I are here. We are searching for him.”
“You don’t say.” Richard lifted the sketchbook right out of Cora’s hands, heedless of the indignant sound she made. “John, look. Isn’t this the man we saw in Dad’s office last week? Or maybe the week before?”
The younger boy shrugged. “We see dozens of men there—envoys, prisoners, travelers.”
“Rich men, poor men, beggar men, thieves,” said Cora, clearly still in a miff.
“Quite so. It is the Texican Rangers’ headquarters, after all,” John said. “Thieves are their specialty.”
“How interesting,” Daisy said past the rapid thump of her heart. “Perhaps you might remind your father, then, for he said he had not seen him, though my mother and I both had written him of the circumstances and asked for his help. I waited upon his convenience myself when I arrived.”
Richard did not seem to feel the sting of these facts in the least. “It helps to have a picture like this to look at. You must show it to him at dinner. I’m sure he’ll remember—probably far better than I.”
But at dinner, General van Ness denied ever having seen Professor Linden, and further, reiterated his belief that the latter would make himself known to his loved ones when he was ready, since he clearly was not dead. Richard had to be satisfied with apologizing to Daisy for getting her hopes up.
And Daisy had to be satisfied with the suspicion that she and Freddie were being lied to for reasons she did not understand.
For goodness sake, it was the job of General van Ness and his men to help people find missing persons. Most men would be delighted to help reunite a family. And yet he withheld such help. Perhaps he might send out copies of the sketch at no inconvenience to himself if she asked him to—but Daisy would not ask. She did not trust him not to mislay it on purpose so that the task could not be completed, and she would lose the portrait she was coming to value more the longer the search went on.
At length Mrs. van Ness rose from the table. “We will serve dessert and a cold collation after our little glee.” The ladies followed her out, leaving her husband, Mr. Comstock, and the younger gentlemen to enjoy their cigars and port.
“I hope they set themselves afire,” Freddie whispered as she took Daisy’s arm in the parlor and strolled to look at a collection of daguerreotypes on a side table.
“Shhh ... someone will hear you.” Daisy glanced over her shoulder. “Freddie—are you willing to cause a distraction by singing a solo this evening?”
Daisy felt her sister’s body stiffen. “To what end? You know I dislike putting myself forward. And I think I have had a lifetime’s quota of that lately.”
Daisy felt the rebuke right under her ribs. “I know, dearest, and I am horribly sorry for it.”
“But?”
“But we are being lied to, and I should very much like to know why.”
“I noticed that,” Freddie murmured, relaxing slightly as she realized the drift of Daisy’s remarks. “What do you propose?”
“I shall lose myself looking for the powder room. If it worked for Davey at Marcus Pride’s house, it could work for me here.”
“It is unlikely a man such as the general would keep official papers in his home, Daisy. And would it not be simpler to come down in the night, once people are asleep and there are not so many guests here?”
“Perhaps, but one has far fewer excuses for opening doors.”
“Miss Linden. Miss Frederica,” Cora Comstock came up behind them and slipped an arm about each of their waists. “What are you whispering about? What is this about doors? Do tell.”
Daisy did her best to look demure. “We were just trying to decide who is the better looking—John or Richard.”
Cora gave a musical laugh. “Why, Richard, of course.”
“There must be many doors open to him in the future,” Freddie added in what Daisy considered a stroke of genius.
Cora waved a hand, as though open doors were a fait accompli. “He has been working for the general at Headquarters during the summer, but when he graduates from college next year, he will return to establish a law office here.” She colored prettily. “And then he will be in a position to support a wife. We have ... an understanding.”
“Congratulations, Miss Comstock,” Freddie said. “Oh, look, your sister is sitting down to the piano. We must warm up our voices.”
A number of selections later, it became clear that Freddie was the superior singer of the dozen or so young people standing around the piano, and Mr. Comstock called gaily for a solo as if he had never seen her perform before in his life. Chattering, the young people took seats in the chairs provided, leaving Freddie in solitary splendor next to an empty piano bench.
“Miss Comstock, will you accompany me?” she finally asked. “You play, do you not?”
Cora turned from her conversation with her father. “Oh, I thought your sister ...”
“Daisy does not play,” Freddie lied.
Miss Comstock took the seat that had been occupied for most of the evening by Eliza, and put up the sheet music for “Take a Pair of Sparkling Eyes,” which had been all the rage some years before. Within the first few notes, the attention of all was riveted on Freddie’s pretty voice.
Daisy murmured an excuse and slipped out of the room.
Freddie would be sure to sing all the verses, so she had perhaps five or six minutes to find the general’s study and see if there was any clue to Papa’s whereabouts.
She had already observed that it was not on the ground floor with the dining room, kitchen, and parlors. She tiptoed up the staircase. Bedroom, solarium, two boys’ bedrooms, powder room, the guest room with its ugly hangings that had been given to herself and Freddie. At the front of the house, with a view overlooking the street, she found it. A large desk occupied most of the space, and a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf filled with books covered one wall. She riffled through stacks of paper on the desk—wanted posters, lists of equipment and arms, a diagram of the infirmary with patients’ names written in on rectangles meant to represent beds, a scribbled note reminding himself to order a certain kind of flintlock.
She didn’t even know what she was looking for. But one must be thorough. She lifted the blotter and peeped under it. Stuck to the leather was another bit of paper. Probably another reminder.
IOU, Balthazar Holt, the sum of ten thousand dollars lost at Cowboy Poker, payable by Christmas 1895.
—Josiah Comstock
A step on the stairs brought her around the desk and across the floor, the note stuffed hastily back under the blotter. Downstairs, applause broke out. She dashed to the door only to come face to face with John van Ness on the threshold.
“Miss Linden? I thought you were downstairs,” he said, clearly taken aback.
“I was looking for the powder room.” Her face was scarlet. “I am all turned about. Can you help me?”
“Of course. Just this way.” At the door of the powder room, which was just opposite, he stopped. “Miss Linden, permit me to say that your sister has a lovely voice.”
“You are most kind. She has had so few lessons that she is very shy about singing in front of people.”
He gazed at her, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “She must have enormous resources of bravery when push comes to shove, then. For I had the pleasure of hearing her sing Constance in Die sieben Schwäne not two nights ago.”
Daisy’s face went slack with horror and blood surged into her face. “You did?”
“She was wonderful. I went to the stage door afterward, but I had no chance to speak. Comstock’s carriage was waiting, and she got into it and was whisked away before I fairly had a chance to open my mouth.”
“I—she—”
“Does my mother know?”
“Good heavens, I hope not,” Daisy blurted before she could stop herself.
“I imagine it’s worth quite a lot to you that she should continue in blissful ignorance.”
“Mr. van Ness—”
“My silence has a price,” he said.
“Sir!” Her face went cold, all the hot color draining out of it. Was blackmail a common practice among the gentlemen of Santa Fe?
“My dear Miss Linden, don’t look like that. I didn’t mean to alarm you. I simply wish to know if you think Miss Frederica might accompany me on a drive tomorrow.”
The nerve of him! He was no more a gentleman than she was Leonardo da Vinci—and he clearly believed Freddie to be no lady. “Will your behavior be as ungentlemanly and insulting as that of Mr. Comstock?” she asked him with icy control. “For I can assure you, she made short work of that nonsense and came away early.”
His blue eyes widened in shock. “Certainly not. Are you saying—? Did he—? What do you take me for?”
The rascal—giving the appearance of shocked propriety when he’d been waiting for Freddie after her performance like any other back-door Johnny!
“I take you for a gentleman who would treat a lady of good family and connections as she deserves. My sister only sang that part as a favor to a friend, no more. As for a drive, it is up to her whether she goes with you or not—and that, I trust, will be enough to keep the matter of her singing here, there, or anywhere out of your mother’s hearing.”
With as authentic a smile as she could manage, she went into the powder room. She was about to close the door when he put a hand on it to hold it open.
“Speaking of my mother’s hearing, perhaps you might be interested in a piece of news I just received.”
Any piece of news could hold a clue, and she was not so rich in those that she could afford to turn one away. “About what?”
“About someone from the company at the Comstock Theater. I see now why Miss Frederica’s considerable skills were called upon by your ... friend. Apparently the girl who usually sings Constance has gone missing.”
Daisy couldn’t help a sharply indrawn breath.
Neither did John van Ness miss it. “You are familiar with the case.”
“S-slightly. Missing ... how?”
“Apparently there has been foul play. I am sorry to say that the young lady is presumed dead. My father told us after dinner, when you ladies had gone out. And his prime suspect is none other than Mr. Comstock’s rival in the mayoral race.”
“Foul play?” Daisy’s corset seemed to squeeze her too tightly. She could not get a breath. “You don’t mean ... Mr. Balthazar Holt?”
“The very one. What a scandal. Comstock is sure to be elected now—wait until I tell the girls!” He seemed only too pleased as he bowed and went away with a jaunty step down the stairs.
Daisy turned the key in the lock and leaned upon the vanity table, her arms shaking. It was some time before she could pour some water from the ewer, splash her face, and make her way back downstairs.
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TUESDAY, AUGUST 27, 1895
8:10 a.m.
I  do not expect you to go, dearest.” Daisy looked miserable, her face pale, shadows under her eyes where they had no business being. “You are quite right. You have done more than five women could do—you must simply tell John van Ness at breakfast that you would prefer not to take a drive today.”
Freddie slipped the last pin into the braided crown of her hair, and tightened the bow in the ribbon at the back that matched her walking dress. Since it was not her customary chignon, it was clear that Daisy had already read in its secure fastening that she meant to accept the invitation of the younger van Ness.
“We have so little information to go on, Daisy,” she said. “A girl disappears days ago. The man she works for—who has a history of gambling and reneging on his debts—owes her fiancé ten thousand dollars. Her fiancé is also his rival for the mayor’s office—and perhaps for his first wife’s affections. And aside from all that, the man in charge of law enforcement here denies seeing Papa despite the fact that his eldest son recognized him at once. None of it fits together. Nothing makes sense.”
“I do not disagree. I would understand all this better if Mr. Holt had killed Mr. Comstock outright. He certainly has abundant reason to, save the fact that he is an honorable man.” Daisy handed over Freddie’s straw hat a little reluctantly. “But to the point ... accepting a drive with the general’s son seems to be adding insult to injury.”
“There had better be no insults.” John van Ness had seemed a pleasant enough young man. It had been a slight shock to learn from Daisy that he had waited for her at the stage door—and a slightly greater shock to learn he had seen her getting into Comstock’s carriage. Daisy was convinced he had designs upon her of the kind Comstock had before his discovery of her social connections, but Freddie could not think so.
For one thing, it was now established between the two families that the favor of the Miss Lindens was of the utmost importance. She and Daisy had overheard Mr. van Ness telling his wife that the night before, neither of them realizing that the window in its embrasure of bougainvillea was open.
Freddie had only to frown in the direction of the younger son and he would no doubt be shipped off to the Antipodes forthwith.
She wished that in addition, they might have overheard General van Ness telling his wife what exactly his connection with Comstock might be. For then they might discover why he was withholding information and help about Papa.
But if wishes were macaballos, colonials might ride.
“I am determined to wring at least one solid fact out of him,” Freddie told her sister, pinning on her hat and then tucking her handkerchief in her sleeve. “I do not know what yet, but I am sure something will drop in the course of our conversation.”
“I hope so, or you will have put yourself through this ordeal for nothing.”
Freddie had to smile. “Daisy, dear, taking a drive with a gentleman is not generally held to be an ordeal.” At least, she did not think so, having never done it before. But other girls seemed to enjoy such things. “Why, he might be as amiable as Barney.”
“That he is not,” Daisy said briefly. “Speaking of, I would be very glad to see Davey this morning. I would pay him a dollar to follow your carriage to see that you came to no harm.”
But this was taking sisterly concern too far. An hour later, as Freddie settled into the trim phaeton hitched behind two lovely dapple greys, she reflected that having an eight-year-old chaperone would not be quite the thing. John van Ness was a gentleman, despite what Daisy thought. She was going to enjoy her first drive in male company, for who knew when such an opportunity might come her way again?
“You are a very good driver, Mr. van Ness,” she remarked as he maneuvered the phaeton between carts and steam drays, heading in a generally northwest direction.
“I have a little practice,” he said modestly. “I will tell you a secret—some of the fellows race these little beauties at the track. Strictly unofficial, but heaps of fun. I could escort you some evening, if you think you would enjoy it.”
“There is a race track here in Santa Fe?”
“Oh, yes. We have all the modern conveniences.”
She laughed, and then, as they neared the outskirts of town and he could put the horses through their paces, asked, “Are there bets on one’s skills at these unofficial events?”
“A gentleman never tells,” he said mysteriously, “but I will confess that a dollar or two has come my way.”
“My lips are sealed,” she promised. “Is there much gambling here otherwise? I saw any number of saloons, theaters, and flower houses, but gambling, I suppose, is a less public activity.”
“Heaven forbid you should know what a flower house even looks like,” he said, his blond brows rising before he turned his attention back to the horses.
“It was an accident,” she said hastily, to cover up her mistake. “Much like stumbling into the Navapai village. In another town, earlier in our journey.”
“How long have you been searching for your father?”
She did not miss the fact that he had not answered her question about gambling. How was she to bring the conversation around to Mr. Comstock’s debts without seeming far too interested in the city’s vices?
“We arrived in Denver at the end of July,” she said. “We detoured to Georgetown for the wedding of a friend, and then began our search in earnest when we arrived in Santa Fe last Wednesday.”
“And you had reason to believe he was here?”
“This was the last place we were all together.” The poignancy of that thought made her lips tremble, and he saw it.
“I am so sorry, Miss Linden. I did not mean to distress you. I wish there was something I could do to help.”
She gave him a wavery smile. “You are helping. You are being very kind. You may imagine our shock when we heard your brother say he recognized our father’s portrait.”
“And yet Dad didn’t remember him.” John shook his head. “I don’t either, really. But your father has a noble look to him. Memorable. I hope you find someone who does recall seeing him.”
“He was seen speaking to that young lady you mentioned to Daisy last night,” Freddie ventured. “The girl who sang Constance. We knew her, you see, when we lived in Edinburgh.”
“You knew an opera dancer in Edinburgh?” He wasn’t playing at being shocked this time. His eyes were wide with disbelief.
“She wasn’t a dancer at the time,” Freddie said, a little nettled at his tone. “She was a music student. Papa spoke to her following her performance, and all we can discover is that she disappeared shortly afterward, still in her costume. Her street clothes were hanging in the dressing room.”
“And now Dad suspects she is dead.” He turned the horses into an expanse of trees that bordered a half completed clapboard church. It looked odd without a steeple—perhaps the congregation had run out of money. “They say that Holt killed her.”
“I cannot believe that,” she said as he leaped down lightly and tied up the horses, allowing them to graze in the grass next to the fence. “The young lady is his fiancée, and he is as anxious to know her whereabouts as we are. Even now he has people making inquiries.”
“Even if she is alive, why should her whereabouts be your concern? It seems clear she no longer moves in good society.” He offered her his hand, and she stepped down. He tucked her hand into his elbow as they strolled in the cool shadows of the trees.
How could he ask such a question? She resisted the urge to jerk her hand away. “Because she was the last person to speak to Papa. He might have told her where he was going—what his plans were.”
John’s other hand covered hers as it lay in the crook of his elbow. Too hot. Too heavy. Now she did slip out of his grip under the pretext of examining a cluster of brown-eyed Susans growing at the foot of a sycamore.
“The last person to speak with him?” he said in the tone one uses when thinking aloud. “Then perhaps we have another name to add to our list of suspects. Though Dad won’t care much for that. He’s pretty convinced Holt is guilty. A lover’s spat that ended badly.”
She straightened abruptly. “Mr. van Ness!”
To his credit, he looked stricken. “Good heavens, blast my flapping tongue. Dad will have my hide for being so inconsiderate of your feelings. Of course I didn’t mean your father could be a suspect. He is a gentleman. He could never be involved in something so sordid.”
“He certainly could not,” Freddie said hotly. “He is a professor of engineering, and Annelise—that is her name, Annelise Strauss—is the daughter of his colleague in the department. He was trying to convince her to leave her life on the stage and return to her family!”
“Please forgive me,” he begged. “I am a fool, and I admit it.”
She didn’t want to forgive him. In fact, she would not. Ever. But she did pretend to be mollified. “You are far from a fool,” she told him in a quieter tone. “Tell me, what is the significance of this place?”
On the other side of the chapel lay a churchyard, its stones crisply cut and free of lichen, with wooden crosses scattered among them. A woman in widow’s weeds strolled slowly among the stones, as though looking for a name. Beyond her lay an expanse of open country punctuated by one or two of those dreadful pinnacle cells.
“Significance?” he repeated. “Oh, none. I just like it because it’s cool on a hot day, and we aren’t likely to be interrupted.”
“You don’t worship here?”
“Oh, no. Too far for Mother, and not nearly fashionable enough. I believe the congregation here are of the Moorish and Canton persuasions.”
And if anyone spotted him with a young lady, it was unlikely they would recognize him or know his name. Freddie was beginning to feel that her invitation to drive had lost some of its luster. Was he playing free and easy with her reputation?
The lady in the churchyard was looking increasingly agitated, now casting about as though she was trying to get Freddie’s attention, though Freddie could not tell for certain, because of her veil.
“Excuse me,” she said to her companion, and went through the gate.
As she approached the woman, the sun struck through the veil, giving it the appearance of mist, waving and rippling in the wind.
The day was perfectly calm.
The hair on the nape of Freddie’s neck prickled. She glanced back at John van Ness, but he had strolled over to the horses, patting their glossy flanks and murmuring to them.
The woman drifted closer, and now Freddie could see her mahogany skin, her hair drawn up and back into a thick roll in the shadows of the black veil. “Bad company,” the woman said. “That man you’re with.”
Breathe. She was used to this, and yet every time, the experience was just as eerie. Just as frightening. “Who were you, ma’am?”
“I was Bathsheba Holt.”
“Sister to Balthazar?” she asked.
The apparition seemed amused, though Freddie could not tell how she knew that. “Mother.”
“You raised a fine son, Mrs. Holt. My sister and I were his guests on Saturday.”
“She didn’t die naturally.”
The dead could not be expected to make polite conversation that progressed in an orderly fashion. “Who didn’t, ma’am?”
“That whore he married first.”
Was the he she referred to her son? He had married a singer of dubious reputation from New Orleans. “Desiree Summers?”
“He killed her once, and he’s like to do so again. You stay away from him.” A jerk of her chin seemed to indicate John van Ness, who was walking in their direction, and here they were back at the beginning. Freddie was more confused than ever.
“Who killed whom, ma’am?” Which he did she mean? Not Mr. Holt, surely. Or John. He wasn’t old enough to even have met Desiree Summers.
But the conversation, it appeared, was over. Freddie glanced over at van Ness, and when she looked back, Bathsheba Holt was gone.
“What are you doing in the graveyard, woolgathering?” van Ness called gaily as he approached. “I say, you keep the oddest company. First opera dancers, and now the deceased.”
“Be careful, sir, for you are in my company, too.” She supposed she must have given the impression of humor, for he laughed and tucked her hand in his elbow once more as they walked toward the phaeton.
“I am indeed.” He stopped by the wheel. “I’m ravenous,” he said. “I brought a blanket and a picnic basket. May I tempt you with some lunch?”
The last thing she wanted to do was smile and eat sandwiches when she had just been spoken to by a spirit. “To be quite honest, I feel a headache coming on. Perhaps I have been too long in the sun. We are not yet used to the desert climate and the altitude here.”
“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” He handed her in. “I’ll have you back to the house in fifteen minutes.”
The way back seemed to take much less time, which, considering the grip she had on the side of the phaeton as it whirled through the streets, was probably just as well. Clearly, he had been drawing out the journey in the beginning. Well, she hoped he had got what he expected.
He dropped her at the gate of his home and drove around to the rear, where presumably there was a stable and someone would unhitch the horses. As she climbed the stairs to the room she and Daisy occupied, Freddie reflect that she certainly had not got what she had expected.
Murder, after all, was the most unexpected thing a human being could experience, was it not?




