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PROLOGUE
When Carolyn Saunders was a little girl, just old enough to notice everything around her, just young enough not to understand, she watched a television show that gave her nightmares. Detectives had left a criminal handcuffed and alone in an interrogation room, where he suffered an asthma attack. Wrists bound, inhaler taken away, he collapsed against the stainless-steel table and wheezed for air. His face turned puffy and red under the stark eye of a single overhead light. He died in agony. She saw his face again that night, and every night for weeks. She dreamed of the hot brick walls of the room closing in around her, the oxygen squeezing from her tiny lungs, like her head was a few inches beneath the water and she could see the air above her but she couldn’t reach it.
Decades later, flipping channels, she happened across the same show. She was amazed by how much she’d gotten wrong. The show was a comedy, the asthma attack was played for dubious laughs, and the gruesome death she was so sure she remembered was more like twenty seconds of mild discomfort. She’d even misremembered the minor details. Instead of a bilious green, the brick walls of the cramped interrogation room on TV were painted eggshell white.
That was the detail that struck her now, as she sat with her hands cuffed under the glow of a single dangling bulb. The walls were the exact shade of pea-soup green from her childhood nightmares. She wasn’t sure what impressed her more: that her captors had plucked an image from her sleeping brain and built a perfect replica to torment her with, or that they’d gone to all that trouble just for her.
A glass sat at her left hand. Water, with a miserly chunk of shriveled lemon. The stone floor thrummed under her feet, the far-off hum of massive engines roaring to life, and the lemon surfed on erratic ripples. She took a sip. Her throat was sandpaper-dry from talking.
“Happy now?” her interrogator asked.
He was a bald and hook-nosed man in a black turtleneck, openly wearing a calfskin shoulder holster. His gun was a vintage Luger. Carolyn wasn’t a gun person—she wrote fantasy novels for a living—but everybody knew what that long and thin-nosed pistol looked like: it was the weapon favored by every Nazi in the movies. That detail, too, she suspected was a deliberate affectation.
“I’d be happier if I was home in bed, curled up with a good book.”
He sat across from her and spread his hands, taking in the room. Drawing her eye to the green paint.
“Are we not gracious hosts? You’re wearing on our patience, Ms. Saunders. We brought you here to answer one very specific, very simple question, and you’ve spent the last two hours talking about everything but.”
She took a deep breath and let it out in a tired sigh. “Because you have to know where they came from. The forces that shaped them, the decisions they made—”
“I realize you generally write about wizards and dragons and unicorns”—he wriggled his fingers at her, mocking—“but we brought you here to solve a murder.”
He laid his hands flat on the table.
“God is dead,” he told her. “Vanessa Roth and Marie Reinhart are responsible. We want to know how.”
She sipped her water. Making him wait for it.
“You’re one of those people who reads the last chapter first, aren’t you?” She stared at him over the rim of her glass. “All right. Back to the story of the Witch and her Knight. When last we left them, Nessa and Marie were on the run. Fugitives, wanted for the murder of Nessa’s husband. At this point they had learned of the curse they were under: they were doomed to an endless cycle of death and reincarnation, across countless parallel worlds. They meet, they fall in love, and they die, only to be reborn with their memories burned away.”
“But they didn’t know why,” he said.
“Not yet, no. Marie had abandoned her badge and her loyalty to the law, reunited with her liege after a lifetime of searching. She found the true source of her power as a knight, pledging her life to her lover’s service.”
The interrogator snorted. Carolyn tilted her head.
“You don’t approve?” she asked.
“It’s absurd. Power—real power—comes from dominating others. Taking what you want and making them serve you. The Roth woman, at least, I can understand.”
“I very much doubt that you can,” Carolyn said. “If you did, we wouldn’t be in this situation. But as for Nessa, her husband’s treason—his failed attempt to poison her, then gaslight her into committing suicide—pushed her over the edge. Past the brink, down in the dark abyss of her heart, she found herself. Her true nature. And she embraced it.”
“The Owl,” her interrogator said. “But you already told me about—”
“Indeed. With a prodigy’s aptitude for witchcraft and a taste for cruelty. She set out to punish everyone who had conspired against her, leaving quite the trail of bodies in her wake. And she was just getting warmed up. A warning from one of her previous incarnations gave her and Marie a quest: to find Wisdom’s Grave, the wellspring of magic. If there was any weapon powerful enough to break their curse, that’s where they would find it.”
“But they had no idea where to start looking. And again, you already—”
“No,” Carolyn said. “And time wasn’t on their side. Beyond the police hunting for them, as well as the agents of a secretive—and highly illegal—government black-ops program, Nessa’s father-in-law had sworn vengeance for the death of his son. A contract, circulated from coast to coast, put a bounty on their heads. And the hunters it attracted were…not human.”
“What are you doing?” he said.
“Meaning?”
“This.” He waved his hand at her. “Repeating yourself. You literally told me all of this ten minutes ago, before I went to get the water you asked for.”
“When I’m writing a sequel,” Carolyn said, “I like to start with a recap of important events. It’s considerate to the audience.”
“Your only audience is me.”
The corner of her mouth twitched, offering the faintest ghost of a smile.
“Are you sure?” she asked him.
He picked up his pencil and rapped it against a yellow legal pad. He had the bitter, screwed-tight face of a man who held a royal flush and still felt like he was losing the game.
“Let me repeat myself, then,” he said. “One word of a lie, one single word, and we’ll know. At which point this discussion will move to a much less pleasant room, a few doors down the hall. We built it just for you.”
Her smile faded and her lips went tight. She reached deep for a little bravado to get her through this ordeal, feeling the razor-wire tightrope under her feet.
“Let me guess,” Carolyn said. “Room 101 at the Ministry of Love? Steel walls and a wire cage with rats in it?”
“No.” The corners of his eyes crinkled. “The bedroom of your uncle’s summer house, in Michigan.”
She tried to inhale. The air wouldn’t come. An invisible fist squeezed her lungs, strangling her from the inside. Her hands clenched, wrists straining against her cuffs, and she closed her eyes as she fought to breathe.
When she found her voice again, the best she could manage was a whisper. “Bastard.”
“Now that we’ve established things can only get worse from here,” he said, “continue the story.”
She inhaled for a count of four. Exhaled for a count of four. She opened her eyes and fixed him with a gaze made of cold steel.
“Once upon a time,” she said, “a wicked witch and her loyal knight set out upon a quest. But Wisdom’s Grave eluded them, so they started in the only place they could think of. Just south of the kingdom of New York City, in a humble village along the windswept coast…”



Act I
Foxes and Hounds



ONE
We have allies among the dead, Nessa thought.
The stolen Hyundai rattled as they turned onto a highway off-ramp, the wheel tight in Marie’s hands. They’d been driving for an hour and she’d spent most of it with her eyes on the rearview mirror. Nessa sat in dour silence and contemplated their ghostly accomplices.
She knew she was being melodramatic. There was no reason to think they were being guided by literal spirits. All the same, they weren’t alone. She cast a glance to the back seat, where her black mirror—the wooden frame engraved with astronomical signs and sigils of Renaissance alchemy—lay wrapped in an old, fuzzy blanket. Someone had sent it to her just in time to relay the most important message of her and Marie’s lives. A message from a previous incarnation of herself, warning them that they were fated to die.
Then there was her grimoire. She remembered spotting it in a used bookstore in SoHo. The cover had been propped at the perfect angle for the faded gold leaf of the title, Games for the Cunning, to catch the light and dazzle her eyes. Deliberately, she knew now. When she finally completed the spell of initiation—ritually murdering the embodiment of all she was and all she hated inside of herself—the encoded pages of the book transformed before her eyes. Welcome, Nessa, the book read, I knew you would succeed.

Don’t look so surprised. I wrote this book just for you!


We will meet when the time is right.

Now would be good, Nessa thought. Someone out there wanted them to succeed, just not enough to show their face. An invisible presence, pulling strings from a safe distance.
If there was one thing Nessa despised, it was being treated like a puppet. Her husband and her doctor had learned that the hard way. So had twenty or so of her husband’s murderous friends. When Nessa closed her eyes, she smelled the odor of spilled blood and terror sweat wafting across the ruins of the Vandemere Zoo. She could hear the fading echoes of the carnage, the agonized screams of the dying.
That put a smile on her face.
Marie’s gaze flicked to the rearview. An SUV was coming up behind them fast and she shifted lanes to let it pass.
“We need to get rid of this car,” she said.
“I’m entertaining all suggestions.”
“About a year ago,” Marie said, “Tony and I were part of a temporary task force, cleaning up a ring of chop shops in the city. A lot of the info we got we ended up passing to the authorities in Jersey, because the trail of parts pointed across the state line. I remember a couple of the dealers on the suspect list. One’s in Asbury Park, not too far from where I grew up, so I know the lay of the land there. Thought we might go see a man about a new set of wheels.”
Nessa eyed her, curious. “Are you comfortable with that?”
“What part of it?”
“Dealing with criminals.”
She didn’t answer right away. Marie’s hands held tight on the wheel and she stared straight ahead, into the gray distance. Last night’s storm was at their back, the horizon black and roiling like a razor line of smoke.
“I’m not a cop anymore.”
“I know,” Nessa said. “I’m asking how you feel about that.”
She heard a twinge of uncertainty in her own voice. Realizing, as she spoke the words, what she was really worried about. Marie had sacrificed everything—her career, her safety, her old life—to flee at Nessa’s side. Less than twelve hours ago she’d been abducted, tortured, hunted for sport, beaten, and brutalized. Anyone would have second thoughts after that.
Anyone might leave after that.
Marie reached over and placed her hand, warm and firm, over Nessa’s. She gave a little squeeze.
“I’m right where I want to be,” she said, answering the real question. Nessa sank into a warm bath of reassurance.
“How do you do that?” she asked.
“Do what?”
“Know exactly what I need,” Nessa said.
Marie turned her head toward Nessa. The purple splotch of a bruise glistened on her jaw. She was stiff when she moved, probably from the tape wound tight around her ribs. Still, she wore a faint smile, and she offered Nessa a wink.
“Centuries of practice,” she said.
Asbury Park squatted on the Jersey Shore. It was a summer town. Summer people came, and summer people went, and the rest of the year the town sat and waited and rusted away. This was a slate-sky day in early spring, and the empty boardwalk sliced out across the choppy waters of the ocean like a border wall, separating the salty gray air from the depths below. Hotels lined the coast. Some stood tall but dark and silent. A couple teetered on broken foundations, their faces caved in by the wake of Superstorm Sandy and now, years later, left abandoned to the mercies of the ocean winds and the beach rats.
A sign by the road read We Are Stronger Than The Storm. Marie checked the street signs, flicked the turn signal, and headed west.
*     *     *
The used-car lot bordered an abandoned fairground on the outskirts of the city. The wind caught an empty bag of potato chips and sent it rolling across broken asphalt like an urban tumbleweed. A plastic marquee out front promised deals with no money down and U Could Drive Away 2Day!
Marie wasn’t so sure. She and Nessa stood in a wasteland of cars one step removed from a junkyard, and she’d have been amazed if half of them could make it down the block before they choked and died. The sole salesman—and, she guessed, proprietor—poked his head out of the combination office-garage and looked amazed to see real, living people on his lot, with cash on hand and looking to buy.
Some cash, anyway. Before their flight from the city, Nessa had hit a string of ATMs and pulled out all the money she could on her and her husband’s debit cards. They had about fifteen hundred dollars. Neither she nor Marie could show their faces in a bank or buy anything with a credit card, not while they were wanted for murder, so they’d just have to make it work.
The car dealer was a poppet of a man, short and wide with flappy arms and a glistening bald head, and it took Marie about thirty seconds to get on his level. She knew the language of the streets, the cadence of the black market. She just never thought she’d be sinking down in it, like one of the criminals she used to hunt.
“You come highly recommended by a gentleman in Jersey City,” she told him. “Name’s fuzzy—I don’t remember names too well, like I won’t remember yours when we leave—but it started with a B, ended in an I.”
“I believe I know that name,” he said, sizing her and Nessa up. “And if I were to call that man and ask him about you?”
“He’d say he never heard of us,” Marie replied. She didn’t elaborate. He could draw whatever conclusions he wanted.
“See, that’s the sorta thing that might make me nervous.”
“Then you should make us happy,” Nessa said, “so we go away and you never have to see us again.”
He sized up the Hyundai, doing a quick walk-around. Then he told Marie to pull it into the garage. They talked while he plucked out a pocket tool and unscrewed the plates. The word stolen was never spoken out loud.
“We’re shopping for something sturdy and clean,” Marie said. “Doesn’t have to be pretty, but it needs to get us from point A to point B.”
He looked over his shoulder at her and dropped a screw onto the trunk. “Where’s point B?”
“We’re still figuring that out.”
“You’re running,” he said. “Second I laid eyes on you two, I knew you were runners. You got that look about you. Like you’re not desperate, not yet, but you know what desperate tastes like. So, you running from, or running to?”
“Little of both,” Marie said. “Does it matter?”
“Just makin’ conversation.”
She politely rebuffed his attempts until he led them around the side of the garage. A white whale rotted away under the sun’s cloud-smeared eye, flecked with rust like the liver spots on an old woman’s hands. The car was long and wide, with a bug-spattered grill and an aftermarket tint job that turned the windows into blocks of primeval amber.
“This is what you need,” he said. “She’s a ’98 Cadillac Eldorado, only seventy-four thousand miles on her and clean paperwork. Well, clean if you don’t squint too hard, but beggars can’t be choosers.”
Nessa folded her arms. “We aren’t beggars. And this car looks like it’s on its last legs. Or wheels.”
“Looks like,” he said with a carnival barker’s grin. “But don’t let the outside fool you; you can’t kill an Eldorado. Baby’s got a Northstar V8 under the hood. What you got here is a battering ram made from pure Detroit steel. Get her up to seventy miles an hour, and nothing short of a tank is gonna slow her down. It’s a point-A-to-point-B ride.”
Marie rested her fingertips on the hood, like she could commune with the engine beneath. The metal felt sturdy, solid, warm to the touch. Like a marathon runner past her prime, aching for one last race.
“How much?” she asked.
He jerked his head toward the wall of the garage. “You let me take that Hyundai off your hands, add another twelve hundred in cash, and we can call it a deal.”
She and Nessa shared a glance.
“Seven hundred,” Nessa said.
“Nine,” he said, “and that’s my take-it-or-leave-it price.”
Nessa opened her wallet.
“We’ll take it.”
They couldn’t fill out the sale paperwork under either of their real names—Nessa told him to sign it to “Dorothy Clutterbuck”—and taking it over to a DMV was out of the question, but the cardboard dealer plates would tide them over for now. As long as they didn’t get pulled over, they’d be fine. So Marie watched the speedometer instead of the rearview as they drove away in their new car, keeping it at a steady five miles over the speed limit. The Eldorado handled like a boat, stiff with a heavy sway in its tail, but the engine purred strong and steady.
“So where now?” she asked.
“That’s the million-dollar question.” Nessa shifted in the passenger seat and cast an irritated look out the window. “We know we need to find Wisdom’s Grave. My predecessor was very firm on that point. It could only be, oh, anywhere in the entire universe. Needle in a cosmic haystack. It’s clear she knew more about witchcraft than I do; I think she took for granted that I’d be at her level of skill when we received her message. Flattering, and of course I’d have high standards for myself, but still. If there was only some way we could see more.”
Marie thought back to the long, terrible night she’d just survived. To the feeling of the cold steel bands strapping her down, the electrodes pasted to her chest and temples as Savannah Cross powered up her “nerve induction synthesizer.”