CHAPTER 18



TUESDAY, AUGUST 27, 1895
1:20 p.m.
I  am just as confused as you are,” Daisy said helplessly after Freddie had relayed what Mrs. Holt-that-was had said. “Perhaps we should write it down.”
“But you are painting Mrs. van Ness’s teacups.”
“Pale green, cream, and gold are a lovely combination, and I am grateful that Mrs. van Ness allowed me to bring this one up to our room,” Daisy said, pushing the teacup and saucer aside, “but as it turns out, they are not very interesting to paint.” She turned to the back of her sketchbook, where a list of their suspects in the death of poor Emma Makepeace remained.
It would do for this list, too.
“I wish Barney and the children were here.” Freddie pulled up a chair beside her. “They could apply their minds to this puzzle.”
“The fewer who know about your ability, the better, dearest,” Daisy said. “But the words of the living are equally alarming. No matter what Comstock and van Ness tell us, I simply refuse to believe that Annelise is dead.”
“Or that Mr. Holt killed her.” A spasm passed over Freddie’s face. “The very thought is repugnant.”
Daisy sharpened her pencil with her little penknife and looked up expectantly. “So.”
“She said, she didn’t die naturally. And she meant Desiree Summers, that whore he married first.”
“It pains me to hear you use such language,” Daisy muttered, but she wrote the ugly words down. “I presume the he in this case is Mr. Holt?”
“That is what I thought at the time.”
Dutifully, Daisy wrote Balthazar Holt next to the phrases.
“Desiree Summers Holt did not die naturally.” Daisy gazed at the page. “Must we really ask him what happened? For of course that kind man had nothing to do with his first wife’s death.”
She would never believe that. His concern for Annelise had been plain even for strangers to see, and besides, he had mobilized all his resources to find her. No one who made a habit of dispensing with his wives would do that.
“I cannot believe it, either, though neither of us has any proof other than our own feelings. In any case, it is none of our business. As Lin would surely say if she were here, the tragedies of the past aren’t getting us any closer to finding those whom we seek.”
“We keep tugging at a string, and unraveling something, but it seems to be taking us farther from Papa,” Daisy agreed rather dismally. “What else did she say?”
“He killed her once, and he’s like to do so again. And then she said, You stay away from him and indicated John van Ness in that way ladies do here, with her chin. But I don’t know if she meant John killed her, or someone else, or if the her is even Desiree Summers.”
“John couldn’t have,” Daisy objected. “Was he even born at that time?” She thought a moment. “No. His mother was Mr. Holt’s second wife. The one who divorced him.”
“Oh,” Freddie said, as if she’d just remembered something. “When I first saw the spirit, she said bad company, as if she meant John van Ness then, too.”
Daisy wrote Stay away from him and Bad company, then the young man’s name beside them. “I have to say I agree with her. I do not like his taking you to such an isolated area unchaperoned.”
“It was only a church and cemetery.”
“Still. He brought a blanket.” The word was heavy with significance.
“Are you accepting the word of a ghost on the subject of his character?” Freddie sounded amused. “My, how you’ve changed.”
“I am accepting your word, which is the only thing I believe to be reliable,” Daisy corrected her.
Freddie looked pleased.
“As far as that goes, Mrs. Holt-that-was used to be a mother. She likely knows bad company when she sees it. Go on.”
“That was all. John interrupted, and when I looked back, she had disappeared. But I still do not understand He killed her once, and he’s likely to do so again. It has me flummoxed.”
“It makes no sense to me, either,” Daisy confessed, gazing down at the sentence she had written. “A person cannot be killed twice.”
“A ghost can be laid to rest, but that is not like killing them,” Freddie said, her chin in one hand.
“Can we agree she might have been talking again about the murderer of Desiree Summers?”
“I suppose,” Freddie said. “He killed once, and is likely to do so again. It makes more sense if you leave out the pronoun.”
“The whole speech is a muddle of pronouns,” Daisy laid down her pencil. “We could have them all wrong. She could have been merely raving. One cannot interrogate the dead—even you. And we are no closer to finding Papa or Annelise than we were before you went driving.”
“Except that it appears John van Ness also has a weakness for gambling,” Freddie offered. “He goes carriage racing at the track, and has invited me.” She paused. “Do not look like that, dearest.”
Daisy tried to smooth the distress from her features, but wasn’t sure she succeeded. “I think I would prefer churchyards to carriage racing.”
“But what if we suggested a party of four, or six?” Freddie said. “If we went in a group, I could still drive with him and attempt a few more questions, and you would be within sight, if not hearing.”
Daisy could think of nothing she would like less. “And I shall be forced to play gooseberry, along with Eliza Comstock?”
“She and Cora seem to be inseparable, and Richard used to squiring them about. You would merely make a quartet of their merry trio.”
Daisy put her head down on her sketchbook and groaned.
Wednesday, August 28, 1895
3:45 pm
“I don’t like it,” William Barnicott said, frowning down at the distant rock spires and adobe and clapboard buildings of Santa Fe from the terrace of Alaia’s home. “We haven’t heard a word in three days.”
“We didn’t expect to, did we?” Lin asked. “And it seems to me that the home of the man in charge of the Texican Rangers is probably the safest place in all the Wild West.”
“It depends how you define safe,” William grumbled.
“There’s nothing for it,” Davey said with his usual cheer. “You’ll just have to pay a call. And we’ll come along.”
“For my safety?” William asked, amused.
“That,” Davey allowed, “and because we’re bored.”
“I can find plenty of things for you to do,” Alaia said, coming out on the terrace with her hands full of soft fabric. “You might learn to sew today.”
Davey looked horrified, Lin interested. “Thank you for the offer, Alaia,” William said with as straight a face as he could muster. “But I believe Davey is right. We will pay a call and make sure our friends are all right. They may have learned something, and are unable to get away to send a message up to the mesa.”
“Alonzo has your conveyance in pieces again. You will have to ride the mecaballo,” she said. “Tobin has taken his family in the balloon to visit his wife’s parents in the mountains.”
With Davey in front and Lin behind on the saddle Tobin had fashioned for the mechanical’s jointed back, William did his best to calm his stomach as they rode down the switchback trail to the desert floor. He was still not entirely confident about his skills on the mecaballo on such steep slopes, and the last thing he wanted was to endanger the children.
Once out on the road, his confidence returned. On the flat, one required no skills other than to let the mechanical do what it was designed to do. He pulled up just a little on the levers, and the jackrabbit brush and sage flowed past at a highly satisfying rate. In fifteen minutes he was slowing to make the turn into the well-mannered street where the van Ness house was located, only to see a two-seater phaeton drawn by two horses bowling out of the drive with Freddie Linden as passenger.
She and her companion—presumably one of the van Ness boys—were followed by a peculiar bastardized version of a carriage that seemed to have a steam engine stuck on the back for propulsion and enormous wheels on the front for balance. In front of the engine sat a pale-looking Daisy, clutching the side with one hand, a pair of overdressed girls crammed onto the seat beside her. The young man seated on the box in front appeared to be piloting the contraption.
The thing was uglier even than William’s own conveyance, and that was saying something.
“What the devil is that?” Davey asked of no one in particular. “Is it trying to be a steam landau?”
Her arms wrapped around his waist, Lin leaned around William to reply. “It looks like someone took a horse carriage and attempted to modify it.”
“Someone who isn’t an engineer,” William said. “I wonder where they’re going with such a mismatch.”
“Follow ’em and find out,” Davey said, and kicked the mechanical’s sides as though it were a real horse.
The unlikely parade wound its way south of town, William keeping well back even as they were joined by a succession of other peculiar vehicles, all of the kluged-together and homemade variety.
“Great snakes, they’re going to race them!” Davey exclaimed as the river of vehicles passed between two upright posts bearing a sandstorm-pocked legend painted on the crossbar: SANTA FE RACING OVAL.
“I hope one of these people is a doctor,” Lin remarked. “The silly things are just as likely to explode as race.”
“If that nitwit plans to race that thing with Daisy in it, I’m going to step in,” William promised.
“I thought we were going incognito,” Davey said. “If you step in, she’ll know you’re following her.”
As it turned out, the Lindens saw them five minutes later, for by the time they entered the natural bowl in the landscape that had been graded to form the race track, the word of their attendance had spread and seemed to be causing quite the sensation.
A tidal wave of excited young men washed up against the sides of mecaballo, and William was hard put to get it stopped and stabilized in a kneeling position without injuring anyone.
“I say, are you going to race that thing?”
“Five dollars on the mecaballo to beat a steam carriage!”
“Ten on van Ness if he attempts it.”
William tried not to feel insulted.
“Great Caesar’s ghost, man,” an eager young blade exclaimed. “Did you have to bury a Navapai to get your hands on one of these?”
“Certainly not,” William said with dignity, hanging on to the wriggling Davey for all he was worth. “It was offered to me by my friend, the shaman of the village.”
“Friend! Better you than me,” someone said. “Fifteen dollars if you race John van Ness’s horses and win.”
“Certainly n—”
“We’ll take that bet,” Davey shouted, “and raise you one. We’ll race the winner of the steam carriages. What do you say?”
A shout went up, and cheers and laughter.
“Davey, shut up!” William said in his ear over the din. “What are you doing?”
“Making you some money,” he said cheerfully.
“But what if I lose?”
Davey laughed in disbelief. “Against this lot? Not likely.”
William resigned himself to being run out of town on a rail by the end of the night—when the roaring crowd of would-be contestants found out he hadn’t a penny to his name. Barring some kind of miracle, he couldn’t pay back the fivers that the tall, thin individual in the top hat who seemed to be the bookie was even now collecting.
The crowd jostled him as he lifted Lin down from the back of the mecaballo. “Go and find Daisy and Freddie. You’ll be safer with them than in this melee down here.”
“Where are they?” Lin tried to look about her, but the crowding, back-slapping young men interfered.
“In the stands, most likely.” Someone tried to tear him away from the mechanical and hoist himself up in the pilot’s saddle, and he elbowed the fellow in the ear. “Go now, before you get hurt!”
Lin vanished into the crowd without another word.
What had possessed him to go along with this? William wondered in despair. But it was too late for regrets, for the first heat was already forming—six carriages with horses.
The younger van Ness’s equipage no longer had its passenger, but William couldn’t see where the Lindens were seated. The sun was about an hour above the horizon, and he shaded his eyes to gaze into the stands.
There they were. He recognized their two straw hats set properly on their heads, unlike those of their companions, whose millinery was tilted down over their noses in a way that made him wonder if they planned to hear the races, not see them. He would have gone to say hello, except that he couldn’t leave Tobin’s mechanical in this crowd for a moment. Some half-drunk youth would try to clamber up on it the moment his back was turned, and heaven help them all if a machine this powerful began to run loose in the crowd.
When the carriages had lined up, the horses snorting and backing, someone fired a pistol into the air over the heads of the spectators. A cheer went up as the horses were whipped into action. The younger van Ness took the lead at the first turn and never gave it up, though five carriages were hot on his wheels in a cloud of dust. He thundered down the straightaway, made the turn a carriage length ahead of the second-place team, and swept across the finish line standing in his phaeton like a Roman chariot driver, waving his hat and hooting with triumph.
Money exchanged hands like falling leaves in a wind storm, and the second heat of carriages formed. Once they had raced, William could see the peculiar steam vehicles make their way under power to the starting line. There were not so many of these, so there would only be the one heat, it seemed.
How on earth could these ridiculous engines even operate, much less race? Davey had vanished, so William mounted the mecaballo once again and moved the levers so that it stood, hoisting him far enough above the crowd that he could see.
The man with the betting book and a leather wallet fat with bills and coins pushed his way through the crowd surrounding William. “Out of the way, you! Step aside, I need to speak to this contestant.”
When he reached the mecaballo’s silvery side, he looked up, his long face sweating under the brim of his leather top hat. A pair of goggles sat upon the brim, no doubt to protect his eyes from the red dust that was even now coating William’s clothes and face. He wished he’d thought to bring something similar.
“Your name, sir? And do you agree to race the first place winners of each of our three heats?”
“My name is William Barnicott. And I agree to no such thing, sir. How are a phaeton and horses to compete against engines with any fairness?”
“It’s more for form than anything,” the bookie admitted, leaning on the mecaballo’s foreleg as though he meant to settle in for a chat. “The van Ness boys always win, and people are looking for something different. Otherwise attendance will drop off, won’t it?”
As long as men had money and something to gamble on, William doubted it. “Do you know the van Ness brothers well?”
The bookie shrugged—or maybe he was pushing someone away from the mecaballo with his shoulder. “As well as anyone in this town. We sometimes frequent the same establishments.”
“A little gambling here and there, no doubt.” William made an attempt at a worldly laugh. “Probably not the ones their father does.”
“What, the general?” The bookie looked amused. “Not him. It’s his friends—Comstock and the like. Wager on cards, horses, dice, the fall of a lady’s handkerchief—whatever takes their fancy. I hear Comstock is thousands of dollars in debt to Boss Holt alone. The van Ness boys aren’t in that league.”
“I suppose Comstock isn’t worried. He has enough investments to keep the money coming in.”
“What, those firetrap dance halls and theaters? I doubt it. They’re mortgaged to the hilt, from what I hear.”
“Not a good prospect for mayor, then?” William shook his head. “I wouldn’t vote for someone who can’t manage his money.”
“Never fear. He and the general have a deal. Comstock wins the election and van Ness gets a new barracks and maybe even some of those mecaballos to boot. Though I don’t know how he’s going to pry them out of the hands of the Navapai. He can’t arrest every man in the village.”
“What’s he want the mecaballos for?” William asked.
But the contestants were lined up and the man with the starting gun raised his arm. The bookie pushed himself off and departed for his place under the officials’ stand on the finish line without another word, leaving William with a host of unanswered questions.
Why would Comstock, a man so strapped for money, make such extravagant promises to the head of the Rangers? He must have some other source of income. Or else he was in the habit of paying his debts, as doubtful as that seemed from what Daisy had told them. Mortgaged or not, perhaps firetrap dance halls and theaters made more than any of them realized.
The pistol fired once again and the half-dozen contraptions leaped into motion. Leaped was a generous term; a couple of them shuddered into motion and one promptly gave a loud bang and stopped, water pouring from a split boiler. Richard van Ness’s machine picked up speed and began to roll down the first stretch, trailing a plume of steam.
With a tingle of apprehensive shock, William saw that one of the engines did not look like the others. It had no stack, no boiler.
“Good heavens,” he said aloud. Surely they were not permitted at an event like this—or any event, for that matter. They were far too dangerous and unreliable. “They can’t allow a combustion engine to race. Is he mad?”
The young man in the pilot’s seat worked his pedals like a madman, that was certain. The vehicle lurched forward a good ten seconds behind the others. He made it up a little on the first stretch, foul-smelling smoke coming from the undercarriage as he caught up to the others in the pack.
The engine with the split boiler still sat dead at the starting line, the curses of its pilot as he tried to push it out of the way audible from where William sat on the mecaballo.
The remaining vehicles, led by Richard van Ness, went into the first turn, and now the smoke issuing from under the combustion engine’s carriage was turning black. That couldn’t be good. From his education at Harvard, William knew enough of chemical interactions to be familiar with the noxious mixture that fed the sparking mechanism in such an engine.
It was no wonder that steam had held sway for nearly a century. No one in his right mind would take the risk with combustion—and besides, water was much more plentiful and cheap than the processes that leached liquid chemicals from petrol sands.
After the Arabian Bubble financial disaster several years ago, combustion engines had been banned altogether in England. It wouldn’t be long before the Fifteen Colonies followed. But in the Wild West, that was neither here nor there.
The driver of the engine seemed to be getting increasingly agitated, glancing over his shoulder at the unhealthy and growing plume behind him. He was worried. And rightly so, at the speed he was forcing his contraption to.
And as they hurtled out of the second turn at a good thirty miles per hour and into the straightaway, William could see the smoke increase, as thick as a pall. That boy wasn’t going to make it to the third turn, never mind the finish line.
Almost of their own volition, William’s hands went to the ignition sequence and he brought the mecaballo out of its idle state. He thumbed the levers forward and the machine moved, pushing startled men out of the way with its chest and making them shout in alarm if they brushed up against the dangerous sharp edges of its legs, which had been designed as weapons in themselves.
The heat of vehicles was halfway down the stretch when a gout of flame shot out from under the lad’s combustion engine and a roar of alarm went up from the stands.
In moments the front of the vehicle was engulfed in blue fire and the pilot wrenched himself back in his chair, covering his face with his hands. He could not leap free—at the speed he was still going, he would be killed as he hit the ground. Killed, or so badly injured he would never recover.
William leaned over the neck of the mecaballo, his hair blowing back in the wind of his going. He had one chance, and one only. The boy was attempting to steer toward the middle of the track. William pushed in the lever another inch and the mecaballo increased its speed, scissoring into the center of the track as fast as he dared let it. Grasping the mechanical’s mounting bar, he leaned out and with his left hand, snatched the boy from the seat by the front of his jacket, and swept on past the careening vehicle.
He dumped the young man unceremoniously in front of him as the rest of the pack rumbled past. No sooner had the abandoned engine careered into the dirt in the middle of the track than it exploded in a hail of fire and gears and cogs, both its front wheels sailing over William’s head toward the stands.
The spectators shrieked and dove out of the way.
Several ladies fainted.
And Richard van Ness crossed the finish line first with a roar of triumph, having not slowed his own vehicle one iota.
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WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 28, 1895
5:40 p.m.
Daisy did not realize she was screaming until the pain in her throat and Freddie’s frenzied grip on her skirts brought her back to her senses.
“Daisy! Daisy, you must not. It is too dangerous.”
Only then did she realize that Freddie had prevented her from leaping down from the stands and rushing onto the track—to do what, she had no clear idea. The burning wreck of the combustion engine smoked in the middle of the track, and two drunk young men were trying to wrestle one of its wheels down out of the stands.
She sat back with a thump, and Freddie gave a gasp of relief.
“He could have been killed, he—oh, that brave, wretched fool of a man!”
“Who, the driver?” Lin looked amazed. “Brave is not what I would have called him.”
“Not him—William!” Daisy wailed.
“Yes, I agree that he is a hero,” Freddie said with a half hysterical laugh.
The boy whom William had hauled gracelessly over the mecaballo’s withers—or rather, where the withers would be on an actual horse—slithered to the ground near the finish line. It was a good seven-foot drop, and he lay motionless as spectators began to drift closer, muttering in alarm.
“Come, Freddie.” Daisy pulled herself together. “Lin, you too. We must see if they need our help.”
When they reached the ground and made their way through the gathering crowd, Daisy could hear Richard van Ness collaring people and demanding acknowledgment of his win. But even the gentleman in the leather top hat who seemed to be in charge was focused instead on the young man who had nearly met his Maker driving a combustion engine.
The insanity of it! Daisy had never seen one, but she remembered the newspaper articles and impassioned letters to the editor when they had been living in Edinburgh. They’d been declared illegal for good reason. After this, if such an engine ever crossed her path, she would run in the opposite direction.
Mr. Barnicott already had his waistcoat open and was administering a liquid from one of his vials of tincture, which he apparently kept about his person in case of emergency. The scent of lemon and rosemary wafted into the air, briefly displacing those of dust and horses and gear oil.
Two Texican Rangers seemed to have accepted him as either friend to the young man or an apothecary, and were attempting crowd control, pushing the curious and the concerned away, where they formed an uneven, gawking circle. Freddie smiled at one of the Rangers, and Daisy recognized the young red-headed man who had been behind the counter at headquarters, the day they had first arrived. At her smile, his expression took on a kind of calf-eyed mooniness despite his duties. Were they here for the same reason as the rest of the young crowd—for pleasure and excitement? Or in an official capacity such as they seemed to be demonstrating now?
Never mind. Daisy was just glad they were there.
“How may we assist?” she asked William, dropping to her knees and pushing her reticule under the young man’s head. The sketchbook inside might not make the softest pillow, but at least his head would be elevated slightly and out of the dirt.
“He does not seem to have any broken bones,” Mr. Barnicott said tersely, “though I suspect he will have sore ribs and blistered hands. I wish I had some of my healing ointment. If I cannot bring him round, we will need to send for a doctor.” He caught sight of Lin, hovering behind Freddie. “Lin, could you find a cup of water? He will want it if he comes to, and this other tonic goes best watered down.”
She ran toward what passed for a concession stand, where a robust woman was selling meat pies out of the back of a steam wagon, and returned a moment later with a tin cup full of water. “She says his name is Raoul Alvarez, and word of the accident has already been sent to town.”
“That’s efficient,” Freddie remarked with admiration.
Lin shrugged. “It was a newspaper reporter. He left on a fast horse.”
Of course it was, and a lurid story would no doubt appear in the morning paper.