In the space of an hour or two, Marie had been subjected to more physical trauma than any human being could possibly survive, piped directly into her brain stem. She felt her left eyelid twitch, an uncontrollable tic, as she relived it in her mind. The torture wasn’t what drew her back. It was the flashes of insight between the bouts of agony, and the Other—the vision of herself in sleek knightly armor—who came to comfort her through the worst of it.
“I think maybe we can,” she said.
“Tell me.”
“Ink,” Marie said. “Savannah told me she created it. It’s not just a designer drug, there’s something magical about it. She dosed me with a syringe before she started interrogating me, and I saw…things. Memories, but not my memories.”
“Your past lives,” Nessa said.
“Some of them. I was thinking, what if we tried again, but more”—she paused, searching for a way to phrase it—“focused? Maybe we could use the mirror and call up the message again, while I’m under the influence, and see if it jars anything loose in my head.”
“Too risky,” Nessa said. “We still don’t know what ink was created for. Certainly nothing good. I don’t like putting you in danger like that.”
“Have you got a better idea?”
Nessa drummed her fingers on the armrest.
“No,” she said. “Let’s head into town. I’ll need some supplies.”



TWO
Down in a small tangle of streets, along a narrow road far from the tourist traps and antique shops, Nessa found what she was looking for. The sign out front read Spirit Harbor Metaphysical Supplies, and the kitschy clutter beyond the shop door lived up to the name. Long tables sported loose stones in a scatter of colors and tiny cards talked up their metaphysical qualities. Amethyst for spiritual awareness, hematite for grounding and protection. Another display displayed incense burners painted with stars or the images of Egyptian and Hindu gods, and baggies of dried herbs dangled from long wall pegs. Marie eyed a rack of tarot cards, from classic and faded yellow packs to oversize decks with images of fairies and cat-headed witches.
“So how much of this stuff is real?” Marie asked, keeping her voice low. “I mean, how much of it really works?”
“Think of it like an art supply store,” Nessa said. “A box of oil paints is just a thing. It doesn’t do anything on its own. A novice might buy that paint and create a few haphazard smears or a stick figure. A mistress of the art could pick up her brush, place those exact same oils on her palette, and paint the Mona Lisa.”
“Spoken like a woman who knows her craft,” said the clerk behind the counter. She was young, in her early twenties, with her hair in tight dark ringlets and her fingernails coated in a rainbow of glitter paint. “I’m Monique. Haven’t seen you around before.”
Nessa turned her way. Two fingers pushed the round, owlish lenses of her glasses higher on her nose.
“I’m not Rembrandt, but I can paint. And we’re visiting from out of town, just passing through. Marie, why don’t you go browse while I talk to the nice lady?”
She stepped up to the glass case that served as a counter. Her fingertips hovered over the print-smeared glass, just shy of touching. A spread of mystic clutter—a brass tiara with a crescent moon decoration, a fake skull inlaid with gilt, a spray of dried wildflowers—filled the space between them.
“I need a few things,” Nessa told her. “For starters, herbs. Fresh herbs. Wormwood, vervain, eyebright, and mugwort.”
Monique lifted one eyebrow. “That’s a wash for a scrying mirror.”
“You know your craft too. Good. Do you have it?”
She gave Nessa a quick look up and down. Then she nodded. “In back. In fact, give me fifteen minutes, throw in an extra twenty bucks, and I can mix it up here and now. I’ve got a hot plate and a copper pan just for that kind of job.”
“Deal.” Nessa made a mental shopping list. She hadn’t been able to go back home in the wake of their escape from the Vandemere Zoo. All of her tools, all of her supplies—save for her spell book and the black mirror—had to be left behind. “A pentacle stone would be nice, if you have it. Something small, compact, for altar work on the go.”
“Got a few in polystone, but you don’t want ’em. That resin stuff doesn’t hold up to serious work. How do you feel about iron?”
“Show me.”
The disk, about the width of two hands pressed side by side, clanked onto the counter. The heavy, dusky metal bore a five-pointed star inside a single perfect circle.
“No frills, no gimmicks,” Monique said. “Got a feeling you like it that way.”
“Correct.”
Nessa’s gaze drifted to a display at the counter’s edge. Dull knives with pentagram-inscribed pommels and hilts wrapped in faux deerskin dangled from the arms of a small rack. An index card below read Handcrafted Authentic Wiccan Athames, $79 ea.
“I also need a knife,” Nessa said. “But not one of those.”
Monique followed her gaze and curled her lip. “Yeah, I got you covered.”
She rummaged behind the counter, digging through a shoebox. She found what she was looking for and set it down next to the iron disk. It was a knife, about the length of a pencil, with a thin shaft of mahogany ending in a short blade that flared like a leaf cast in steel.
“It’s an artavus,” Monique said. “A quill knife, done up special, like in the old books. You see how the steel is curved?”
“It has an unusual tilt to it.”
“That’s so it cuts only as deep as you aim, and no deeper. This is a knife with one and one purpose only.” Monique looked Nessa in the eye. “Bloodletting.”
“You don’t offer this to all your first-time customers,” Nessa said.
“I do not.”
They shared a moment of quiet rapport. Nessa weighed her next move, then spoke.
“One more thing. You might not be able to help with this one, but I thought I’d ask. Like I said, we’re from out of town. Our scrying experiment is going to need…a little bit extra.”
“A chemical incentive,” Monique said.
“Something to put a bit of spice in the gas tank.”
“Lot of people are playing with that ‘ink’ stuff these days,” Monique said. “Some folks swear by it, say they can see into other worlds when they’re tripping. Feels like playing with fire to me. I don’t like to mess with my own head, the occasional bit of herb notwithstanding.”
“Probably the best policy,” Nessa replied. “I just figured I’d ask.”
Monique shot a glance at the front door of the shop. Her left hand inched across the glass counter, toward Nessa.
“Said I don’t use it. Didn’t say I don’t have any.”
She cupped her fingers to one side, flashing a thin plastic baggie. Inside, a couple of black grains, like spiky pearls, glistened. Nessa reached over. Their fingers brushed, a jolt of static electricity jumping from skin to skin, as she palmed the baggie and made it disappear.
“You be careful,” Monique told her.
*     *     *
After the new customers left with their purchases, all wrapped in newspaper and bagged up for safekeeping, Monique watched their car pull away from the curb. Then she flipped the Closed sign and locked the door.
She stepped into the cluttered back room. An old phone hung on the wall, a beige plastic shell straight from the eighties. The old plastic cord kinked and twisted as Monique unhooked the receiver and dialed a number she knew by heart.
It rang three times, then clicked. An expectant silence hovered on the other end of the line. Monique tugged on the silver chain around her throat, fishing out a pendant concealed beneath the neck of her T-shirt. Her thumb ran over the hard curves of a small antique key.
“They were just here,” she said. “You were right. They bought supplies for a scrying spell and a few odds and ends. They didn’t ask for a mirror, though.”
“They still have the Oberlin Glass, then,” said the Lady in Red. “Good. You’ve done well, my daughter.”
Her voice drifted over the receiver, close, skin-close, like she was standing at Monique’s shoulder and whispering straight into her ear. Monique felt a puff of hot breath on her earlobe. Her eyelids fluttered shut.
“Thank you, my queen.”
“Guard yourself,” the Lady said. “It was a need for close refuge, and Marie’s familiarity with the town, that drew them to Asbury Park. Simple deduction, not magic, told me they might cross your doorstep. Others will be hunting them, and they may easily draw the same connections I did.”
“I’ll be ready for them. I won’t fail you.”
“I know,” the Lady replied.
The line clicked and went silent. Monique hung up the phone. She walked back to the front of the shop, flipped the sign, and unlocked the door. Then she stood behind the glass counter and waited for the hunters to arrive.



THREE
Scottie Pierce woke to birdsong and the earthy smell of peat. Light filtered through the skeletal arms of dead and rotting pine trees. He squinted, trying to focus, head swimming. He was lying down, on a…log? A fallen log, bark rough and scratchy against his back.
A thick coil of rope lashed around his forearms and his stomach, binding him to the log. Another coil snared his ankles. The lean, lantern-jawed man squirmed against the ropes.
“Aw, hey,” he groaned, trying to remember how he got here. “C’mon, no—”
A shadow loomed over him. The woman, swaddled from head to toe in strips of gray and black rags like a mummy coated in crematory ash, made bone-clicking sounds as her head lolled to one side. Under the hood of her cloak, a strip of rag fell away and bared a single jet-black eye.
“Don’t say no to me, Scottie. Never say no to me.”
“Dr. Cross? The hell are you doing? What is this?”
Savannah Cross swayed, serpentine, under her rags and cloak. Her spine rattled like a handful of dice shaken in a twitchy hand.
“Makeshift operating table. We’re in the barrens of New Jersey. Options were limited.”
“Why am I tied up?” he asked, already dreading the answer.
“In case you woke up before I was finished,” she said. She nodded toward his right hand.
She had peeled his bandages off. Seeing the stumps of his fingers, caked in scabs and dried blood, brought the pain surging back. He’d had her. The cop, Reinhart. The bitch who’d gunned down his best friend. He’d had her dead to rights, but then he’d gotten overconfident. Just for a heartbeat. A heartbeat was all it took.
Savannah showed him what she’d been working on while he was out cold. She’d gathered slender bundles of small twigs and bound them with twine. The stout white thread twisted in intricate patterns, creating elaborate joints. On each of the three bundles, the twigs on one end had been sharpened to points like tiny spears.
“You’re useless to me if you can’t fight,” she told him. “So I made new fingers for you.”
He squirmed harder now. A bead of cold sweat dripped down his temple, tickling its way into his hair.
“I—I don’t think that’s gonna work. Look, it’s fine. I can use my left, it’s—” His voice rose as she took hold of his hand. “No, c’mon, no no no—”
She took the spear end of the first bundle, pressed it against the stump of his severed index finger, and pushed. Scottie’s words shattered into a shriek of pain as the twigs punctured the wound and slid into the stump. Blood guttered free, trickling down the side of the log. Savannah gave the twigs a hard twist and turned his raw flesh to mangled pulp.
“Jesus,” he screamed, “you crazy fucking bitch. Stop it!”
Her single, mad eye glared at him.
“You’re doing this all wrong,” she said.
“Doing what? What am I supposed to be doing? Why are you—”
He howled as the second bundle of twigs impaled his hand. Slower this time. She rocked it back and forth in the stump of his middle finger while she studied his face. Scottie slammed the back of his head against the log and gritted his teeth until his jaw shook.
“You’re supposed to like it when I hurt you,” she told him.
“Why,” he panted, once he could find his breath again, “why in fuck would you think that? What are you even talking about?”
She held up the third and final bundle, her “finger” of twigs and twine, and poked him in the chest with it.
“I explained my methodology. To catch the witch and her knight, we must become the witch and her knight. And”—she poked him again to emphasize each word—“you. Are. Doing. It. Wrong. You’re supposed to be devoted to me. You’re supposed to be in love with me. You’re supposed to want to make me happy.”
He closed his eyes. The pain in his hand had faded from a roaring inferno to a throbbing, crackling fire.
“Look,” he breathed, “I agreed to this partnership so I could get some payback for Richard. I said I’d back you up. I said I’d fight for you. I didn’t ask you to tie me to a damn tree and torture me.”
Her eye narrowed to an icy slit. A hand, gloved in black lace, slithered from under her cloak. The blade of a scalpel caught the sunlight and gleamed.
The sorcerer-scientist had been a raving lunatic before she went ten rounds with Nessa Roth. Whatever her boss had done to her in the aftermath, hauling her back from death’s doorstep, her mind had healed just like her body: broken, twisted, but stronger and more ferocious than before.
“So ask me now,” she told him. “In fact…beg me for it.”
“What?”
“Either you’re a suitable knight or you aren’t. If you aren’t, this experiment has run its course. And in that case, I don’t need you for anything but spare parts.”
She leaned close as the edge of the scalpel caressed Scottie’s cheek. Her hot breath gusted over his face, carrying the mingled scents of fresh wildflowers and rotten meat.
“If that’s what Vanessa Roth desired, Marie Reinhart would do it without hesitation. So say it. Ask me to torture you.”
He flinched, turning his head to one side. The scalpel followed. It traced the curve of his cheekbone, edging closer to his left eye, as his heart pounded against his ribs.
“Okay, fine—”
“Please,” Savannah said. “Be polite, now.”
“Please,” he said through gritted teeth, “please torture me.”
He squeezed his eyes shut, one cheek scraping the dead bark. He felt the scalpel follow the contour of his eyelid. A little more pressure behind the blade now, a hair away from slicing in.
“I don’t know if I believe you, Scottie. You need to make me believe you.”
“I—I really want it, okay?” he stammered. “I really, honestly do. I want you to torture me.”
The blade pulled away. He almost let out the breath he’d been holding. Then she touched the sharpened bundle of twigs against his third finger stump.
“There,” she said. “Was that really so hard? Let’s get back to work.”
She took her time with this one. The twigs punctured scabs and bloody skin, tearing through, rocking slowly back and forth inside the wound as she speared them into his flesh. A stream of tears joined the sweat slicking his face as he thrashed against the ropes. She spoke to him in the space between his screams. She wanted him to say how much he loved it. He did. She ordered him to thank her. He did.
He passed out at one point, swallowed into blessed oblivion. She waited for him to wake up.
“Good,” she said as he opened his eyes. “Now we can finish the procedure. I didn’t want you to miss one second of it, seeing as you asked so nicely.”
*     *     *
Scottie sat on the log, elbows on his knees, pale and shaking. Savannah loomed at his shoulder like the shadow of death. He’d thought about jumping her when she untied him. He’d also thought about running.
“Just so you know,” she told him in mid-decision, “I can hear your thoughts now. So you should try hard to think really nice things about me, all right?”
That put an end to his plans of rebellion. For the moment.
“Aren’t you going to try them?” she asked.
“Try what?”
“My present. Your new fingers.”
He stared at his throbbing, mutilated hand. Blood from his wounds gloved it to the wrist, burgundy red. He thought about making a fist and—
—the twig bundles moved. They flexed, creaking, moving just like his good fingers did. He held his hand up and turned it, slowly, as his eyes went wide. He could feel them.
“They…they work.”
When Marie took his fingers, he thought she’d taken everything from him. Years in one gym after another, day in and day out, studying the arts of kendo and iaijutsu—the sword had been his lifelong passion, and he thought he’d never hold one again.
He had his blade hand back. He was back. Fresh tears welled in his eyes, not from the pain this time.
Savannah set her lace-gloved hands on his shoulders.
“Of course they work, silly. What did you think, I jammed sticks into your wounds just for fun?” Her breath, carrying a whisper, was warm against his ear. “That’s the sort of thing a crazy person would do.”
*     *     *
“It was my great-grandfather’s,” George Watanabe said.
He eyed the visitor to his home with nervous curiosity. There was something…off about the lantern-jawed man, some frenetic excitement that made George wonder if he was on drugs. The fact that he wore a pair of expensive leather driving gloves and never took them off, on a warm day in springtime, was another odd detail. Still, he was well-dressed and well-spoken, and he’d rolled up to the curb in a sleek silver 7-Series BMW. He clearly had some money to throw around.
Scottie stood in the middle of the den, fixated on the katana in his hands. His gloved fingers flexed around the long hilt, woven in strands of sapphire blue with a pattern of ridged diamonds. The hand guard was an elaborate wheel of silver, with hard-edged geometry that lashed out from the hilt like lightning bolts frozen in time. He turned the sword to catch the overhead lights along the blade.
“I wouldn’t be selling it,” George said, “but my job…they outsourced our whole department. Didn’t even give us a week’s notice.”
Scottie squared his footing, dropping into a kendo stance with one knee slightly bent. He tested the weight of the blade and ran his tongue over his teeth.