“I have learned a thing or two, and not about racing,” William told them in a low voice as he poured six drops of tincture into the cup of water and mixed it with one finger. The red-headed Ranger had his back to them as he tried to keep the spectators from overwhelming them, and the noise made a cover for William’s voice. “Apparently, despite his gambling debts, Comstock has made van Ness and the Rangers some promises I have no idea how he will keep.”
“Promises of what kind?” Daisy asked, carefully cradling the young man’s head as William tipped the green-tinted water into his mouth.
“If he wins the election, the Rangers expect mecaballos and a new barracks.” He capped the tincture and replaced it inside his waistcoat, then administered more water.
Daisy lifted her head to stare at him. “How on earth...?”
“I asked myself the same questions. By what means they hope to wrest the mechanicals from the Navapai I do not know. Nor can I imagine that a man who is thousands of dollars in debt to his opponent alone can afford to build a birdhouse, much less a new barracks.”
So the contents of that IOU she’d seen in General van Ness’s office were common knowledge. How could anyone have confidence in such a man as their mayor?
“But a man in gaol for murdering his fiancée—a man who may be hanged for that crime—will not need to be repaid,” Freddie said softly, with a cautious glance behind her. For want of any other way to assist, she held the unconscious young man’s hand.
“Perhaps that is van Ness’s side of the bargain,” Daisy said slowly. “Make Annelise disappear, toss Mr. Holt in gaol for the crime, and all comes out well for Comstock with no one to question why.”
“Except us,” William said. “And possibly Mr. Holt’s sons. Hello, Jesse,” he said in a changed tone. “I did not expect to see you and your brother today.”
Still cradling young Alvarez’s head, Daisy looked up in astonishment at the last two people she expected to see here, of all places.
Seeing that they were welcome, the Ranger allowed them closer, and Jesse lifted his fedora. “Mr. Barnicott. Miss Linden. Miss Frederica. Is Raoul going to be all right?”
As though he had heard his name, the boy stirred and opened his eyes. William asked him several questions, and when the answers seemed to be satisfactory, allowed him to sit up. Lin proffered the cup of green water, and the boy obediently drank the rest of it down.
“Thank you,” he whispered. “What happened?”
“Your engine blew up, Raoul,” Calvert Holt said easily. He handed a dripping bundle to William. “Here. We brought some shaved ice for his hands.”
“Good thinking.” William wrapped the ice around the boy’s blisters with several proffered handkerchiefs.
“I told you not to believe those patent advertisements,” Jesse said.
“They advertise those engines here?” Daisy said in disbelief. “They are outlawed in England.”
“Raoul here had a kit sent via rail all the way from the Fifteen Colonies, and built the thing himself,” Calvert Holt said. Then, to his friend, “That’ll teach you.”
“So it will.” The boy gazed at his hands as though amazed he still possessed them. “For some time.”
“Want a ride home in our prosy, old-fashioned, poor excuse for a vehicle?” Jesse’s drawl seemed to be quoting some rash words on Raoul’s part from a past conversation.
“Guess I’ll have to put up with it,” the latter said ruefully, climbing unsteadily to his feet. “And to listening to Granny for about the next decade on the evils of patent advertisements.”
“You—you wouldn’t be related to Mrs. Tomas Alvarez, who runs a boarding house in Mariposa Street, would you?” Daisy asked, rising and dusting off her own skirts. She tied the strings of her reticule to her belt.
“That’s my grandmother,” the boy said. His eyes were very dark, though his face was still pale under his tan. He still smelled faintly of lemon. “Do you know her? Thank you, by the way. It was kind of you to come to my assistance.”
“Mr. Barnicott saved your life and looked after you,” Freddie said. “We merely offered as much comfort as we could. Do give our regards to your grandmother. We were her guests when we arrived.”
“And your names?”
Daisy told him. Perhaps his grandmother might now regret ejecting them from her house simply because they had stayed out late one night.
In lieu of offering his hand, Mr. Alvarez bowed to William. “Thank you for saving my life, sir. It was a spectacular act of bravery. If there is ever anything I might do for you, I hope you will let me know. I take my debts very seriously.”
The poor lad could barely stand upright, but William bowed as solemnly as though the former were the captain of an airship. “With your friendship, sir, I consider the debt paid.”
“Oh, well said!” Calvert Holt grinned. “I don’t suppose there’s any way you’d let us ride the mecaballo, is there?”
“I’m quite sure we have all had enough excitement for one afternoon,” William said, smiling. “Pray excuse me—I must see the ladies to their escorts.”
“Come along, Raoul,” Jesse said. “We’ll take you home now, since you’re down a vehicle.”
“Rub it in,” Raoul grumbled, but neither did he refuse. With one on either side, the trio made their slow way off the track, presumably heading for whatever vehicle—wheeled or flying—the Holt brothers had come in.
“Wait, you’re not going?” Richard van Ness pushed through the crowd, which was breaking up and milling about, as though it half-expected some other excitement, but hardly dared to hope. The Rangers had taken themselves off to the woman selling meat pies, and were eating their dinner as though the crisis was past. “What about the last race?”
“What race?” William said blankly.
“The one you’re to run against me and John. Oh, and Miles Halpern, I suppose. You know—the winners of the previous heats. Didn’t Brinkwater tell you?”
Daisy stared at the young man, aghast at such astonishing selfishness. “Mr. van Ness, a young man nearly died just now!”
“But he didn’t, did he? And an agreement among gentlemen stands, no matter what the ladies may think.”
“His vehicle is still smoking out there!” Daisy did not stand down, though he clearly believed the conversation to be over. “How can you be so—so—”
“It’s all right, Daisy.” William put a restraining hand upon her arm. “What Mr. van Ness does not know is that I never agreed to the race. You may ask Mr. Brinkwater himself.”
“But you’ll run it, won’t you? Come on, sir. Winner takes all.”
“That is hardly fair to your brother, sir—a carriage will never beat a steam vehicle!” But no one was listening to Daisy.
A chant rose up—we want a race—we want a race—and William looked about him helplessly.
Lin grabbed his sleeve and pulled his ear down to her level. “You need the money, remember? And if you lose, no harm. We can go home to the village.”
“But—but—” He looked at Daisy as though she ought to decide for him.
She opened her mouth to tell him no, that they ought to leave at once, and how could he think anything else? But there was something in his stance that she had not seen before. A kind of expectancy, of rising to a challenge—one that he knew he could win. He wanted only her encouragement, silly man. As if she had anything to do with his decisions.
She shook her head at him. “A man who can save a life riding that mechanical can certainly win a race on it. Good luck, Mr. Barnicott.”
And to her utter surprise, he swept in and kissed her—so quickly that she did not even have time to draw breath.
Freddie gasped, and Daisy clapped a hand to her cheek as though to hide the impression of his lips from the crowd.
William swung himself up on the mecaballo, and the crowd parted as he guided it to the starting line, where Richard’s steam vehicle waited with his brother’s phaeton and a four-person open-top landau.
“This is no contest,” Freddie murmured. “I only hope the carriages do not overturn trying to overtake the mechanical conveyances in the turns.”
The man in the leather top hat with the betting book and the wallet—Mr. Brinkwater, Daisy assumed—spoke to each driver, and then the flag fell. The crowd roared as all four equipages leaped off the starting line. By the first turn, they had left the four-seater behind, and no matter how he whipped up the dapple greys, John’s phaeton met the same humiliation in the second turn. As they came into the straightaway, Daisy could clearly see that William was holding back, as though he could not decide whether or not to be fair, or to let the mecaballo have its head.
Richard must have sensed his hesitation. In the third turn, he whooped and pulled in front, his vehicle sending up a plume of steam like a locomotive. He would empty the boiler at this rate, and they would have another disaster on their hands.
William appeared to come to a decision.
He leaned over the mecaballo’s neck and Daisy saw his hands move on the levers. The mechanical’s stride lengthened, its scissor-like legs flashing gold in the setting sun. One stride, two, three—now William had pulled ahead.
Down the home stretch they came, the mecaballo running flat out, faster than Daisy had ever seen anything move save a train. It had to be doing forty miles per hour! How would he ever control it? Or for that matter, stop it?
The crowd roared as William flashed over the finish line, leaped out of his way as he flew through the two posts that marked the track’s exit, and galloped out into the open desert.
The crowd broke into cheers as he brought the mechanical’s head around in a wide, looping turn, slowing it with every step, until finally they passed between the posts once more at a dignified, slicing walk. Daisy and Freddie were the first to fly to his side as he caused his mount to kneel.
“Don’t ever let me do that again,” William quavered, and slid to the dirt, his knees quite gone out from under him.
The crowd roared its approval as Mr. Brinkwater approached them opening his wallet.
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WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 28, 1895
6:15 p.m.
T  o the cheering crowd of young men at the track, the point of winning a pocketbook full of their money seemed to be the immediate spending of it in rounds of drinks in the saloons that backed the race track. Daisy did her best not to show her dismay, but it wasn’t easy.
“All I want to do is go back to the village,” Freddie groaned. “After what Barney told us, I do not think I can bear to look a van Ness in the face without hissing or saying something dreadful.”
“Please do not do that,” Daisy begged. “I am quite at the end of my own resources.”
“I want to go,” Lin whined. “And where is Davey?”
“I have no idea.” Good heavens. In all the excitement, she hadn’t given the boy a single thought. She was as bad as the passers-by in the streets of Georgetown, taking his grubby but useful presence for granted and never once wondering if he had a home or any food in his stomach. “Come, we must rally the Comstock ladies to insist on our going. It is certain that no one is going to listen to us in all this melee. As for Davey, if we do not see him, I am afraid we will have to ask Mr. Barnicott to find him—if he is not too intoxicated by the time all this is over.”
But the Comstock ladies were not only not prepared to leave, they were apparently central to a necessary celebration of Richard’s win of the vehicle race. “For he will be such a bear if some attention isn’t paid to his victory. You can’t imagine,” Eliza confided. “He isn’t used to losing, and to a stranger to boot.”
“But he and the others practically forced Mr. Barnicott into racing the mecaballo,” Daisy protested. “How can they be angry with the outcome?”
“Because they didn’t expect it,” Cora said shortly. “None of us has ever seen one of them move that fast, even on the open roads.”
“Perhaps the Navapai are not familiar with their capabilities,” Freddie suggested, holding her ground as someone tried to push past her to speak with Richard.
“I doubt that very much,” came a voice behind them. Daisy turned to see John van Ness looking flushed and embarrassed. “I say, Miss Frederica, I’m in a bit of a bind. That last turn seems to have done for my phaeton’s wheel. I’m going to ride one of the greys bareback to fetch the smith and his steam dray. Unless you’re prepared to ride home on the other, I’ll have to lead him.”
“Certainly not,” Freddie blurted, much to Daisy’s relief. “I mean, I do not wish to cause you undue concern, but I have never ridden bareback before. I have not ridden much at all, to be quite frank. One doesn’t, in Bath or Edinburgh.”
“But I cannot leave you without a way back to town.”
Daisy was very much tempted to accept a sip from the flask making its way around the merry crew. She was hot, and dusty, and frustrated almost beyond bearing that no matter what they did, they could not seem to get away from the race track. As for their original purpose in coming? In all the excitement, they’d completely forgotten they were supposed to be asking penetrating questions and extracting information. They might as well be making inquiries in Reno or Georgetown, for all the good this was doing Papa or Annelise.
“She will ride back with us,” Daisy said with a civility she did not feel in the least. “When the others are ready to go, that is.”
“Perhaps I might offer a solution?” The redheaded young Ranger who had helped keep the crowd at bay when they were tending to Raoul Alvarez appeared at Freddie’s side.
“Hello, Francis,” John van Ness said, slapping the young man on the back. “Have you been here as a spectator all this time, or are you on duty?”
“Yes and yes.” The young man grinned. “Some good driving this afternoon. Shame about the final race, though.”
Van Ness shrugged. “There was no real competition with Barnicott and that mecaballo. But at least I won my heat, and Papa will have two sons to congratulate once I get his phaeton back in the carriage house where it belongs. Have you met these ladies? They are staying with us.”
“The Miss ... Lindens, isn’t it?”
Daisy curtseyed politely, and Freddie smiled at him. “How good of you to remember. You gave me directions to lodgings when we arrived, did you not? Ranger ...” She peered at the star on his chest. “O’Byrne.”
“Quite right. I hope my recommendations were satisfactory?”
“Very much so. Thank you.” Freddie did not mention that they had been booted from the house for keeping bad company. What, Daisy wondered, did Mrs. Alvarez think of her grandson racing a combustion engine? Did she even know?
“Since John here has busted up your conveyance home, perhaps you will not object if my fellow officer and I offer you a ride in our balloon? We can moor at Headquarters, and then it is only a short walk around the corner to the general’s house.”
“That would be wonderful,” Daisy said, relief and gratitude showering through her at the unexpected kindness. And here she had begun to think that all men of the law were corrupt! Perhaps it was only the men in charge that were so. The rank and file seemed to be men of an entirely different character.
“Oh, could you possibly be so kind?” Freddie said breathlessly. “I can think of nothing I would like more.”
Ranger O’Byrne flushed to the roots of his hair. “Then I am delighted that my gamble has paid off so handsomely. We can pull up ropes as soon as you are ready.”
“Thank you,” Daisy managed. “We are so grateful.”
“I’m not much for a crush, myself,” the young Ranger confided. “And we won’t get any thanks for trying to police this crowd. Not really our bailiwick.”
“Lin, will you have a look for Davey and meet us at the balloon?” Daisy asked the girl, who was pressed close to her skirts.
“I’ll look for him, but I ent going to Headquarters,” the girl said in a low voice. “There have been plenty of my sort who have gone in and not come out.”
“Oh, surely not—” Daisy began, but before she could finish, Lin had slipped away through the crowd and vanished as completely as had that rascal Davey.
Bother her! Well, she had made her choice. If she wanted to wait half the evening and ride on the mecaballo all the way back to the village, that was up to her. For Daisy, the thought of a cool, tranquil flight far above all the push and bustle of the city was bliss.
“For my part, I am ready now,” she said. “Frederica?”
“Yes indeed. Eliza,” she said as the girl joined them, delicately eating a meat pie, “would you be so good as to tell Mr. Barnicott that we have been offered a way home?”
“Mr. who?” Eliza said, rather rudely, Daisy thought.
“Mr. Barnicott, the man who won the last race. The man on the mecaballo.”
“You know him?”
Daisy stared at her. “Of course we know him. Did I not say?” Had she not seen them all on the ground, seeing to poor Mr. Alvarez?
“No, you omitted the tiny detail that you knew a mecaballo rider of such skill who was also a gentleman,” Eliza said.
“And so handsome,” Cora put in. “Since you are acquainted, we shall make ourselves known to him, too. Dear me, how exciting!”
“Have a lovely flight home to Mama,” Eliza told them, waggling her fingers in a wave and abandoning Richard and John altogether in favor of pushing through the crowd toward William.
The nerve of those girls, after insisting on making such a fuss over Richard!
Daisy had completely run out of patience. “Ranger O’Byrne, forgive our waste of your time. Let us go at once.”
They could see the balloon as soon as they were past the stands, moored in sober solitude to a portable mast left in a wide sandy spot for that purpose. It was not a proper airship, merely a touring balloon with a reinforced basket, the fuselage Prussian blue and bearing the crossed-swords insignia of the Texican Rangers.
The young officers had clearly been permitted the use of an official conveyance. Perhaps they were entitled to a benefit or two for loyal service.
Daisy lifted her face to the cool evening breeze. The sun had not yet dropped below the horizon, but it was close enough to turn the reds and oranges in the rocks richer, to saturate the dun and buff in the soil with gold, and to bring out vermilion and purple shadows in the crevices of the mesas. As they floated over the town, even the brown and red of the adobe houses gave them the appearance of a box of chocolates, rich and full of possibility.
In contrast, the menacing spires of rock that dotted the city turned a beaten orange, throwing black shadows far across the streets below like so many massive sun dials.
They had drifted to the west of the main plaza and the Ranger headquarters, it seemed, though she could see them at a little distance. She could look down upon the strange spire formations in a way she hadn’t before, even when they’d arrived on the packet from Denver.
She had her first clear look at the bundles of rags and sticks on the flat tops of the pinnacles.
Daisy clapped her hand to her mouth and turned her head away. Her stomach rolled. “Do not look, dearest,” she managed.
Freddie’s horrified gaze seemed riveted to the awful, pitiful sight. “These are prisoners?”
“Yes,” said Francis O’Byrne. “Each one has been condemned, or is being held until his trial.”
“Held?” Freddie’s face had gone white under the cheerful ribbons of her straw hat. “You mean some of these poor wretches may be innocent?”
“Some may be, but mostly we have pretty good grounds to believe they’re not,” the other Ranger said helpfully.
Daisy had not caught his name. Now she was not sure she wanted to. She wanted this flight over as soon as possible. Sooner.
“Could—could you take us down to the barracks, please?” she said hoarsely. Oh, please do not let my lunch make an appearance. She must not look. Desperately, she raised her gaze to the mesa and the blessed calm of the Navapai village, the safety of Alaia’s house, the cool order of its terraces, all of which she had not fully appreciated until today.
“I’m very sorry, miss, but that might be a little difficult.” Ranger O’Byrne worked the ropes while his companion controlled the propellers, but instead of resuming an easterly course toward the square of the Ranger airfield—she could see the airships and balloons that populated it from here—they seemed to be losing altitude.
“Why?” Freddie asked. She turned from the awful prospect of a man rising to his knees to wave feebly up at them. His lips moved. Water. For the love of God, water. He had no voice with which to call. His whole body begged, every bone evident and in an attitude of abject supplication.
Daisy’s heart was wrung with pity. “Oh, please, can you not just—can you help him?”
The other Ranger glanced over the side and shook his head. “He’s a capital offender, miss. Murder, if I’m not mistook.”
Daisy turned away so that he would not see the wind whisking at her tears.
Freddie tried to catch their redheaded escort’s arm, since his hands were occupied with ropes. “Ranger O’Byrne, please. This is distressing my sister and me. May we moor at the barracks now?”
“Watch out, you’re coming in too low,” the other Ranger said to O’Byrne as though Freddie had not spoken.
“Sir, did you hear me?”
“I did, begging your pardon, miss,” O’Byrne said, the two of them clearly more focused on their ropes and pulleys.
“Then please—”
The balloon rose straight up the side of a particularly slender pinnacle—topped it—touched down with a bump.
“Hold her there,” O’Byrne commanded his companion. He pulled down a lever that laid the propellers over into a vertical position, beating the air so that they were pressed against the flat stone summit of the pinnacle. “I’m very sorry, ladies, but here you must disembark.”
Daisy gaped at him, clutching the side of the basket in the faint hope that it might keep her from buckling at the knees. His words made no sense. They were hundreds of feet in the air—higher than the tower of Bath Abbey. Was this some kind of joke? A stop on a tour that no one had asked for?
And what was that bundle of pink and white and burgundy over there to one side, perilously close to the edge?
She worked her dry mouth until words formed. “I don’t understand.”
The Ranger’s face was pale, his gaze begging her forgiveness. “Sometimes I don’t understand my orders, either, miss ... but I must still carry them out. I am told that the two of you are to be kept out of the way until after the election tomorrow.”
“Once Balthazar Holt is arrested and in gaol, we’re assured that you’ll be let go,” the other Ranger said. “Please accept my apology for this treatment.”
“What?” was all Daisy could get out.
“We are ... in the way?” Freddie asked. What a very good question. Daisy wished she’d had the intelligence to ask it.
“I’m afraid there are parties in high places who do not appreciate ladies of some perspicacity asking questions.” Ranger O’Byrne looked apologetic. “You have caused a pinch of trouble that Mr. Comstock would rather avoid until it’s all over.”
And now the dreadful truth plunged into Daisy’s stricken brain with the ferocity of a knife. “You are leaving us up here? Leaving us?”
“I am so sorry.” To his credit, he looked utterly miserable, and could not meet Freddie’s eyes. “Come along now. I have never had the misfortune to use force on any young lady, and I certainly do not wish to begin now.”
“I shan’t!” Daisy clutched the sides of the basket and pressed herself into the corner. “You won’t make me.”
“Please, miss. I don’t like this, either. Come along quietly, now.”
He stripped off his gloves and peeled her hands with inexorable gentleness from the basket. Daisy screamed in fear and rage, her head reeling from the sheer distance to the ground and the awful wobble of the basket. Her feet tangled in her skirts as she tried to kick him.
She screamed again as he picked her up, marched through the basket’s open gate, and set her down on the stone. She lost her footing and before he could help her, she fell and landed on one hip. Or rather, upon her reticule containing her sketchbook. She cried out, her hands scraping on the rough sandstone, her hat falling over her nose, her tears blinding her.
“Daisy!” Freddie rushed through the gate. “How could you?” she threw at Ranger O’Byrne, who looked stricken as she fell to her knees beside her sister.
He looked as though he wanted to offer an apology—assistance—even a fare-thee-well. But the other Ranger pulled him back into the basket, fastened the gate, and hauled on the propellers’ ropes. The air blasted against the stone, lifting Freddie’s skirt and blowing dust into Daisy’s face. The balloon lifted and drifted off in the direction of Headquarters, as untouchable as the horizon and as pitiless as the sun now sinking behind it.
Still in shock at the Rangers’ betrayal, Daisy and Freddie watched the balloon drift over the city, then descend to a gentle, perfect landing among the ranks of its fellows. They were too far away to see Ranger O’Byrne and his companion disembark, but that did not prevent Daisy from screaming at the top of her lungs an epithet that had never before crossed her lips—or that of any lady she could number among her acquaintance.
“I did not realize you even knew that expression,” Freddie said.
“They deserve it.” Daisy drew a breath that was half a sob.
She deliberately ignored the fact that the young men had been as kind as possible under the circumstances. They were only following orders; there were men in high places who deserved far more than bad language.
As night gathered in a sky still illuminated at the edges with gold and rose, there was nothing to do but take stock of their situation. Daisy dusted down her skirts, and tightened the strings of her reticule on her belt.
“Do you have anything to eat or drink in there, dearest?” Freddie asked.
“Nothing to drink, I am afraid,” she confessed. “But there is half the meat pie we bought between races. Would you like it?”
“Food,” came a whisper.
Freddie stiffened. Daisy felt the hairs rise on the back of her own neck. For she would take it to the bank that each of these dreadful pinnacles hosted dozens of the dead. Though their bodies might have been picked over and their dry bones knocked off the flat tops by carrion birds, it was certain that their souls remained, as lonely and betrayed as she and Freddie were now. And here was Freddie out in the open, with no protection from them.
The bundle of clothes, there. How long had it been here? What horrors had it seen? What horrors were yet tethered to it, unable to find rest?
The bundle stirred.
With a gasp, Daisy stepped back and gripped her sister’s arm. “That prisoner is still alive!”
“Food,” came the whisper again. “Water.”
The prisoner turned over, and a fold of fabric fell aside to reveal ruffles. There was just enough light to see the colors striped in pink and white and a shade approaching fuchsia. And a corset bodice of burgundy, trimmed in the same shade.
Opera rose.
Daisy and Freddie knelt beside the young woman—cautiously, for the precipice was not three feet away. The woman opened her eyes with difficulty, gummed shut as they were with sweat and dust.
She stared up at them. Blinked. Licked her cracked lips. “D-Daisy? Freddie?” In the corner of one eye, Annelise Strauss’s dehydrated body produced a single tear.
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How is it possible?” Freddie could hardly believe that someone could survive up here for—she did a quick calculation—nearly ten days? “What have they done to you?”
For lack of any other way to help, she dabbed a little of the gravy from the meat pie on Annelise’s swollen tongue. “Slowly,” she said gently. “Allow your mouth to absorb it. Do not try to chew.”
Even this tiny amount of sustenance seemed to bring life back into her poor abused body. Freddie tried a little more, and then a bit of soft carrot. “Thank goodness these pies have substantial filling,” she murmured.
“Give it all to her, if she can take it in,” Daisy said. “I have no appetite.”
“Nor I.”
“You will,” Annelise said, her attempt at a smile a rictus over dry teeth. “I was in a cabin at first. With food and drink. Then they brought me up here and left me.”
“How long ago?” Daisy asked.
Annelise closed her eyes. “Three days? Four?”
Approximately the day they had received the invitation to the van Ness home. Was there a connection? Had they let something slip during their stay?
“Who did this to you, dear?” Freddie asked her, administering a bit of potato covered in gravy.
“Rangers. But Comstock gave ... order. Don’t know why. I haven’t done ... wrong.”
“It isn’t you they are punishing,” Daisy told her, taking her thin hand. “It is Mr. Holt.”
The girl lifted her head from Freddie’s bosom. “Bal—Bal—”
“He is well. So far. But from what we have been able to learn, he is to be arrested tomorrow.”
“For your murder,” Freddie said.
The girl thrashed, and Freddie propped her up in a sitting position. She straightened, as though with a grim determination to sit up unaided, the bones in the corset lending some small assistance. “My murder! Balthazar would never! He loves me.”
“That he does,” Daisy said. “But what better way to discredit an opponent and guarantee one’s own election?”
“Probably when they are both on the stage in the main plaza, with as much public disgrace as possible,” Freddie put in.
“But I am not dead,” Annelise protested, her voice weak, her brief moment of urgency draining away. “Not yet.”
“They said they would let us go as soon as the election was over,” Daisy said. “But I cannot believe that.”
Freddie had not, either, the moment the words were out of the Ranger’s mouth. “They must know we will tell all we know the moment we step out of the basket.”
“They will not let us go,” Annelise whispered. “How can they? Oh, Balthazar ...”
He killed his first wife, and is like to kill the second. Freddie could hear the voice of Mrs. Holt-that-was even yet, that voice a shadow of what might have been a rich contralto in life.
“Annelise, how did Mr. Holt’s first wife die?”
The girl’s face was piteous. Freddie had never known before how dreadful it was not to be able to cry.
“She—there was an accident. When she was riding.”
“What kind of accident?”
“Freddie, no,” Daisy chided gently. “She must conserve her strength.”
Softly, Freddie quoted Mrs. Holt-that-was, and Daisy’s mouth trembled.
“She liked to ride the ranch fences. Horse threw her,” Annelise whispered.
“Or was made to,” Daisy said. “Why does Comstock hate Mr. Holt so?”
“Bad blood. New Orleans, where they’re from,” Annelise said haltingly. “Comstock was just pretending to be his friend. All the time he wanted her. When he couldn’t have her ...”
“But that does not explain his treatment of you,” Freddie said after a moment. “You are innocent, and more than twenty years have passed.”
Annelise lifted shoulders ravaged by sunburn. “If you cannot have the woman you want ... you take what you can get.”
“Well, he is not going to get us.” Daisy stood, arms akimbo, well toward the center of the pinnacle. Their prison encompassed an area of some eight feet squareish. It held no features or plant life save a crevice toward the low side. The stone sloped slightly to the north, and it would be all too easy for anyone to lose her balance, stumble, and roll right off to plummet to her death. “We must assume that once Comstock has secured the mayor’s office, we are a liability he cannot afford to have walking about.”
“There will be questions if something happens to us,” Freddie said. “Barney will ask them, for one.” But a man as foolhardy and cunning as Comstock would find a way to slither out of answering them, she was quite sure. Or tell an outrageous story that Barney would be forced to believe.
“There will be an investigation,” Daisy agreed. “By the Rangers.” Her tone held all the contempt that such an investigation deserved. “Perhaps some bones will be discovered at the bottom of a canyon, or crushed bodies on a railway track, and identified as ours.”
“We must not lose hope.” Annelise had slumped back into her arms, her strength gone, and Freddie tried to make her more comfortable. “They may have made a mistake in leaving the three of us together. Most of these poor wretches—” Freddie would not look across at the other pinnacles in the distance. “—are alone.”
“They are not dying of solitude,” Daisy said grimly, the carrion birds all too clear in her mind’s eye.
“No, but neither do they have the resources that we do.”
“What would those be?” Daisy tried to smile, and failed. “One third of a meat pie—sadly squashed—a sketchbook, a pencil, and a handkerchief?”
“That is more than many in this predicament have had, I’ll wager.” Freddie gazed outward over Annelise’s disheveled hair and beyond, into the fields of air. The light had almost gone now, the desert cooling into night. There must be twenty pinnacles at least, scattered throughout the city. The nearest was perhaps half a mile away—too far to call out and expect a response. Did they all bear a similar dreadful burden? What barbaric population could countenance such a punishment? Hanging would be far more merciful.
“We might write a note on a piece of my watercolor paper and drop it over the side,” Daisy suggested. “We could ask them to send for help to the Navapai, because goodness knows where Mr. Barnicott is now. Probably facedown in the street outside a saloon, all his winnings gone on spirits.”
“Do not be so hard on him.” Daisy’s bitter tone hurt Freddie’s heart. It was not as though any of them had expected this. Mr. Barnicott was not to blame for not noticing they had been abducted. “Besides, I doubt anyone who found such a note at the foot of a pinnacle would believe it for a moment. Just as we would not believe a note found outside the bars of a gaol, or on the steps of a gallows.”
Daisy sank down beside her, drawing up her knees and folding her arms upon them. She gazed at the mesa, now a great purple bulk in the distance. “You could ask a spirit to go and fetch Alaia.”
Out of the corner of Freddie’s eye, something glimmered. “Do not say such things aloud, dearest,” she murmured. “It is not safe here.”
Daisy’s arm bumped hers. “How many?” she whispered.
“I do not know.” A shadow whisked across the sandstone ... but it could have been a night bird passing. “Some.”
“They cannot push us off, can they?” Daisy’s voice dropped even lower.
“I do not think so, but they can frighten us. Perhaps even torment us with their grief and rage.”
“Oh, dear.” The words came out on a whisper of a sigh. In a more normal tone, she said, “How much time do you suppose we have?”
Freddie glanced down at the girl in her arms, but she seemed to be sleeping. Or perhaps she had fainted.
“If the election is in the morning and the arrest takes place,” Daisy went on, “is it reasonable to expect we will have visitors in the afternoon?”
Freddie shook her head, though in the gloaming she was not sure Daisy could see it. “Surely they have no reason to hurry. No one will hear our screams or calls for help, or respond if they did. And Daisy, I am very much afraid that Annelise may not last past tomorrow afternoon. By then it will be four or five days with no water, and only a bit of meat pie for sustenance.”
Daisy touched the girl’s hair, smoothing it back from her temple with a gentleness usually reserved for Freddie herself. “I know. I fear you are right. Freddie, we must escape under cover of darkness. Tonight. It only remains to figure out how.”
Freddie’s arms were getting tired, but it seemed cruel to lay poor Annelise on the cooling stone with no other comfort for her head. She must just bear it, and gladly, for the sake of the friendship between their families.
“We cannot climb down, that is certain. I had a good long stare at this pinnacle as we were rising next to it. It is sheer for two hundred feet, and nothing but broken rock at the bottom.”
Broken other things, too. Like bones. And hopes.
“What a pity we could not capture a pigeon as it flew by,” Daisy said whimsically. “We could put a note inside and send it to Mr. Barnicott.”
“Daisy, for heaven’s sake, call him William. Or Barney, as the rest of us do.”
“I shall not. And do not change the subject. We have no time for digressions.”
“Very well, dear. We were talking of pigeons. Barring those, we could take off our petticoats and wave them at a passing balloon.”
“I’m afraid that would net us the same result as a note,” Daisy said glumly. “With the added benefit of dashed hopes as it floats away as fast as it can.” She pulled up her skirt. “Besides, I am rather fond of this petticoat. All these box pleats on the frill took me ages to pin and sew. It took yards and yards of—” She stopped.
“Yards and yards?” Freddie prompted. A cold spot settled near her right shoulder, but she did not dare move. That might be its purpose—to force her aside, to make her forget how close the edge was, to share its own agony in death.
Daisy reached over and flipped up the hem of Annelise’s cancan skirt. She ran a hand over the inner layer—row upon row of ruffles. Pink, white, black, and the even more lurid pink called opera rose.
“Freddie,” her sister said in a voice hushed with hope, “how many yards do you think is in each of these ruffles?”
“You know how I struggled with mathematics.”
“At a guess. If the circumference of this skirt is sixty inches, and each ruffle is twice that, and there are a dozen ruffles, what does that yield us?”
“A headache?” Freddie’s left hand was going numb, but that was because of Annelise’s weight, not another predatory cold spot.
“That is over a thousand inches of fabric. Maybe thirty-five or forty yards.”
“Even if we tied them end to end, and had something to fix a rope to up here, that would still leave us dangling a hundred feet in the air. Or more. And I am not willing to jump the rest of the way, even to escape certain death.”
“What other resources do we have?”
None that Freddie could see. But what was it that Maggie Polgarth always used to say? “Catalogue your resources, and apply your intellect,” she said, half to herself. “If we cannot make a rope of ruffles, what else can we do with them?”
“A kite? A balloon?” Daisy sounded only half serious, tossing out the ridiculous in hopes that the possible might present itself. “A lasso, like the one Alonzo was showing the children the other day?” She drew a breath. “Freddie, that’s it!”
Freddie must move, or her limbs would be useless. As gently as she could, she laid Annelise down, her head cradled on a bunched-up section of Freddie’s skirt. “What is it?”
Daisy seemed to have been struck with a vision.
Freddie knew that attitude of body and gaze. It often preceded a painful lecture from Aunt Jane. “We’re going to lasso this pinnacle?”
“Yes!” Daisy turned to her. “Do you remember how Alonzo worked the loop of rope down the stump, and when it was at the bottom, he was able to mount a mecaballo and pull the stump free?”
“Yes, but I don’t see how that helps. We have neither mecaballo nor stump. And if we did, they still wouldn’t help.”
“Not the objects themselves, dearest, but the—the physical properties of them. Imagine this pinnacle as the stump. And ourselves roped around it, you working your way down on one side, then I on the other, all the way to the bottom.”
Freddie stared at her. “You can’t be serious.” Night had fully fallen now, and she could barely see her sister’s face. What she could see, quite clearly, were their shadows, cast by the light of the orbs floating directly behind Daisy’s head.
Freddie clamped her lips upon the urge to shriek.
“I am perfectly serious. It worked on that stump. This pinnacle is much smaller in circumference than thirty yards. Even at the bottom, where it widens, we might still have enough fabric to walk ourselves down to the point where we might climb the rest of the way.”
Freddie could see it in her imagination. But then, in imagination one could see all kinds of insane, impossible things.
“But what about Annelise? Daisy, she is not able to stand, much less rappel down the side of a pinnacle like a mountain climber.”
“We certainly cannot leave her.”
“I am not suggesting we do. But how can we manage it?”
Daisy grasped the bottom-most ruffle of Annelise’s costume and tore it from its seam with a screech of fabric. “I am sorry, Simone,” she muttered, “but this costume is never coming back to you.” To Freddie, she said, “I do not know. But we will think of something. Meanwhile, apply yourself to ripping out these ruffles while I undo all my lovely work with the box pleats on this petticoat.”
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By the time the sun went down, William had resorted to bringing the mecaballo to its knees in the street outside the saloon, and sitting upon it. He had already suffered three attempts to steal it, aided only by the fact that the thieves—gentlemen all, and only wanting a challenge and a bit of fun—could not master the ignition sequence in the heat of the moment, and so had been discovered. Clearly, he could not leave the mechanical at the race track, so the mechanical must come with him. In fact, with the sheepskin and canvas saddle, it made a rather comfortable seat, and if he spilled a drink, it would soak into the dusty street and trouble no one.
When someone lurched into the saloon and called for another round, William patted his person for the wallet that contained his winnings. There had been three? four? rounds already, and the money was disappearing at an alarming rate. If he were to have something to give Alaia and perhaps to live on for a few weeks, this would have to be the last round.
The wallet was gone.
He unbuttoned his waistcoat and found nothing but the vials in their sleeves. He checked his pockets again. He slid off the mecaballo and searched the ground under its knees and haunches, in case somehow he had dropped it. To no avail.
“Blast and bebother it! Which one of you lot pinched my winnings?” he demanded of the raucous, merry crowd in the street, sitting on their various vehicles and on the raised boardwalks outside the saloons with no regard for passing traffic. “How can I buy another round with empty pockets?”
This produced roars of laughter and the clink of glasses, but not a one of the merry miscreants produced the wallet. Richard van Ness parked his posterior on the rump of the mecaballo, right next to William, and laid a heavy arm across his shoulders. “I can buy this round. Barman!” he shouted into the saloon behind them. “Bring us a bottle and glasses.”
At which point van Ness lost his seat on the slick metal, and slithered off to land in a giggling heap in the dust.
Footsteps pounded along the boardwalk with the kind of urgency that can penetrate even three—four?—rounds of Texican mescal. William looked up from Richard’s heaving form to see Davey—finally! Where the devil had he been all this time?—leap off the boardwalk and cast up against the body of the mecaballo.
“Barney, you’ve got to come,” he panted. “The girls have been abducted.”
William closed one eye to force the two Daveys to reunite. “What girls?”
Davey’s face contorted in disgust. “Balls of fire, are you sauced? Daisy and Freddie are in danger and you’re drunk as a skunk!”
Stung, William swung one leg over the mecaballo’s neck to face the boy head-on. Or at least, that was the plan. He went over backward and landed on Richard, who said, “Ooof!” turned his head, and vomited into the street.
Which made William do the same.
Which made him feel slightly better, though he could not say the same of Richard.
Davey blistered the air with curses that no child should ever know. And then he came at William, fists flying, boots kicking, bruising William with both the force of his attack and the lash of his contempt. “Dadburned fool—could be dead—stop thinking of yourself —I rode all the way to—”
William grabbed him and turned him so the worn-out boots pointed the other way, which netted him nothing but a heel driven onto his toes with the force of a hammer.
“Let go of me!”
The pain and the vomiting partially sobered William. He staggered into the saloon—inciting a scream of rage from Davey—and drank down half the contents of the pitcher of water on the bar usually reserved for watering down the whiskey.
Then he rejoined his small judge and jury, wiping his face with the tail of his shirt. “Now then. Start from the beginning.”
“While you were making a spectacle of yourself on the race track, I been doing actual useful work.”
“I am not surprised. Go on.”
“I overheard that Jesse Holt talking with a couple of Texican Rangers—and I was right about him, Barney. He doesn’t love his dad—only his money. If summat happens to Mr. Holt, Jesse and Calvert get the ranch.”
“But that stands to reason. They are his sons.”
“Aye, when he’s old and dies like a normal person. Not when he’s arrested tomorrow and tried for the murder of Annelise next week and dropped on a pinnacle cell the week after that.”
“Is that what this is all about?” William exclaimed. “Comstock! Not only favors to the Rangers, but favors from them as well. Because I’ll wager the ranch won’t be forfeit to the government as the property of a criminal. It will stay with the boys as a—a ruddy great thank-you.”
“I dunno about that, but never mind. The point is, Daisy and Freddie went off with those two Rangers thinking they were taking them home, but they’re not.”
William felt his stomach drop as painfully as if Davey had punched him again. “What do you mean? How do you know?”
“I followed ’em.” Davey looked triumphant.
“You couldn’t have.” William’s voice went flat at this obvious falsehood. “They were in a Ranger balloon and you were on foot. That’s impossible.”
The triumph turned to disgust. “A lot you know. While you were getting drunk in the street, I borrowed one of the van Ness dapple greys and trailed the dadburned balloon’s course on horseback.”
“I say,” came a muffled voice from the dust below, where Richard still lay prone.
“Don’t worry, I brought it back,” Davey snapped. “Your brother hasn’t even left yet to fetch the blacksmith.” His foot twitched, but he restrained himself from kicking a fallen man. “That horse was made to travel—probably why he does so well at carriage racing.”
“The point, Davey?”
“The point is that the Rangers put them out on a pinnacle cell, and we have to go save them!”
William was entirely silenced with horror for the space of five seconds. A pinnacle cell! Two young ladies trapped high in the air, where a single mistake could mean death! But—
“Those are for condemned criminals.” The contents of his stomach threatened to come up a second time. He struggled to master the impulse. The water must stay down to dilute the liquor.
“And young ladies who know too much. Dadgummit, Barney, are you just going to stand here ratchet-jawing or are we going to go help them?”
“We cannot help them from the ground.” William’s brain finally lurched into motion, its wheels and cogs released from the slurry of drink. “We will need a balloon.”
“And ropes. And probably a rifle or two, if a guard has been posted.”
“Right. Did Lin go with them?”
“Not a chance,” came a childish feminine voice from the eighteen-inch space between this saloon and its neighbor next door. “I’ve been here the whole time, waiting for you to come to your senses.”
William’s face heated with shame. He had been responsible for these two, and even the triumph of winning the race should not have pushed that fact out of his stupid brain. “I’m sorry, Lin. You too, Davey. You both deserve an apology.”
“Save people first, apologize later,” Davey said, dancing from one foot to the other. “Let’s go.”
Lin emerged from her narrow refuge and swung up on the mecaballo in front of William. Davey clambered on behind, clutching the waistband of William’s pants with both hands. William brought the mechanical out of its idle state and levered it up to a standing position. Walking it through the maze of haphazardly stopped racing machines and laughing, squabbling groups of drunken young men took a few precious minutes, and then they were out on the open road to town.
“Where was the pinnacle, Davey?”
“Northwest, about a quarter mile from a church with a half-built steeple.”
“That shouldn’t be hard to spot from the air. Hang on, you two. We’re going to put this beauty through its paces.” He gave Lin an encouraging pat—and his palm slapped a rectangular, hard shape tucked into the wide woven belt at her waist. “What’s this?”
“Your wallet with your winnings. I pinched it after the third round, while you were singing that stupid song about the lady with the yellow stockings.”
“You pinched it?”
She half turned to speak over her shoulder. “I’m not going to let you waste our food money. Now, are we going to help our friends or not?”
More fool him. He would never underestimate these two again—or leave them abandoned because of pride and a misplaced need for approval from somebody—anybody—even if it were only a gang of drunken idiots.
He eased the levers forward and the mecaballo picked up speed. Another inch—another—and now they had surpassed even his winning speed.
“Hang on!”
His hair blew straight back in the wind of their going, his shirt flapping madly. Tears were whisked from the corners of his eyes but he did not dare release the mounting bar to wipe them away. Behind him, Davey was making a keening sound that could have been jubilation—or abject terror. He was no longer holding William’s waistband, but had both arms wrapped around his body as though he thought the wind itself might tear him out of his seat.
They reached the outskirts of Santa Fe in what seemed like mere seconds. William could not risk riding where pedestrians and animals could not get out of the way in time, so he steered the mecaballo into open country and headed straight for the mesa. As though the mechanical somehow sensed it was going home, its scissoring stride lengthened into a full-out gallop where they spent more time in the air than they did touching the ground. Ten minutes later they had covered something like five miles of arroyos and desert scrub, the scent of bruised sage wafting up as they slowed to take the first slope of the switchback trail up to the village.
    