“After the surrender,” George said, talking just to fill the uncomfortable silence, “MacArthur ordered everyone in the country to turn in their swords. Thousands were melted down or dumped into the ocean. We weren’t allowed to own them again until the fifties. This one my family hid. It’s a rare piece.”
“Your great-grandfather would have chosen to kill himself over selling this. You know that, right?”
George flinched.
“I…I don’t have a choice. We need the money.”
Scottie didn’t look at him. He addressed the sword. “Are you familiar with tameshigiri?”
George shook his head, mute.
“‘Test cut.’ The system of proving a katana’s potency. In the Edo period, there were all kinds of ways to test a blade. They’d see if it could cut through layers of tatami mats, tightly packed straw…bodies, too.”
“Bodies?” George asked.
“Oh, yeah. They used convicted criminals. See, a proper katana should be able to slice a man in half, from shoulder to hip, in a single strike. Makes sense, right? I mean, this is a weapon of war. If it can’t perform under test conditions, it won’t cut it—pardon the pun—on the battlefield.”
“It was a different time, I guess.” George ran a finger along the inside of his shirt collar. “We were thinking five thousand dollars? I mean, it’s a museum-quality piece.”
Scottie grinned at him, meeting his eyes for the first time since he’d unsheathed the sword.
“Museum? Oh, no. My man, no. This is too good for a museum. You know who goes to museums? Poor people, like you. No, this is a weapon of war. And I happen to be in the middle of one.”
George took a halting step back, pushed by the manic fervor in Scottie’s voice. “A war?”
“I’m a real-life action hero, just like in the movies. See, this corrupt cop murdered my best friend. Then she cut off my fingers.” He held up his hand, gloved in fine-stitched leather, and flexed his fingers. “I got better. Forget about it. Anyway, now I’m on a righteous rampage of revenge, out to take down the bad guys. Every action hero needs a signature weapon, like Indy’s whip or Bond’s Walther PPK. And this one…this one’s going to be mine.”
“We were thinking,” George said again as a bead of cold sweat trickled down his forehead, “five thousand?”
“Hold on, now. First things first. Like any good samurai, I need to verify this blade’s quality.”
Scottie pivoted on the ball of his foot, turning to face him, and raised the katana high in a two-handed grip.
“Let’s give it a test cut.”
*     *     *
Scottie hummed a happy tune as he tossed a long, black nylon gym bag into the passenger seat of his BMW. The sapphire-blue hilt of the katana poked out from one unzipped end. In the back seat, a pile of moldy rags rustled to life. Savannah sat up behind him and her single black eye loomed in the rearview mirror.
“Did you get what you needed?”
“Absolutely,” he said. He stepped on the brake pedal, pushed the ignition button, and the engine hummed to life. “So where now?”
Her lace-wrapped hand brandished a long metal box on a rubber-coated handle. The front of the device was shot through with cracks, the electronic readout flickering under a wash of blue and gold static.
“I’ve modified my life-wave detector. Before, when we had Detective Reinhart in custody, it couldn’t perceive her. But I’ve realized the flaw in my design. It’s the ink, you see. It’s not just a drug, Scottie. It’s the lifeblood of the universe. We are connected. And by adopting the mantle of the Witch, I move my occult resonance into a sympathetic spectrum.”
He pulled away from the curb and tried to keep his thoughts under careful control.
“Uh-huh,” he said.
She tilted the box. It let out an ear-piercing squawk, a blast of feedback that sounded like a chorus of agonized screams trapped beyond a wall of white noise. Scottie ducked his head and clapped one hand to his ear.
“I’ve been feeding it my blood,” Savannah said. “Teaching it. It will tell us where to go. Drive south.”



FOUR
Marie and Nessa strolled the boardwalk. They had one suitcase between them, a rolling carry-on that trailed in Marie’s grip, and the car swap had drained most of their ready cash. Marie felt their time running out. It was late afternoon and the dark, choppy waters were rushing in fast and cold, clawing at the edge of the sand. At their feet, the ocean reclaimed its dominion, while above, the sky was a blank and cloudless slate. An odor of sea salt and rot hung in the air.
Not many people out today. A few tourists, snapping photos of the horizon, a couple of mothers pushing strollers along the weathered wooden slats. To their left, hotels stretched the length of the beach. Faded facades with forgotten names, most of them, still closed for the season or closed forever.
Marie had a head full of monsters. They slithered, serpentine, in the dark recesses of her mind and fed on her anxiety. They taunted her with visions of prison, of spending the rest of her life in a solitary cell, slowly losing her mind. Senator Roth had orchestrated his revenge with practiced skill, pulling political strings to get the law on his side. He wanted her and Nessa dead—no, worse than dead—for what they’d done to his son. If the authorities caught up with them, there’d be no escape.
And if they took the clean way out, with a bullet? That would be even worse. They’d lived a hundred lifetimes, maybe more, trapped in this insane curse. Reborn, with their memories seared blank, on a hundred parallel worlds. They’d meet, they’d fall in love…then they’d be murdered. Live. Love. Die. Repeat. They’d caught a lucky break and learned the truth this time. If they failed to break the curse, they may never get another chance. And they’d suffer, and die, and repeat, for all eternity.
Here was the anger. Her oldest, most faithful companion. The fear faded away as the fury rose, simmering in the pit of her stomach, starting to boil. Hell with them. Roth and his political puppets, the law, spirits and monsters, and anyone else who stood in their way. She’d take them all on.
“We are not going to die here,” she said.
Nessa took her hand.
“No,” Nessa replied. “We’re not.”
The Ambassador’s name curled in ornate script, above a ragged awning of green and gold. The five-story hotel drooped on the boardwalk’s edge like a candle snuffed before it could melt all the way down. Its eaves sagged, windows hung off-kilter, once-vibrant emerald paint peeled in flakes to expose the wooden bones beneath. The lights were on, and the revolving door squeaked as it spun to invite them into the lobby. A musty smell hung in the air, clinging to the peeling wallpaper and the old, dirt-smudged rug.
The Ambassador charged sixty dollars for a night’s stay, with ID and a credit-card deposit in case of damages. Nessa rounded it up to a hundred in cash, and the clerk behind the desk forgot about the rest. He checked them in as Mrs. and Mrs. Doe.
Their room was on three. Bare bones, but they weren’t there for the amenities. They just needed privacy for a few hours, to do their work. Nessa slid the Oberlin Glass from their luggage and unwrapped it, laying the black mirror flat on the flowered bedspread.
“No guarantees this will actually work,” she said.
“I know,” Marie said, reciting Nessa’s mantra. “Witchcraft is an art, not a science.”
Nessa rubbed her chin and studied the glass. “Still, anything we can get, the tiniest clue to point the way, is more than we have right now. Okay. Take your shoes off, get comfy, and try to relax while I prepare the rite.”
Marie lay down on the bedspread. She stared up at the eggshell-white ceiling, her eyes drawn to a smear of dirt in one corner of the room, and took slow, deep breaths. Beside her, Nessa sat cross-legged on the mattress with the mirror before her. She took a plastic spray bottle she’d bought at the metaphysical supply store, with flaky herbs floating in a watery brine, and squeezed the trigger a few times. The nozzle hissed, wetting down the onyx glass. The faint scent of vinegar kissed the musty air.
Nessa wiped the glass down with some folded tissues from the bathroom. The glistening fluid streaked, drawn out in swirling lines like waves upon a frozen midnight sea. All the while she whispered a chant in a language Marie didn’t understand. Soft syllables rolled in peaks and valleys. Waves of sound.
She sat up, positioning herself on the opposite side of the glass. Nessa didn’t tell her to do it, it just felt right, like the chant had called to her. Nessa wore a pleased look in her eyes. She kept up the rhythm, building now, faster, and passed Marie a plastic baggie.
The two grains of ink sat nestled inside, spiky and black as the mirror between their knees. The chemicals seemed to pulse in time with Nessa’s sibilant whispers, throbbing on every second and fourth beat. Marie shook the grains out into her open palm. She hesitated.