DAISY HAD NEVER FELT such fear—not when she had awakened fatherless in the desert, not when she had seen William dragged away to gaol, not even when she had sat at a dining table making polite conversation with a murderer. This was sheer physical terror—her trembling hands stiff, her stomach liquid, her bowels not quite trustworthy.
“I can’t do this,” Freddie moaned from the other side of the pinnacle’s summit. “Daisy, I can’t.”
“We are going to die whether we stay or go, dearest.” Her mouth was so dry that her lips stuck to her teeth. “Better to die defiantly, trying to save ourselves.”
They stood facing each other across the width of the pinnacle’s flat top, bound together with thirty-five yards of tightly knotted silk that had once been ruffles. They had rolled the foot-wide breadths into rope, working by the light of several interested orbs. They had knotted the ropes every three feet or so, in case their hands slipped. The knots would make no difference to their progress down the rock, but might save their lives. The box pleats of Daisy’s linen petticoat had all been picked out to form a light but strong sling for Annelise, who was trussed up against Daisy’s chest like a baby in swaddling clothes. The young woman was conscious, having eaten the rest of the meat pie, but she did not have the strength to do much to help other than to cling to Daisy as best she could.
“Who will go first?” Freddie asked hoarsely.
“I am afraid you must, dearest. Annelise and I make the heavier side, and will take your weight until you brace yourself sufficiently to take ours.”
Freddie stepped to the edge of the precipice, her heels hanging out into space. “I love you, Margrethe Amelia Linden.”
“And I love you, Frederica Rose Linden. I will embrace you at the bottom, dearest.”
Daisy braced herself, her knees bent under Annelise’s full weight. Freddie stepped backward, both arms wrapped in silk rope that was likewise coiled about her, wrapping between her legs to pull up her skirts and form the same makeshift harness as Daisy wore. Both girls’ hands tightened on the slack.
“A little more,” Freddie said. Daisy let out a foot—two feet—
Freddie shrieked and the rope went tight.
“Freddie!” She could not move closer—oh, damn these ropes! The minute she did, Freddie would plunge farther down and they would lose the delicate balance of bucking rope that they needed.
“I’m all right,” came a quavering voice from the darkness. “My foot slipped and I barked my knee on the stone.”
“Are you upright and leaning out at an angle? Secure?” Daisy’s heart pounded so hard that she was sure Annelise could feel it.
“Yes. You were right about that. It can’t work any other way, I just discovered.”
They must not forget. “Are you ready for me?”
“Yes. Not too much at once. We cannot risk more than a foot or two at a time.”
At this rate it would take a very long time to descend. But better arriving in tears and exhaustion than not at all. For she would not think of the hundred things that could go wrong—or the strength of their knots—or the rocks two hundred feet below. She would think only of Freddie and the next foot of grainy sandstone under her boots.
Thank heaven they had worn boots to the races today, and not dress slippers! Thank heaven she had chosen her linen petticoat and not the eyelet one, whose ruffles were not only thin but also too narrow to be useful.
Thank heaven she was still alive to count her own blessings.
Concentrate.
“I’m going over,” she called into the dark.
“I’m ready,” came the response.
One foot down. Brace. Lean back. Her hands had frozen on the ropes like cold claws, which was probably a good thing. The silk creaked against the double weight of her own body and Annelise’s, but held.
Now the other foot, and she was off the level summit altogether. She was committed. There was no climbing up again, only going down.
Brace. “Ready, dearest.”
The ropes thrummed and there was the sound of scraping boots on the sandstone from the other side.
The ropes tightened as Freddie leaned out. “Ready.”
Another foot. Two. Annelise whimpered and clung, and a cold wind blew her hair into Daisy’s eyes.
Never mind. She didn’t need eyes. She needed two hands on the ropes, two feet on the rock, and a heart full of—
“Annelise?”
“Mmm.”
“Pray, dear. Harder than you ever have before.” To Freddie, she called, “Ready.”
Slowly, awkwardly, sometimes slipping, sometimes crying out in fear, sometimes in pain as the skin of knees and hands was scraped away, they inched their way down the rock column. Perhaps it was best in the dark, after all. Knowing the vastness of the air around them and the distance to the ground would probably make her limbs seize up altogether if she were able to see it. Daisy spat Annelise’s hair out of her mouth and wished they’d thought to tie it up with a bit of silk.
In that split second of lost concentration, Daisy’s boot slipped—she lost her braced position. Her feet flew out from under her, Annelise’s back smacked the rock and their heads clacked smartly together. And were held there, dangling, by the silk ropes.
“Daisy?” screamed Freddie. “What happened? Are you all right? Ooof!”
They had slid four feet down the rock face, pulling Freddie tight against it on her side.
“I’m all right,” Daisy gasped. “I’m all right. Can you get purchase?” Her hands smacked the rock, her feet scrabbling for anything—the smallest protrusion—
And here was something. A ledge!
What a miracle! Thank you, dear Lord. Thank you.
“I have a ledge!” she called. “Wait a moment and I’ll brace.” Then, “Freddie, we must rest. Let us count to fifty and then continue.”
“All right. Then you first,” Freddie said weakly. “I’ve rather had the breath knocked out of me, and I’ve left some more skin on the stone.”
“How far do you think we’ve come?”
“Forty feet?”
Daisy nearly wept. It had seemed like miles. Hours. “Only a h-hundred and s-sixty left to go.”
Inch by perilous inch, they worked their way down the pinnacle, first one and then the other, feet braced against the rock, backs braced against the silk cords that were all that stood between them and a plunge to their deaths.
“How many feet now, dearest?”
“Around a hundred, I think. Do you sense that the column is getting wider?”
“I do. Buck up. We are halfway to safety.”
Another slow and agonizing fifty feet followed, by Freddie’s periodic reckoning. Daisy had released nearly all the rope coiled about her arms, but they had not yet reached the peculiar benches of rock that made up the bases of these pinnacles. Once they did that, they could release themselves and use their arms and legs to climb. Or at least find concealment until daylight. She could not see past her nose in the dark to figure out how much farther they had to go. Of all the nights to have no moon! And for the orbs to decide to remain at the top, where they were of no use!
“Freddie, can you see?”
“No. But I smell something awful.”
That was good, wasn’t it? To be close enough to the ground to smell something? And now Daisy could smell it, too.
“Daisy, I think it is ... decomposition. Perhaps ... the previous occupant of this pinnacle.”
Daisy’s empty stomach heaved, and Annelise whimpered. “It is all right, dear,” she murmured. “Keep praying.”
The girl’s head lay on her shoulder, her weight that of a dead person. Daisy’s arms were trembling so hard it was an act of will to let out the rope and take another step down.
No rope slipped through her hands.
She tugged it, and succeeded only in tightening the loop around her hips.
“Freddie, do you have any more slack?”
Daisy felt her tug on the rope. “No. Do you?”
“No.”
“Are we out of rope?” Freddie’s voice spiraled upward in panic. “But we are not all the way down!”
“We must go as far as we can.”
“But what if the Rangers come back and see us, stuck partway like flies on this pillar? They could shoot us.”
That unhappy image had already invaded Daisy’s brain and lodged there like the sliding plate in a lantern show. “We have come this far using our own resources. They will not fail us.”
She hoped Freddie believed her.
She did not believe herself in the least.




CHAPTER 23



WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 28, 1895
10:15 p.m.
T  obin brought the balloon’s boiler up to full steam faster than William had ever seen anyone do. Davey and Lin had been taken off to wash by Alaia over their vociferous objections, with promises that they could watch for the balloon’s return from the terrace once they were clean.
They could not afford the extra weight of the children in the basket—not if they were to rescue two women.
Within minutes, Tobin and William were under way, the propellers on full and the wind of their going making William wonder if their speed might be as great as that of the macaballo running full out.
He regaled his friend with the tale, and Tobin grinned with enjoyment in the light of the swinging lamps at each corner of the basket. “Those spoiled boys wouldn’t know what to do with a mechanical as fine as that one,” he said, his hands tight on the steering ropes.
“There’s a certain amount of jealousy in the town now,” William told him. “Let the Navapai men know to keep a close watch on their mounts when they’re down there.”
“Northwest, you said?” Tobin’s keen eyes swept the darkness. “And a church with a half-built tower?”
“Yes, if you can see it.” The ground far below lay black and unfathomable as the sea, save for the odd yard lamp and bars of light from doors and unshaded windows.
“The churches are easy to see at night. The ones with towers have a night watchman, usually, who keeps a lamp lit at the top so airships and balloons don’t run into them.”
“But this has no steeple.”
“It will be lit from the inside. They like to show off their big windows. And there aren’t so many on this side of town, because of the mesas. Not enough people of the Colonial persuasion.”
Sure enough, when they reduced altitude they could see the church windows from half a mile away, a dim arched glow in the darkness. Tobin spotted the pinnacle a moment later, and brought the balloon in on a steep approach.
The bottom of the woven basket scraped the sandstone and Tobin adjusted the propellers to hold them against it. William gripped the side of the basket, lifting a lamp high. “Daisy?” he called. “Freddie?”
Nothing answered but the wind, blowing a whisper of sand into the void with a keening sound.
The flat, slightly sloped top was empty.
“Daisy! Freddie!” he called again. “We must have the wrong pinnacle,” he said to Tobin, his voice flat with lost hope.
“Or young Davey did. This is the only one near a church with no steeple. Trim up.”
William moved to one side to balance the weight.
Tobin went on, “There are a couple more half a mile south of here.”
“We had better check them. Just in case Davey did get it wrong.”
“Easy enough to misjudge distance when you’re on the ground and someone’s in the air.”
After he adjusted the propellers, the balloon lifted and the sound came again—that keening sound, like a mournful cry.
“Did you hear that?”
Tobin’s face tightened, half bronze in the lamplight, half dark with shadows. “It’s a spirit. Too many dead up here. It’s not safe for the living.”
The cry came again, far below. “Barney!”
Tobin said something in his own tongue that William translated instinctively: Blessed spirits, we mean no harm.
“Barneyyyyy!”
“Those aren’t spirits!” he exclaimed. “It’s our friends—take her down. They may have fallen—they may be injured—”
His insides turned to cold water at the thought of what might await them at the base of the pinnacle. Had the girls jumped? Were they lying, broken, on the rocks, waiting only for a last prayer, a last clasp of the hand, before they died?
Daisy, I should have spoken, and now it’s too late.
“Turn up the lamps,” Tobin said tersely. “I see something strange.”
He redirected the propellers, and backed off the steam, so that they floated gently straight down the side of the pinnacle. And there, some twenty feet above the broken rocks of the bench that formed its foundation, was a jaw-dropping sight.
Daisy and Freddie clung like limpets to opposite sides of the sandstone column, roped together by a gossamer-thin substance.
“Spider Woman save them,” Tobin breathed. “What is Daisy carrying?”
William couldn’t get out a word. His brain simply could not make sense of what he saw. Two girls, roped to a pinnacle? Was this some sort of prison torture? Who had done this? And how had the Rangers got them up here? How—why—
“Barney!” Tobin said sharply, and William snapped out of it. “They haven’t got enough slack to go farther. We are going to have to pick them off the side of that pinnacle without killing one or the other.” He called, “Hang on, Daisy. We’re coming.”
Now William could see a second woman, lashed to Daisy with her legs wrapped around her hips.
“Great Caesar’s ghost,” he exclaimed. “Who is that poor unfortunate?”
“Doesn’t matter.”
“Tobin, they’re roped fast to that rock. If we cut one free, the other will plunge to her death.”
“I know,” Tobin said grimly. “Let me think. And while I’m doing that, I’ll bring us in as close as I can.”
    
“I AM VERY glad to see you,” Daisy said over her shoulder when the men in the basket were within hearing, using what was left of her breath to push the words out.
“I cannot even describe my feelings at this moment,” William said in fervent tones.
“Sounds like you do not have much strength left, so we must be quick,” Tobin said more practically. “Barney, we must approach the equator of the balloon near her. She can climb on to the guy ropes close to the maintenance ladder, and thence down to the basket.”
“Freddie first,” Daisy told them. She might be in the worst predicament of her life, but she was immovable on that point.
“You’re assuming I have any legs left,” came Freddie’s voice out of the dark, on the other side of the pinnacle.
William’s voice came from behind the lanterns’ light, hoarse with apprehension. “And what about you? And your burden? Who is that, Daisy?”
“It is Annelise. Listen, Tobin. William.” How proud Freddie would be of her use of his Christian name in this moment of extremity! “When Freddie unties herself from the ropes, we will slide farther down this pinnacle. Once she is secure, you may come back for us.”
Daisy’s strength gave out. It was all she could do to hold herself against the rock. Annelise’s unconscious form dragged at her thighs and chest like a boat anchor made of solid iron.
“But do not be long. Please.”
“Come. It is up to you to handle the balloon,” Daisy heard William say to Tobin. “I am going up on the fuselage to bring Freddie in.”
“Don’t forget a safety line, and put one on her, too,” Tobin told him. “I’m losing no friends tonight.”
Daisy heard William scramble up the rope maintenance ladder with which even the most frivolous touring balloon was equipped. The night was so still that she could hear his breathing tighten as he made the transition from the ladder to the guy rope that formed the equator of the network of lines supporting the fuselage.
In a moment, Freddie said, “Well met, Barney.”
“Indeed. Can you free yourself from your harness? You heard what Daisy said?”
“Yes, but it will take me a few more minutes and some gymnastics.”
“We have the time. Do not rush.”
“We were not sure how much time we had,” Freddie said. “Daisy and I believe ... they will want to be sure of the election ... and Mr. Holt’s arrest before they come for us.”
Goodness, how could she conduct a conversation suspended in the air, while trying to wriggle out of the nest of ropes they had made?
“Tobin, watch out—”
“Ooof!” Freddie exclaimed.
“Dearest?” Daisy called on a spike of anxiety.
“I am all right. The fuselage just bumped me and flattened me against the rock.”
One side of the silk rope loosened.
“Freddie, wait.” Daisy now had enough slack to brace herself, putting her weight once again on her harness and leaning outward. Every muscle in her legs seemed to be trembling at a different rate from its fellows. What if she wasn’t able to last long enough to get down...? No. She must not think of that. Freddie was going to be safe, and that must give her the energy to do her part to save herself.
Now came more rope. “I am feeding it to you slowly, Daisy, so that you may step down as far as you can.”
“Slowly ... slowly ...”
Three steps. Four.
“Freddie, are you safe?”
“I am, dear. Barney has hooked a safety line around my waist. Here is more rope.”
Thank heaven and all its angels. Freddie was safe!
Five more sliding, careful, descending steps.
“Daisy,” came William’s voice, “we are nearly out of rope. Can you release any more of yours?”
Nearly out! “How far from the base of the pinnacle am I?”
“I cannot tell. But you have maybe two yards left here, and—great Caesar’s ghost!”
“What?” Daisy shrieked. “What is it? Freddie?”
“Daisy, be as quick as you can with the remaining rope,” Freddie said urgently. “The sandstone is rubbing at one of the knots, and it is tearing loose.”
Oh, Lord, help me now.
“Daisy, hurry!” William’s voice had gone from urgency to terror.
“But I have no more!” Once again the rope had tightened, pulling her flat against the sandpaper surface of the rock.
And suddenly the rope in her left fist went slack—Freddie screamed—
—and Daisy’s breath was knocked clean out of her as she and Annelise landed on a block of stone not two feet beneath their heels.
DAISY DID NOT REMEMBER MUCH of the flight back to the village. She did remember not being able to walk properly, and being swung up into William’s arms and carried into a lamplit room. She remembered reaching out for Freddie’s hand and finding it, and bursting into tears of weakness and joy and relief.
Somehow, that was enough. And when Alaia administered a sweet, grassy liquid with a strange, bitter aftertaste, Daisy was glad to let go of everything but Freddie’s hand and slide into the welcome dark.