She’d lost her badge, her career, everything she’d ever stood for, and she was at peace with that. All the same, this felt like a bridge too far. Ink was the creation of a ruthless, murderous drug cartel; they’d killed innocents, massacred her fellow officers. How could she think any good would come of this? She curled her fingers, tempted to crush the tiny, throbbing grains into dust.
“These are the tools of the enemy,” she whispered.
Yes, Nessa replied. But she couldn’t have. She was still chanting, her lips moving to the steady flowing patter of her spell. Her voice, a second voice, echoed inside of Marie’s mind as their eyes met.
To employ the tools of the enemy, Nessa explained, to corrupt them, subvert them, and use them against their makers, is a tenet of witchcraft. There is no weapon they can forge that we cannot steal and hold to their throats. You only have to make one simple choice.
Do you want to be too good, and too pure, for such tactics? Nessa’s eyes asked the question as her voice wrapped silken tendrils around Marie’s mind. Or do you want to win, and tear our oppressors down?
Marie opened her mouth and set the grains under her tongue.
She felt them melt, and her thoughts melted with them. The occult drug ignited in her bloodstream and lit her veins up like gasoline. She looked down and saw herself without skin, without bones, just a network of glowing blood trails in the shape of a woman.
She looked to the mirror. The waves were in motion now, and the onyx glass had become a pool. It yawned, growing, tilting, stretching out before her.
She clasped her hands, took a deep breath, and dove in. She hit the warm, black waters and they swallowed her whole.
*     *     *
Marie woke with a sudden start. She was sitting in a stiff-backed wooden chair. She’d expected the warm glow of afternoon light, pressing against the hotel-room curtains. What she found was gloom lit by flickering candles. It was a chamber of black stone, dark as Nessa’s mirror, lined with shelves of moldering books and rumpled parchment scrolls.
She glanced down at herself. She wore a vest of sleek black brigandine, accented with cold brass studs, over a blouse and leggings of nightingale blue. A pair of sickles dangled from her belt, with short grips and blades honed to a killing edge. She recognized the weapons. The Other who had visited her while she was being tortured by Savannah Cross, the vision of her past life, had worn this same outfit.
Holy shit, she thought and patted her face. I’m here. I’m actually here.
Her arms felt different. Stronger. She leaned forward in her chair, getting her bearings, and poked at her stomach muscles.
And I have serious abs. Okay. I can deal with this. I’m absolutely not losing my mind right now.
She wasn’t alone. On the other side of the room, a man and a woman—olive skin, dark hair, their sharp features close enough to be siblings—were immersed in studying a scatter of scrolls and maps spread across a rough-hewn table. She was certain she knew them. Their voices were familiar, like a well-worn blanket on a cold winter day.
“—so according to this,” the woman was saying, “the Gianni expedition left Mirenze and set out due north. Now before they vanished, they left marker stones at—”
Marie sat bolt upright. “Did you just say ‘Mirenze’?”
They paused, staring over at her.
“Yes,” the woman replied. “Yes, I did.”
“Sorry.” Marie held up a shaky hand. “Go on.”
She arched an eyebrow. “We will. Thanks for your permission, I suppose?”
They went back to their work, talking in low voices, as Marie got her bearings. Tried to, anyway. She recognized that word.
And given where I know it from, she thought, the chances of this being nothing but a drug-induced hallucination just got a lot more likely. Oh, well.
All the same, have to make the most of it.
She drummed her fingers on her knees and tried to figure out an angle of attack. Finally, she just spoke up and asked, “Do either of you know where Wisdom’s Grave is?”
They stopped again and stared blankly at her.
“Despina, dear,” the man said, “I believe our beloved sister may have suffered a concussion.”
“Brother, most sweet in my heart,” Despina replied, “I suspect she may have found some fine brandy stashed away, and not bothered to share with us before drinking the lot.”
Marie sank into her chair, trying not to cringe. “I…assume that was a dumb question.”
Despina swept her hand across the spread of maps and notes.
“Finding the answer to your question,” she said, “is the labor at hand. So if you could let us work in peace, maybe we’d find an answer that much sooner? Mistress gave you a book to keep you busy. I suggest reading it.”
“Right.” Marie ducked her head and turned to the table at her side. “Right. Sorry. I’ll be quiet now.”
A book sat at her left hand. Heavy, leather-bound, with yellowed pages touched by water damage at the edges. A Study of Coven-Knight Myths, read the spidery handwriting on the first page, As Pertaining to the Periodic Emergence of Witch Cults in the Greater Imperial Basin. She had to squint and bring the book a little closer to her face. Jesus, other-Marie, she thought, you seriously needed reading glasses. Did you even know?
She flipped a few pages in. She froze. The words and the names were familiar, and not in the past-life-regression sense. She knew them from her current lifetime. And if any of this was really happening, if she wasn’t just flopping around on a hotel-room mattress right now and drooling in a dream while the hallucinogens worked their way out of her bloodstream, she knew exactly where she and Nessa needed to go next.
Marie pushed herself to her feet. She wanted to explore this strange, musty place and learn all she could before the effect wore off. If it wears off, she thought, biting back a surge of panic. What if she was stuck here, trapped inside the life of one of her past incarnations? She couldn’t let herself worry about that. She also couldn’t walk, for a second, and nearly tripped over her own feet when her center of balance wasn’t where she expected it to be.
Oof, she thought. I think I’m…taller, by an inch or so? She looked down and tilted one foot. And these are some amazing boots. I think I like them. A lot.
She wandered up the hall. Lost in her thoughts, in this strange new world, she didn’t notice how the air began to boil at her back.



FIVE
“Stop the car,” Savannah hissed. “Pull over. Now.”
They were in the middle of nowhere, some stretch of faceless highway flanked by walls of dead pine and scrub. Scottie sighed and leaned on the brakes. The BMW rumbled into the bed of dirt at the roadside.
“What?” he said. “You got something?”
She did. She felt something. Since her rebirth, healed and made better than new by the power of her own invention, she saw the world through the shards of a broken mirror. Slices, jagged and broken, that shifted when she turned her midnight eye. Some reflected the world that her body currently occupied (What is a body? she thought with disdain. Just a vessel for the mind, nothing more, nothing useful), and some offered glimpses of the worlds next door. Ropes of ink held them all together, thick, slimy, and black, a spiderweb stretching to some infinite plane and beyond.
“The detective,” Savannah said.
Now she had Scottie’s full attention. His hand shot to the bag at his side, to the hilt of his new katana, as his eyes darted to the windows. “Here? Where is she?”
“Not here, no. There. She’s mind-traveling. I see her soul on a tether, a lovely ink tether, stretching from her body to her consciousness somewhere very far away.”
“And that helps us how, exactly?”
“I invented that tether. And I believe I can follow it, all the way down. I’ll be right back. Stay put.”
Then she was gone. No flash of light, no dazzling aura of power, not even a sound. She was just gone, as if she’d been edited out of reality.
*     *     *
Marie heard Nessa’s voice. No, not exactly, but close enough to be her twin sister. She crept close to an open archway. A lantern cast a shifting puddle of light, the yellow of ancient bone, across the black paving stones. Marie lingered at the light’s edge, draped in shadow.
“Where are you going with this, Hedy?”
“Resonance,” said a young woman’s voice, eager but timid around the edges. “I think I can invent a ritual, powered by your own blood—your unique essence—to create a permanent echo inside the Shadow In-Between.”
“To what end?” the other-Nessa asked.
“To send a warning,” the girl replied, “to yourself.”
This is where it happened, Marie thought. The message they’d plucked from the winds of the universe, broadcast upon Nessa’s black mirror. She heard footsteps, and she scurried back up the hallway before anyone spotted her. She was still in control of this body—a psychic traveler cast back in time, possessing her own ancestor—and she wasn’t sure how well she could playact her former incarnation. She didn’t know if she had the power to change what had happened here, but she couldn’t risk it. Anything that stopped that message from being recorded would be a disaster for her past and present self.