CHAPTER 24



THURSDAY, AUGUST 29, 1895
5:20 a.m.
F reddie woke just before dawn to see Alaia resting in a chair by the window. A gentle glow floated behind her head.
A glow that was not a bar of sunlight on the wall.
Freddie sucked in a breath through her nose and Alaia’s gaze sharpened in concern. “Are you in pain, child?”
Freddie could not speak. The glow—was it an orb?—a lamp? bobbed a little, as though it had been startled by Alaia’s voice. Not a lamp. Eyes wide, she shook her head.
Alaia followed her gaze, affectionately, as though the glow were a contented hen sitting upon her shoulder. “Do not be alarmed. Do you see it, too? It is the spirit of my great-grandmother. This was her house.”
Freddie let out a long breath and relaxed into the pillow.
“You are one of those who walks in both worlds.” Her companion’s voice was soft and interested, as though she had discovered they had a mutual talent for embroidering cushions.
“You too?” Freddie’s voice was scratchy. Had she been screaming? If so, she did not remember.
“Oh, yes. Does it frighten you, this ability?”
“N-no.” She glanced at Daisy lying beside her, sleeping the sleep of the utterly exhausted. “It frightens Daisy. But only because she fears I will be taken away.”
The corners of Alaia’s lips turned down a little. “Taken away? Do they fear death so much, those who would separate you? Do they not wish to be reminded of their own mortality?”
“No.” She took a breath. A deep breath of life-giving air she had taken utterly for granted ... and never would again. “I have been reminded of it all too often lately.”
“The land of our mothers can be harsh. But I think you have a spirit that will adapt to it. It is when one tries to make it adapt to oneself that it rises up in anger—or stubbornness.”
A little silence fell. “Will Annelise be all right, ma’am?”
Alaia smiled. “What a funny little word. You may call me Elder Sister if you do not use my name.”
Comfort like a lovely, soft skein of wool wrapped itself around Freddie’s heart. “I would like that. Elder Sister.”
“Yes, she will be all right. She has spent the night in the healing pool, and has drunk two cups of my summer tea.”
A healing pool sounded lovely. Freddie’s eyes fluttered closed.
When she woke the second time, it was to see Davey and Lin by the side of the bed, the stuffed, rolled-up flatbread in their hands giving off a delicious scent. “We brought you breakfast,” Lin told her. “But if you don’t want it, I’ll eat it.”
“You may have it.” Freddie tried not to laugh at such blunt practicality. “I am nearly positive there will be another one in the kitchen for me.”
“Barney says, are you going to town with us.” Davey didn’t seem interested in breakfast, which meant he’d already had his own. “Because if you are, they’re leaving soon.”
Freddie pushed herself up to a sitting position and took the flatbread from him. “Oh, yes indeed. I wouldn’t miss this for anything.”
“We have to collect our things from the van Ness house,” Daisy said into her pillow. “We will certainly be arrested.”
Davey shook his head. “Tobin and Barney already went. Those van Ness boys told a dreadful whopper about how you’d gone to visit the Comstock girls, and next thing you know they’re handing over your valises like our friends were porters and how nice it was they’d made your acquaintance and they were sorry the visit had to come to an end.”
Daisy made a sound rather like a snort and sheer indignation seemed to make her sit up. “They can’t possibly be ignorant of what happened.”
But Davey only shrugged, and when he saw Freddie swing her bare legs out of bed, his eyes bugged out and he fled the room.
While Daisy and Freddie dressed, Lin sat cross-legged on the bed and ate Daisy’s breakfast. “Maybe they didn’t know what those Rangers did,” she said thoughtfully. “Lots of children don’t know what their parents are until they grow up.”
“The van Ness brothers are not children,” Freddie said, “but you may be right. If I were their father, I would conceal it from my family, to be sure.”
“It is nothing to us anyway,” Daisy said. “My goodness, my legs feel as though they’ve been run over by a wagon.”
“I am so sorry to be the cause of your pain,” came a soft voice from the door.
“Annelise!” Freddie leaped up and clasped her in a hug, and Daisy tottered over to do the same. “Oh, how glad I am that you are recovered—at least, I hope you are recovered?”
The girl’s chestnut hair was clean and shining, bound up in a coronet of braids that revealed her graceful neck. She wore a white cotton shift much like the one Lin wore, with a blue knee-length tunic over it, both bound at her narrow waist by a wide sash that had no doubt been woven in this very house. Anything more different than the pitiful heap of rags they had seen on the pinnacle could not be imagined.
“I am still very weak,” Annelise said softly. “But I have enough strength to stand in front of Josiah Comstock and denounce him for the villain he is.”
“And I,” said Freddie vehemently. “To say nothing of clearing Mr. Holt’s name.”
Annelise clasped her hands. “What do you know of Balthazar? Is he all right?”
“We do not know,” Freddie confessed. “We believe so.”
“All we know is that he is to be arrested this morning, before the winning candidate is announced,” Daisy said. And then a desperate desire—an all-consuming hope—fountained inside her. “But before we go—Annelise—we must know—something as personal to us as his welfare is to you. We have been searching for our father ever since we came to the Territories. Please, do you know where he is?”
“Your father—” The girl gazed at them in confusion. “The professor? Are you not together?”
“No,” Freddie said bluntly. “We have not seen him since last year. He was in a Californio gaol, then released in April. We understood that you saw him several days ago—the day you were taken.”
Daisy found her reticule, where she took out her sketchbook and the note tucked into the back pages. “He sent you this. You spoke to him at the stage door, did you not?”
“Why, yes.” Annelise took the note, smoothing it out as though it was an artifact from an earlier age. “He wanted me to return to Edinburgh, to Mama and Papa. But of course I could not.” Her lips trembled into a smile. “I am going to marry Balthazar and live on the ranch.”
Once Jesse and Calvert are either out of the picture or reconciled to their father’s happiness. But Freddie did not say that aloud.
“Then—then did he say anything else to you?” Daisy said, both desperation and hope putting a ragged edge in her voice. “Where he was staying? Where he was going?”
“He did—he—” Annelise swayed a little. The note fluttered to the stone flags as she pressed the heels of her hands to her temples. “He said—but I cannot remember—oh, dear—”
Daisy was just in time to catch her as her knees buckled. She eased her to the bed. “Annelise, please try.”
Freddie laid a hand on her arm. “Not now, dearest. She has so little strength, and she must save it for the unmasking of Comstock.”
Daisy hesitated, then gulped back a sound that might have been a sob. “Perhaps ... she will remember. Later. When it is all over.”
“Yes. Now, I will go fetch Alaia. If you will let Barney know that once Annelise is recovered, we are ready?”
Reluctantly, Daisy allowed her sister to usher her from the room.
Thursday, 10:15 a.m.
William could hear the speaking horn from a hundred feet in the air, even over the sound of the propellers. The basket of Tobin’s balloon had been inadequate for the size of their party, so William piloted his conveyance. Even with Alonzo and Tobin’s extraordinary modifications and improvements, five people was the heaviest burden it had ever borne, and it wallowed just the slightest bit in the turns.
“Thank you to everyone who turned out to vote for your mayoral candidate today,” boomed the voice of a gentleman in black, his top hat resembling a stovepipe. “I am the city clerk, and it is my honor to accept the count of votes for each candidate and declare the winner. May I have the envelopes, please.”
Flanking the clerk were Balthazar Holt and Josiah Comstock. The former was resplendent in a grey morning coat, burgundy cravat, and striped trousers, a silvery Panama on his head. The latter had chosen a cream linen suit with a straw hat that was no doubt cooler than his opponent’s Panama, but which also gave him a casual air that William did not think suited the gravity of the occasion. It was as though he did not care about the results of the election. As though whatever they were, he would come out the winner.
Blast the wretch.
Gritting his teeth, William forced himself to concentrate on his landing, and brought his conveyance down smack in the middle of one of the streets that bordered the square. But since everyone was milling in a huge crowd on the grass, some with picnic blankets spread around the edges, and all other vehicles had stopped to watch, no one seemed to mind very much. A few touring balloons—Tobin’s among them—hovered like interested clouds above the proceedings.
Daisy glanced anxiously at Annelise, standing at the leading side of Tobin’s basket to maintain the trim. “I hope she is up to this. She nearly fainted earlier.”
“Her idea is too good to pass up,” Davey said firmly. “And Alaia dosed her with something that wasn’t tea, to keep her strength up. She’ll be all right.”
William happened to know that the cup Alaia had given Annelise contained no more than a hearty soup of chicken, pork, hominy, and chile that was enough to keep a grown man going for a whole day. But Davey was right. It would certainly keep her strength up for the performance she was dead set on giving, regardless of her health.
The man in the stovepipe hat examined the cards in the envelopes and raised a hand. “I have the honor to announce that our new mayor is Mr. Balthazar Holt!”
The band launched into a jaunty march as Mr. Holt, beaming wide, crossed the stage to shake the clerk’s hand. Then he turned to Josiah Comstock, who smiled unconvincingly and allowed his hand to be shaken with enthusiasm.
“Speech! Speech!” cried a number of men—cattlemen, by the look of their clothes.
But just as Mr. Holt accepted the speaking horn and prepared to address the crowd, there was a commotion on the corner. A column of Texican Rangers, led by General van Ness himself, marched down the street from the direction of their headquarters. Van Ness had his own speaking horn, and through it he shouted, “Stop in the name of the people of the Territories! Silence that man!”
The band quavered to a stop, the tuba letting out a flatulent noise of dismay that made the little boys giggle. The crowd parted to allow the column to spread along the front of the stage, while General van Ness marched up the steps.
“I arrest Balthazar Holt in the name of the people of the Texican Territory for the heartless murder of his fiancée, the lovely and innocent Anna Strauss!”
Pandemonium broke out in the crowd of a thousand people, half screaming invective at the Ranger and half cheering that a criminal was going to be brought to justice.
Now is your moment, Annelise.
“Look!” Davey shouted. “Up in the air! It’s an angel!”
The tuba player recovered from his embarrassment and let forth a fanfare that shook William’s insides with its bass notes.
Floating closer and closer to the stage came a solitary figure, clinging gracefully to the lower rungs of the rope ladder that fell from Tobin’s balloon. In her blue tunic and white dress, its folds fluttering artistically about her feet, she truly did look like an angel descending from heaven.
“Annelise!” cried Balthazar Holt in tones that needed no amplification. He flung the speaking horn aside—narrowly missing the General and two aides—and reached to heaven to bring his beloved safely to the earth.
Annelise stepped lightly from the bottom rung of the ladder as though they had rehearsed it a dozen times. Balthazar took her into his arms and kissed her with such joy, such love, that even William, who had been expecting something like it, felt a lump form in his throat. For William had no doubt it was real. And no one even noticed Tobin float away over their heads, reeling in the ladder and grinning the way he did when he’d pulled off a keen bit of engineering.
Tears running down his face, Balthazar bent to his beloved’s whispered words. Then he retrieved the speaking horn and handed it to her with a bow.
“People of Santa Fe.” Annelise’s musical voice carried over the crowd and into the streets beyond. The silence that fell had the hush of reverence as people craned to see her. “I am Annelise Strauss, the future wife of Balthazar Holt.”
The crowd broke into cheers.
“I must tell you two truths. The first is that my husband-to-be is no more capable of murder than he is of flying off this stage. And the second is that I was abducted ten days ago and imprisoned by that man, Robert van Ness, who is a disgrace to the Texican Rangers and ought to be hung by his neck until he is dead!”
More pandemonium, as the people nearest the stage tried to storm it, barely held in check by the linked arms of a dozen grim-faced Rangers.
Annelise lifted the horn once more. “He was aided and abetted by the losing candidate, Mr. Josiah Comstock, in exchange for promises and favors that Mr. Comstock would grant the Rangers, so that they might expand their numbers and consolidate their power in the Territories, at the expense of the ranchers, our friends the Navapai, and the people of the Royal Kingdom of Spain and the Californias, who wish to open trade with us. Mr. Comstock is a rogue and a liar, and flat broke to boot.” She glared at him over the roar of the crowd, and brought the horn to her lips once more. “I call upon Rangers of integrity and good heart to arrest them both at once, and convey them to the gaol, where they will await trial for their crimes.”
As though her words had indeed come straight from heaven, the crowd roared and surged toward the Rangers. The latter had no choice—it was either climb the stairs and make the arrest, or the populace would do it themselves.
William’s fascinated attention suddenly broke as he saw Josiah Comstock reach into his belt and whip out a pistol. “No!” he screamed. “This woman is a whore—an actress hired to play the part of a dead victim. Anna Strauss is dead! Dead, I tell you, at the top of a thrice-damned pinnacle!”
Even from where he stood, William could see he moment that Comstock realized his mistake. General van Ness glared at him with such hatred that an ordinary man might have quailed under the force of it.
Balthazar boomed in his deep, compelling voice, “And who would know where my beloved has been imprisoned except the men who conspired to put her there? Rangers!” he called. “As your new mayor, I demand justice—for me, for Miss Strauss, and for the people of Santa Fe!”
But Comstock, driven by fear and desperation, leaped forward, his pistol aimed at Balthazar, screaming, “Liar! You’ll not have her—I’ll take her from you too. You don’t deserve your life! Not after what you’ve done to me!”
A shot rang out.
William gasped. Daisy clutched his sleeve with a cry. “Annelise!”
But Annelise was still standing, safe within the circle of her fiancé’s embrace.
Comstock flung up his arms and staggered, then fell from the stage, a bright circle of blood splashed on his cream linen suit.
Mrs. Comstock sailed up to his body, her back straight, the royal-blue folds and swags of her skirts demanding space about her. She gazed down at her husband with contempt as the pistol smoked in her hand.
“I knew it,” she said loudly enough for the speaking horn abandoned on the stage to pick up the sound of her voice. “I knew you killed that dancer—that Desiree Summers. I was a new bride and even then I knew that there was something dark and dishonorable in you. Well, now the girls and I are safe from you—we won’t be dragged down in your disgrace, Josiah Comstock.” She leaned over, twitching her skirts away so they did not so much as touch his thrashing legs. “I hope Old Scratch has more joy of you than I ever did.”
Then she turned and paced majestically past the band, who struck up a few bars of “Nearer My God to Thee” before they were glared into silence by a collection of equally well-dressed matrons that William suspected might wish they had the courage to do what Seraphina Comstock had just done.
Faced with evidence they could not deny, the Rangers gathered around their general and marched him off the stage. The sound of their boots on the packed earth of the street drowned out even his most vociferous protests all the way down the side of the square before they rounded the corner and vanished from sight and hearing.
A man with silver spectacles and a put-upon bearing gestured to another man, and together they hoisted Josiah Comstock’s body on to a steam dray. The doctor? William did not know, but they followed the Ranger procession. Perhaps there was a morgue at headquarters.
“People of Santa Fe!” Balthazar Holt’s basso caused every head to turn from the sad spectacle below to the one upon the stage. He stood with his arm about Annelise, whom William suspected needed the support, having expended all her limited reserves of energy on saving her beloved’s life.
“Justice has been done! I invite you all to stay and enjoy food, good beer, and dancing to our fine civic orchestra,” he said, one hand held high in invitation. “Then tomorrow we will get down to the business of running our town the way we want it run—with fairness, integrity, and consideration for the needs of all!”
The people in the square cheered—those who were left after Comstock’s supporters had slunk away—and the band struck up a sprightly tune that William recognized from similar shindigs when he’d lived in Boston.
Balthazar Holt descended the steps, Annelise clinging to his side with both arms about his waist. He walked straight to their little group, his gaze upon Daisy.
“Can I entrust her to your care?” he said anxiously. “I must finish up here and then I will follow. Take her to the shaman, and I will meet you on the mesa.”
Daisy’s gaze swung to William.
We will use your conveyance?
Of course. Time is of the essence.
Daisy slipped an arm around Annelise’s shoulders. “Come, dear. It is time to go home.”
Annelise smiled and her gaze locked with that of Balthazar. “Wherever you are is my home, my dearest.”
He kissed the palm of her hand, and she curved it around his jaw. “Then we will call the mesa home until I bring you to the ranch as my wife.”




CHAPTER 25



FRIDAY, AUGUST 30, 1895
Noon
Balthazar Holt and Annelise Strauss were married the following day at the Maraluna Ranch. As Joshua Miller from the Santa Fe Sentinel later reported, Simone Colfax, Margrethe Linden, and Frederica Linden attended the bride. The guests included members of the company currently producing Die sieben Schwäne, a dozen local ranchers and their families, the city clerk, who performed the ceremony, and the new mayor’s staff.
The shaman of the Navapai nation attended as well, along with her family, an event which has never occurred in Santa Fe in living memory. The shaman gave the bride a collection of pottery mugs of great beauty, several lengths of woven cloth, and a selection of herbs with which to set up housekeeping.
No one seemed to comment on the groom’s missing sons, who were said to be away on business.
Daisy had no idea how Mr. Holt had managed to pull together a wedding feast on such short notice. Perhaps he kept food and drink stores of such capacity at the ranch all the time, for there were any number of ranch hands, cowboys, and household staff to feed. In any case, she had never eaten anything quite so satisfying as fire-roasted beef, biscuits, roasted squash, and sweet purple onions. And there was nothing quite as simple nor so delicious as blushing-red wedges of an enormous, zeppelin-like fruit called a watermelon.
Carefully, she tucked several black seeds into her handkerchief and put them in her reticule. If they ever found Papa, perhaps she might make an attempt at growing such a thing. How the ladies of Bath would stare!
While there had been no time to make the kind of wedding cake that Daisy was used to, with dried fruit and raisins and quantities of brandy, the cake that Rosalba the housekeeper and Ransom the cook turned out was a wonder, redolent of lemon and almonds. Served with it was blackberry ice cream, the berries for which, Annelise had laughingly told them, had been picked by the hands the day before, intended for jam but donated to a much more joyful cause.
The scent of lavender drifted past Daisy, and she turned as Annelise sat down, arranging her skirts about her. She clearly had had some clothes in a closet here at the ranch, for she had been married in a soft, rose-pink silk that suited her coloring admirably well, its deep lace collar and tucked bodice flatteringly feminine. She still wore the crown of pink bougainvillea and yellow honeysuckle that Freddie had fashioned for her, and the earrings Davey had rescued from her old room at Marcus Pride’s house.
“Daisy, my friend, I came the moment I could to tell you that I have just remembered what your dear Papa told me.”
Daisy felt herself go still. Her face might even have gone pale, for Freddie wordlessly pressed the glass of water she had been drinking into her hand.
“Are you all right?” Annelise asked in concern, her fine, sherry-colored eyes worried.
“I do not know,” Daisy said. “Perhaps your next words will determine that.”
“I am so sorry, dear. I will keep you in suspense no longer—but I am afraid there is not much to tell. As you know, Professor Linden was waiting for me at the stage door that day. I told him of my plans—of Balthazar and the life we hoped to build together, and I believe he accepted the fact that his persuasions were of no use. I did promise to write to my parents and tell them of our engagement, however. That did not happen for reasons we know all too well ... but I suppose now I may tell them of my marriage instead.”
“And then?” Freddie prompted her.
“And then I asked after you and Mrs. Linden.”
“Our mother passed away last year,” Daisy said. “To the last, she had been searching for him—writing endless letters—” Her lips trembled, and Freddie laid a hand on hers.
Annelise’s face held sympathy. “I am so sorry. I did not know, and neither did he.”
Which was not surprising. “Poor Papa would not have known of any of the events that followed his being abducted into the service of the Royal Kingdom of Spain.”
“Is that what happened to him? Dear me.” Annelise’s brow creased under the wisps of hair that had so prettily escaped her chignon. “But it was not that which seemed so ... odd.”
“What do you mean?” Why was she not being more forthcoming? What was odd? Was something wrong with Papa?
Annelise lifted her gaze, revealing pain that did not belong in the face of a happy bride. “Daisy ... he had only just remembered that he was Professor Linden. Apparently hearing me sing had brought it back in a rush, which prompted his writing the note in which he asked to see me. But ... oh, my dear, I am so very sorry to say this ... he did not remember you.”
Silence fell, a silence in which Daisy and Freddie both stared at her, hardly hearing the sounds of merriment and the music now being struck up by a group of the ranch hands. Fiddle and guitar were plucked and tuned in preparation for dancing, and still Daisy could not speak.
“Or rather,” Annelise amended, “he remembered that he had a family—a wife and two children—but when I mentioned your names, he said, like a lost child, ‘Is that what they are called?’”
“He did not remember our names?” Daisy repeated. Then, as though two gears had meshed together in her mind, at least one mystery that had been keeping her awake at night seemed to solve itself. “Was he struck upon the head, perhaps, in the course of his ordeal? Is that why he has made no effort to find us—or to return to England? He simply did not know how to identify himself—or his family?”
Blast General van Ness, for planting that revolting idea in her head about her father’s wanting to start a new life!
“I do not know, but it is possible,” Annelise said. “I refreshed his memory as much as I was able—he remembered his childhood, his education, even the fact that he had been on the faculty at the University of Edinburgh. He remembered Papa very well. But why he was in the Wild West—where his family was—even what impulse had driven him to come to Santa Fe—these were mysteries to him.”
“Oh, poor Papa,” Daisy whispered. “How distressed and confused he must be.”
“And now he is gone.” Freddie’s soft voice was hollow with despair. “And we do not know where. Oh, I feel so useless!”
“A useless woman did not save my life,” Annelise said with smiling severity.
“You helped save your own life.” Freddie seemed to be doing her best to recover from the blow. She even attempted a smile in return. “Had you not still been wearing your cancan costume with all its ruffles, we might have been up there yet, and things might have turned out very differently.”
Annelise laughed. “At least I may never be accused of wearing the wrong thing to the proper occasion.” Then she became serious. “I do not think the professor planned to stay in Santa Fe. Once he had your names, I had the impression he intended to search for you. He mentioned a place called Bodie. Do you know it?”
“Bodie?” Daisy and Freddie frowned at one another.
“Doesn’t—didn’t the late Mr. Comstock have a railroad that goes there?” Freddie asked. “It seems to me the name came up, but I know nothing more about it.”
“It is a town in the Sierra Nevada mountains—the range that forms the border between the Territories and the Royal Kingdom,” Annelise said. “Bodie is on the Texican side, fortunately. It is the site of an enormous gold mine. Thousands of miners. They say there is a saloon for every hundred men.”
“But why would Papa go there?” Of all the mysteries surrounding her father, this was the most puzzling.
“I do not know. All he said was that he had to find Bodie,” Annelise told her.
“But that makes no sense at all.” Daisy felt as though she were fighting through a curtain of mental cobwebs. And then abruptly, the cobwebs cleared. “It was not a town named Bodie. It was a person! Doctor Bodey is the president of the university in Victoria. He signed the letter offering Papa the position of dean of engineering.”
“He remembered the name but not the connection.” Freddie’s voice held dismay. “Poor Papa has gone on a wild goose chase.”
“Perhaps in time the memory behind it will be revealed,” Annelise said. “The poor man. I felt dreadful for him, walking away in his blue overcoat. He seemed so terribly alone—and it turns out you were so close behind him you might almost have met in the street.”
“His blue overcoat?” Daisy repeated, clutching at a solid detail before the if onlys overcame her and made her weep. “He is still wearing a Prussian blue coat, military issue?”
“Yes. Do you remember it?”
“It was given to him by friends in April. Well, at least we know that much is still true.”
The music swung into the opening bars of The
Queen of Maraluna. Balthazar Holt approached and bowed to his bride. “May I have this dance, my darling?”
She went to him the way a bird goes to its nest, the way a pigeon goes to its home airship. And as they circled the floor, Annelise sang to her husband in her sweet, clear voice.
“I have been lost upon the oceans
I have seen stars fall in the seas
I have sought you, Maraluna,
For my home can only be
In your heart, sweet Maraluna,
In your arms that welcome me.”
Tears welled in Daisy’s eyes at the happiness that shone in the faces of the bride and her faithful, stalwart, fearless bridegroom. The song on the piece of sheet music they had found in Annelise’s room was about a queen pining for her country, but if a person could pine for land that she could love, or a man she might make her own, then Annelise had every right to sing such a song.
Others were joining the bride and groom on the stone flags of the terrace now. Even Alaia was moving gracefully in her son Tobin’s arms.
“Miss Linden, may I have the rest of this waltz?”
Daisy gazed up at William Barnicott and blinked back the silly, sentimental tears. “Thank you, William.”
Freddie, for once, made no remarks about the use of Christian names as Daisy stepped into his arms. He whirled her around the floor in a way that guided but did not usurp control. Briefly, for the words were painful, she told him what they had learned of her father.
“What do you mean to do now?” he asked. “For it seems dangerous for the professor to be wandering the country, waiting for his memory to return to him in bits and pieces.”
“My thoughts exactly.”
“For the more immediate future, though, Mr. Holt has made it clear that all of us are welcome to stay for as long as it pleases us. And Alaia’s home is always open as a refuge. She reminded me of that this morning, before we left.”
“Are you going to stay?” The last time they had parted, she had been harsh to him out of a sense of misplaced pride and independence, and told him she and Freddie would go to Santa Fe alone. But now, when their path seemed plainer than it had that last time, she found herself reluctant to leave their friends behind.
Oh, be honest with yourself, Daisy. He and Tobin saved your life, and Freddie’s, and Annelise’s. Such men are to be valued. And you haven’t such a knack of making friends that you can afford to let even one slip through your fingers.
“I do not know whether we will stay or not,” he said. The music came to a close, and he found a stone bench on the far side of the courtyard, where there was a little privacy in the shade of an enormous flowering bush. “I suppose I must confer with my stowaways. If there is one thing I have learned, it’s that attempting to give them the slip is pointless.”
“And I am glad of it. If not for Davey following the Ranger ship, who knows what might have become of us.”
“And he has not let us forget it for a moment.” William smiled in the direction of Davey and Lin, who were bent with a spoon each over the wonders of a bowl of blackberry ice cream—probably not their first.
“I believe Freddie and I must go to Bodie,” Daisy said at last. “Papa has an enormous head start, but if he is there, then we will find him.”
“The place has quite a reputation,” William warned. “I’ve heard the first question every morning is whether there has been a man for breakfast. Meaning has someone been shot.”
Daisy smiled up at him. “Georgetown had a bad reputation, also, and yet I managed to find a friend or two there. Speaking of which, you will never guess who came up to speak to me after all the excitement in the square yesterday.”
“Who? Surely not one of the van Ness boys. Or the Holts. Or Cora Comstock.”
Daisy made a very unladylike face. “Heavens, no. I should have dealt them the cut direct if they had. No, it was Mrs. Alvarez.”
“Raoul Alvarez’s grandmother? The lady who booted you from her house?”
“The very one. She was very sorry for treating us that way, and in gratitude for our helping her grandson, she gave me this.” She pulled the tiny pin from her pocket and William turned it over in his fingers.
“An enamel daisy?”
“That would be appropriate in my case, but no. It is a zinnia. In the language of flowers, it means thinking of absent friends.”
William looked puzzled as he handed it back. “That was very kind of her.”
“It was indeed. Because, you see, apparently there is a sisterhood among the ladies who keep boarding houses in the Wild West. One has merely to show this pin, and one is welcomed as a friend.”
She had to smile at the comical astonishment on his face. “Are you entirely serious?”
“I am. And so was Mrs. Alvarez. She was quite forceful about it, in fact—as forceful as ever she was in repudiating our company before. But I am in no position to hold grudges. So, when we arrive in Bodie, I shall wear my zinnia proudly and hope at least to get a reduction in the price of a room.”
“You are determined to go, then?” His gaze held hers. “Despite the dangers?”
“I think we must,” she said with honesty. “It is the first actual clue we have had to finding Papa. Coming here was merely a good guess.”
“Then ... I wish you safe travels.”
The ground seemed to fall out from under Daisy’s feet, even though she was seated. “You do not wish to join forces as Lin suggested—Freddie and I seeking our father, and she seeking her aunt?”
“I must confer with her and Davey. And I must replenish my stock of herbs and tinctures—to say nothing of further modifications Tobin wishes to make to my conveyance. All these will take at least a few days.”
But they did not have a few days. The sooner she and Freddie got to Bodie, the better their chances were of finding Papa. Daisy felt almost ill with disappointment. And yet why should she be disappointed? William Barnicott had his own life, and there was nothing but friendship between them to make a parting more sorrowful. Or less permanent.
“I—I hope we will meet again,” she said hesitantly.
“Do you?”
Her throat closed up, so that she was only able to nod.
“Then I have no doubt that we shall.” As he had done once before, he leaned in to kiss her upon the cheek.
And then he was gone, melting into the crowd of dancers on the terrace.
And by the next day, of all the kisses and embraces of farewell that they had received from their friends at the ranch and on the mesa, it was William’s kiss that Daisy still felt like an imprint on her skin.
At the Santa Fe airfield, Daisy and Freddie boarded the airship that would take them to Reno. From there they would change to Comstock’s branch rail line to Bodie. They found seats facing forward moments before the call went out to the ground crew: “Up ship!”
Facing forward. Heading west.
For the mountains, and Papa, and thoughts of absent friends.
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Bodie, the Texican Territories
September 7, 1895 at 2:10 p.m.
BY THE SECOND day of their journey west from Santa Fe, Daisy Linden was beginning to feel that everyone she met was trying to talk her out of traveling to Bodie.
Well, perhaps not everyone. But enough concerned souls had spoken up to give her qualms about whether she ought to be taking her younger sister Freddie to “the wickedest place in the Wild West” on the next stage of their search for Papa.
There had been two such souls on the airship on which they had sailed from Santa Fe to Reno, for instance.
“What is Bodie like?” repeated a well-to-do gentleman down the length of his nose. “Well, I say two young ladies from Bath have no business going there.” His considerable bulk appeared to be laced into a man’s brocade corset—possibly in protest at his destination, for he was bound for Bodie, too. “But I will tell you this—it is a gold-mining town. The richest in the Texican Territory. The Bodie Consolidated Mine produces hundreds of thousands of dollars in gold every year.”
“It’s a confounded hellacious death trap,” put in a grizzled individual who might have been a miner, or a cowboy, or a journalist, come to that. He had been leaning on the rail of the viewing platform at the stern of the ship, and joined the conversation uninvited. “It ain’t no place for young ladies, though I hear wimmin like ye are goin’ for a premium these days. Ye’ll be married by Friday to some buck who’s struck it rich, see if you ain’t.”
Daisy had shuddered in horror, and she and Freddie had left the viewing platform shortly thereafter.
It was no different on the passenger train, which ran south from Reno on the branch rail line built by the late Josiah Comstock.
“Bodie is the home of the devil,” a man in a black suit and a cleric’s collar had intoned when he joined them in their second-class compartment. “With twenty thousand sinners under his rule, seeking their own damnation with desert flowers, in opium dens and saloons, in murder, betrayal, and theft. One can almost believe that God turns a blind eye to the place when the most frequent inquiry each morning is whether there has been a man for breakfast.”
Meaning has someone been shot, Daisy heard William Barnicott’s warm voice say in her memory. But that thought sent a pang through her, and if she allowed another, she would overflow into tears.
“Do you minister to these poor people, sir?” Freddie was ready to see nobility in anyone at first meeting.
A spasm passed over the man’s face, like a catspaw of wind on calm water. “No indeed, young lady. I minister to the saved, that they may stand firm against the onslaught of the enemy.” Seeing that Freddie had been silenced, he went on, “I hope we will welcome you in church. The Methodist Church is the only building with a steeple in the entire town. I myself am not a Methodist, so I will be hiring a hall in which to bring my message of hope to the Christians there.”
By the third day of their journey, it was clear the Linden sisters had not yet been deterred from their quest—or perhaps people had simply turned once again to their own business. The train pulled into a tiny station on the hillside on the Monday afternoon following the day they had left Santa Fe, puffing great clouds of steam into the air.
The sign on the platform said BODIE. Daisy and Freddie peered out of the lowered windows, fixed in their seats by the panorama below them.
“This … is not a town, Daisy,” Freddie managed at last. “It is a …” But she could not finish, and Daisy did not blame her, for how could one describe Bodie when one could hardly take it in?
Now that they had reached their destination, the vicar was one of the first to the doors. The train gave one last huge belch of steam and three quick hoots to signal it was safe to disembark.
Daisy gathered her reticule. “We had best collect our things.”
“But where will we even begin our search?”
Daisy could not say. For in the valley below lay what seemed to be two miles of streets, houses, shacks, saloons, and hotels, laid out higgledy-piggledy as though by the hand of a drunken civil engineer … or by no hand at all. In the huge bowl in the mountains in which the town was cupped, there was not a tree to be seen from horizon to horizon, only scrub and grass, as though the land itself would murder anything that dared raise its head.
And high on the hill west of town was a series of large buildings, smokestacks, and conveyor belts that must be the mine. It dominated the landscape, reminding everyone below what their purpose was in being here.
Gold.
She doubted she had enough sticks of charcoal with her to sketch that monstrosity, even if she were tempted to commit the sight to one of the precious sheets of paper in her sketchbook.
Oh, Papa, what possessed you to come here?
But she already knew. A mistake.
For from the mists of his memory, abused by men and time and unfortunate circumstance, had surfaced a name. It was their tragedy that Bodey was not the name of this town, but of a man. The president of the university in Victoria in the Canadas who had offered him the deanship of the engineering department last year. Heaven only knew whether Dr. Bodey had given up on ever seeing Dr. Rudolf Linden, R.S.E. Having heard nothing in months and months, he had probably awarded the post to someone else.
But that was not Daisy and Freddie’s affair. Finding their father was, and had been since their arrival in the Texican Territories from England in July.
And now it was September, and while they had accomplished a number of things, finding their father had not been one of them. They were no closer than they had been when they stepped off the transatlantic airship Persephone in New York.
“Daisy, here. I will pull the traveling trunk, and you must take both valises. It seems we will have to walk down the hill into town.”
Freddie’s powers of observation, however, proved to be incorrect. For waiting outside the station was a twelve-mule team pulling an enormous wagon. Even the strait-laced man from the Reno airship had perforce to hoist himself up, trunk, valises, and all. Daisy grasped the handle of the wheeled traveling closet that had belonged to Emma Makepeace before her untimely death, and heaved it up to Freddie, who sat upon it, leaving one of the last seats on the bench for Daisy.
In the course of their quest, with each arrival in a new town, they were becoming familiar with what must be done. Find somewhere to sleep. Find a meal. Then, find someone who might have seen Papa. A simple formula.
Twenty thousand people lived—and tended to die, apparently—here in Bodie. Any one of those thousands might have seen him. Daisy refused to let the prospect cow her further. After all, she and Freddie had found clues to Papa’s whereabouts in Santa Fe, and that city held easily that number. It was simply a matter of applying logic and narrowing the field.
The road into town was wide, but pitted with rocks and potholes. The iron wheels of the wagon found every one. A young man on a steam-powered velocipede sailed past them, goggles over his eyes, a kerchief over his nose to keep out the dust, his valise tied to the handlebars. He wore a Harris tweed belted jacket that combined dark gray and green in an appealing mix. Daisy felt a moment of envy at his freedom even as she wondered where she had seen that jacket before. On the airship from Reno, perhaps? Was everyone en route to Bodie, then?
    
I HOPE you enjoyed this excerpt. Continue your adventure with this book, or get three in one set at a very reasonable price:
 
	The Matchmaker Wore Mars Yellow
	Mysterious Devices: Books 1–3

I invite you to visit shelleyadina.com to subscribe to my newsletter, browse my blog, and learn more about my books. Welcome to the flock!
Warmly,
Shelley




ALSO BY SHELLEY ADINA
STEAMPUNK
The Magnificent Devices series
Lady of Devices
Her Own Devices
Magnificent Devices
Brilliant Devices
Magnificent Devices: Books 1–4 Quartet
A Lady of Resources
A Lady of Spirit
Magnificent Devices: Books 5–6 Twin Set
A Lady of Integrity
A Gentleman of Means
Magnificent Devices: Books 7–8
Devices Brightly Shining (Christmas novella)
Fields of Air
Fields of Iron
Fields of Gold
Magnificent Devices: Books 9–12
Carrick House (novella)
Selwyn Place (novella)
Holly Cottage (novella)
Gwynn Place (novella)
Manor House Quartet
The Mysterious Devices series
The Bride Wore Constant White
The Dancer Wore Opera Rose
The Matchmaker Wore Mars Yellow
Mysterious Devices: Books 1–3
The Engineer Wore Venetian Red
The Judge Wore Lamp Black
The Professor Wore Prussian Blue
Iris (novella)
Rosa (novella)
Aster (novella)
Acorn (novella)
REGENCY ROMANCE as Charlotte Henry
The Rogue to Ruin
The Rogue Not Taken
One for the Rogue
PARANORMAL
Corsair’s Cove
Kiss on the Beach
(Corsair’s Cove Chocolate Shop 3)
Secret Spring (Corsair’s Cove Orchard 3)
Immortal Faith




ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Shelley Adina is the author of more than 40 novels published by Harlequin, Warner, Hachette, and Moonshell Books, Inc., her own independent press. She writes steampunk as Shelley Adina; as Charlotte Henry, writes classic Regency romance; and as Adina Senft, is the USA Today bestselling author of Amish women’s fiction.
She holds an MFA in Writing Popular Fiction from Seton Hill University, and is currently at work on a PhD in Creative Writing with Lancaster University in the UK. She won RWA’s RITA Award® in 2005, and was a finalist in 2006. She appeared in the 2016 documentary film Love Between the Covers, is a popular speaker and convention panelist, and has been a guest on many podcasts, including Worldshapers and Realm of Books.
When she’s not writing, Shelley is usually quilting, sewing historical costumes, or enjoying the garden with her flock of rescued chickens.
Shelley loves to talk with readers about books, chickens, and costuming!
www.shelleyadina.com
shelley@shelleyadina.com














Table of Contents
Title Page
Copyright
Contents
In this series
Introduction
Praise for Shelley Adina
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Also by Shelley Adina
About the Author


cover1.jpeg
The [53ncer
Wore
' pera R






images/00009.jpg





images/00008.jpg





images/00011.jpg





images/00010.jpg





images/00004.jpg
(9

Moonshell
Books





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg





images/00007.jpg