She made a wrong turn, somewhere in the twists of black-stone warrens, and found herself in a desolate gallery. Dead candles sagged, half-melted in brass sconces, shedding no light across the racks of scrolls. A thousand books rotted away in the dark, their bindings falling to pieces. Silverfish flitted across the shelves like a tide of glimmering roaches, turning centuries of lost wisdom into a feast of brittle paper.
Something shimmered at the corner of her left eye. She turned, and it was gone.
A rattling sound, like dice rolling in a wooden box, clacked from a far corner of the gallery. She turned to look, only to whirl on her feet as a whisper rasped from just behind her shoulder: “Marie.”
Empty air and darkness. Marie’s hands dropped, moving on instinct to the hilts of her twin sickles.
“Who’s there?” she said.
The whisper returned, seeming to come from everywhere at once now, carried on a gusting chuckle. “Oh, Mariiie.”
Marie’s fingertips brushed the clasps on her belt, ready to snap them open and draw her weapons. Her mouth went dry as she sidestepped in slow circles, moving to the heart of the gallery.
“Show yourself,” she demanded.
A patch of shadow, in the far corner, became a murky blob of bubbling oil. A figure slowly rose from the ground, draped in glistening rags, pushing her shoulders back with wet pops of rattling bone. Strands of ropy tar dripped from the brim of her hood and the tattered sleeves of her robe, splattering the stones at her feet.
“Why did you leave Vandemere so soon, Marie? I wasn’t finished examining you.”
She recognized the voice now. It was broken, edged with shards of razor-sharp glass, but she recognized it.
“Dr. Cross,” Marie breathed.
“This is fine, though,” Savannah said. “This is better than fine. I understand so much, now. I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. So obvious. So simple. Many of the best discoveries are. Did you know that penicillin was a lucky accident?”
The snaps on Marie’s belt clicked open. She drew her weapons.
“I don’t know how you survived,” Marie said, “but I’m willing to fix that, here and now.”
The sickles felt good in her hands. Natural. She spun one in her grip, a slow and confident twirl. Then she stared at them, confused, and put them back on her belt—
No. Not her belt. Marie froze, occupying two minds at once and suddenly standing outside her borrowed body. She watched herself shake her head, sheathe her sickles, and walk out of the empty chamber. She looked down at her hands. She could see through them, a ghost made of spun glass, and the phantom blades of her weapons glimmered like slices of starlight.
“I shifted us out of frame,” Savannah said. “Can’t have you tampering with causality. Your previous incarnation will go back to what she was doing before you stepped into her flesh. Namely, preparing to die. So you have that in common.”
The black chamber faded, and winter crept in at the edges. Bitter, breath-stealing cold, borne on luminous, bleak mists. The world became a void of empty white. Cracks appeared in the walls of the universe and shone like veins of cursed silver. Marie felt a pressure in her sinuses, squeezing hard, as if this misty battleground could buckle and crash in upon itself at any moment.
The two women circled one another, ten feet apart, their footsteps punctuated by the crackling rattle of Savannah’s disjointed bones. She was a phantom in an oil-drenched cloak, with one glittering spider eye peering out from under her sodden rags.
“Still can’t believe I didn’t see it,” she hissed. “The ink. I broke a cardinal rule, I’m afraid. How does the saying go? ‘Never get high on your own supply’? I thought the ink in my veins, in my bones—I thought that was what connected us on a magical level.”
“There is nothing connecting us,” Marie said. She limbered up, rolling her neck, and gave one of the sickles an experimental swing. It looked like the ghost of a weapon, but it sliced the air like razor-honed steel.
“You couldn’t be more wrong. You’re the reason. You’re the reason we’re here. Well, not you, specifically, but you’re birds of a feather. You and the spaceman. You’ve got the same blood running in your veins. Everything I built, everything I’ve created—it’s all thanks to you. Now I need to learn more. I want to get to know you, Marie. From the inside.”
Savannah hunched over. Her spine snapped. Wet fabric tore with the sound of slicing shears as Marie stared in horror. Thorny tendrils poked from the rents in the mad doctor’s cloak, jutting from her back. As they stretched out, sprouting joints, Marie wasn’t sure if she was looking at something biological, mechanical, or a nightmare in-between.
When Savannah stood tall once more, four arms wavered at her back. Mottled, rotting skin sheathed cores of black steel, shining through where the flesh stretched thin. One arm ended in a pincer lined with the teeth-like thorns of a dead rose. Another, a scalpel, its blue-metal blade inscribed with scratchy runes. As Marie watched, the other two twisted, buckled, and grew rusty spear tips.
The thorn pincer clacked, impatient, as Savannah’s eye widened in glee.
“I had to leave my extra arms back at the lab,” she said. “I missed my extra arms. Then I realized I could just make more.”
“Nessa,” Marie whispered, “if you can hear me, pull me out—”
Savannah’s ragged cloak flowed behind her, leaving spatters of black tar in her wake as she lunged, faster than she looked. Marie ducked low. One sickle cracked against a skeletal arm, glittering star-metal clashing against steel, and a pincer snapped the air above her head. Marie lashed out, her second sickle cutting into the small of Savannah’s back. The blade sank in, twisted—and snapped. She dropped the useless hilt as Savannah spun, the scalpel arm leading the way with a whip-crack sound. It sliced across Marie’s shoulder, parting her leathers like butter and biting with a cobra-fanged sting. A scatter of blood drops, glimmering scarlet, flew across the swirling white mists.
Marie landed hard on the fog-shrouded stone, clutching her shoulder. She scooted backward and fended off two more snaps of the spear-tipped arms. As their weapons met, clanging, she watched her sickle blossom with rust. The next blow shattered her blade. She hurled the useless hilt. It struck Savannah’s cloak, bouncing off the glistening coat of tar.
“Time for vivisection,” Savannah said, looming over her. “Let’s see what makes you tick.”
Marie tried to push herself up, to get her balance, only to roll as Savannah’s pincer arm lunged for her throat. A rusty spear tip stabbed at the air, lancing an inch from her eye.
“Nessa, pull me out now!” she shouted.
The pressure in her sinuses built to a roar. The silver cracks around them pulsed in unison—then burst. The walls of reality blew apart in shards of broken diamond, and the void of deep space flooded in.
*     *     *
Marie was drowning in air. She couldn’t see, couldn’t think, couldn’t make her lungs work. Her throat clenched, convulsing. She felt arms around her now, a hand pressed to her sweat-drenched bangs.
“It’s okay,” Nessa said, lips to her ear. “Breathe. Breathe. You’re here. You’re back.”
Marie took a deep, unsteady breath. The room spun to a stop, locking into place as her eyes found their focus. She was aching, nauseous—bleeding, she realized, as she noticed the stinging in her shoulder and a patch of blood soaked through her blouse.
“Shit, shit,” she stammered, plucking at the buttons, peeling the sticky fabric back. “She cut me.”
Nessa saved her questions. She eased Marie off the hotel bed and hustled her into the bathroom, grabbing a towel and drenching it in warm water. She pressed the towel to her wound.
“It’s not deep, I don’t think,” Nessa said. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”
“How did she cut me?” Marie squinted, still shaky on her feet. Nessa sat her down on the edge of the bathtub.
Nessa dabbed at her shoulder, frowned, and ran a fresh corner of towel under the tap.
“We’re in the realm of theory here, but one school of thought says our physical bodies will mirror our psychic reflections. If your consciousness is injured, your flesh will spontaneously mirror the wound, to keep your sense of self intact. But more importantly, who is she? Who did this to you?”
“Savannah Cross,” Marie said. “She’s alive.”
Nessa pursed her lips. Her eyes became chips of ice behind her glasses.
“I don’t see how she survived Vandemere,” she said, “but if you say it’s so, I believe you.”
“She’s…different now. And she was babbling something about some kind of connection—something to do with my blood, and ink, and some kind of ‘spaceman’? It didn’t make any sense.”
Nessa folded the towel in her hand, patting the cut, the damp cotton turning from eggshell white to the color of a cherry snow cone.
“No clue,” Nessa said, “but clearly we can’t try an experiment like this again. I never should have allowed you to risk it. My fault you were hurt. It’s unacceptable.”
“Hey,” Marie said. She put her hand on Nessa’s shoulder, feeling her frantic energy. “Hey, it’s okay.”
“It is not okay, Marie.” Nessa grimaced at the wound, patting faster, her anger and irritation working up into a spiral. “You’re too precious to risk in some pointless, half-conceived—”
“Not pointless. It worked. Before Savannah crashed the party, I was there. Inside one of my old lives. I think it was the day before you recorded the warning for us.”
Nessa hesitated. Her fury ebbed, replaced by curiosity as she met Marie’s gaze.
“Wisdom’s Grave? Did you find out where it is?”
“No. They didn’t know either. But I got the next best thing.” Marie put her hand over Nessa’s, squeezing the towel tight against her cut. “I found out who does know. And I know where we need to go next.”
Nessa rose, quick, animated again. “Tell me while I wrap up the mirror and pack. If Savannah was able to track your psychic projection, there’s a greater-than-zero chance she’s on her way to our physical location as we speak. We need to leave. Now.”



SIX
Monique had idled away her shift behind the cash register at Spirit Harbor, pretending to read a rumpled old copy of Fate magazine and checking out the occasional customer. All regulars, no one standing out, smooth sailing.
Then the door jangled, and a stranger came to town. She was tall, lean, her body sheathed in a motorcycle jacket and black leather pants to match. She wore her platinum-blond hair in a waist-length braid, swaying behind her like a scorpion’s tail as she strode to the counter.
“Afternoon,” Monique said. She set her magazine down. “Can I help you?”
The woman held up a pair of photographs. She spoke in a thick Russian accent.
“This one is seeking these two women. They may have passed through the area. Have you seen them?”
Monique had the eyes of a witch. She opened them, gazing upon the visitor with her second sight, and froze. She knew there were only two possibilities ahead of her: either she was going to pull off the bluff of her life, or she was going to die.
She kept her lips tight, her physical eyes straight ahead and unblinking, wearing her face like a bulletproof mask. “I know all my regular customers,” she said. “These two, I don’t know.”
“Are you certain? Take another look.”
“Are they in some kind of trouble?” Monique asked. “You a cop?”
The woman brandished the photos in one hand and a business card in the other. Svetlana Tkachenko, it read, Sunlight Bail Bond Agency.
“Bounty hunter,” Monique said.
She nodded. “These women are fugitives from New York. Very dangerous criminals.”
“And why would a pair of…dangerous criminals,” Monique asked, “stop in at a metaphysical-supply store?”
The hunter flashed a toothy smile. “The woman with the glasses believes she has magical powers. This one encounters many delusional people in her line of work.”
She leaned forward, closing the space between them. Her gaze locked onto Monique like a laser sight on a gun.
“But this one always captures her quarry in the end.”
Monique bit down on her bottom lip to keep it from twitching. She pressed her palms to the glass counter and took a slow, deep breath.
“Well, they haven’t been here. Maybe leave me your card? If I see ’em, I’ll give you a call.”
Two pale fingers, nails painted black, slid the card across the glass.
“Be careful,” the hunter said.
After she left, Monique locked the front door and flipped the Closed sign. She darted into the back room. It took her three tries to dial her emergency number. Her fingers shook too hard to hit the buttons. Finally, she punched in the right string of digits, and she waited with the old plastic receiver cradled to her ear. It rang three times, then clicked.
“It’s me,” she said. “Listen, someone just came around looking for your girls. It was a fucking demon. I don’t mean a possessor or a half-blood, I mean a genuine, honest-to—”
She turned in mid-sentence. The woman was standing behind her. She raised one hand, her painted nails turned to black iron claws, and raked it downward in a brutal swipe. Monique’s blood spattered her leathers as the clerk crumpled to the stockroom floor.
The hunter took the dangling phone and put it to her ear. Silence on the other end. She squinted, then hung up. She turned her attention to Monique. The clerk was still alive, her shirt in tatters and her chest guttering blood onto the concrete floor as she struggled to breathe. One shaking hand brandished the symbol on a chain around her throat, a tiny antique key. As it began to glow with pale ruby light, the hunter reached down, tore the chain as she ripped the pendant from her hand, and tossed it across the room.
“Let us start again,” she said. “This one is also called Nyx. This one believes that you lied to her. This one does not appreciate liars. But through the careful application of pain, liars can be motivated to become truth tellers.”
Monique rolled onto her belly, groaning as she struggled to pull herself across the floor. If she could make it to the door, and find enough breath to scream for help—
Nyx’s motorcycle boot came down hard on the small of her back. Something cracked, wet, inside of her body. She screamed then. Just not loud enough.
*     *     *
On the other side of Asbury Park, another pair of hunters—earnest, full-hearted, and entirely unprepared for the world they were about to enter—were hot on Marie and Nessa’s trail. They rolled into town in a rented Explorer, the dusty SUV rumbling over potholes as Journey’s “Don’t Stop Believin’” hit its crescendo. Sitting in the passenger seat, Tony Fisher winced as the bouncing sent a jolt of pain along his wounded arm. He wore it in a sling, harnessed neat and tight over the sleeve of his chocolate-brown suit.
He glanced to the back seat, piled with luggage. The dull blade of a European longsword, bought off the Home Shopping Network after one too many glasses of late-night chardonnay, poked from a makeshift newspaper sheath.
“I still don’t know why you brought that thing.”
“Felt right.” Janine Bromowitz held the steering wheel steady, her eyes on the curve of forested road.
“It’s not even sharp.”
“A knight needs her sword.”
“Don’t you start with that,” Tony said. “Marie isn’t a knight. She’s…sick. And she needs help.”
His phone trilled. Janine turned down the radio and he put it to his ear.
“Fisher.”
“Detective,” said the woman on the other end. “It’s Patty Chen.”
“Hey, Doc. If this is about my next appointment, I—”
“It’s about your partner,” the department’s staff psychologist said, cutting him off. “She’s in trouble.”
He shot a sidelong glance at Janine. “Yeah, we’re aware. Look, this is off the record, but her roommate and I are working the case. We’re going to try to find her before anybody else does. I don’t know if you heard about what went down upstate, at the Vandemere Zoo, but they pulled twenty dead bodies out of that hellhole. Whatever happened, she’s hip-deep in it.”
“I’m aware. The FBI agent working lead is a woman calling herself Harmony Black. I returned to my offices just in time to find her and her team ransacking my medical files, pulling everything I had on Marie.”
“What?” Tony sat up in his seat. “That’s—they can’t do that.”
“They had a warrant. The warrant was real, but that’s as far as the charade went. Agent Black referred me to her superior, a woman named Walburgh.”
“And?”
“I did some digging. There is no SAC Walburgh, Detective Fisher. She’s a voicemail box in an empty office. Whoever Black and her team are, they’re not FBI.”
“So what did they get?” he asked.
“I’d only seen Marie once, before everything happened, so just my initial notes. All the same, they were clearly building a profile on her. They have her entire history, the bits on the record, anyway. Let me guess, you’re on your way to Asbury Park, aren’t you?”
“Lucky guess.”
“She grew up there, in foster care,” Patty said. “It’s familiar territory. First place I’d look, too. Which means it’s the first place Agent Black is going to look, if she’s not there already. Watch your ass.”
“Noted. Thanks for the heads-up, Doc.”
She paused. “There’s something else. I’m breaking more than a few rules and crossing some serious ethical lines by telling you this. But I can’t responsibly not…oh, hell with it. Do you have my back, Tony?”
“This phone call never happened,” he said.
“Word is floating around the precinct. A body was found in Midtown this morning. A sketchy psychiatrist named Neidermyer. He bled out in his office after eating half a box of razor blades.”
“Jesus.”
“The lead on the case found a string of payoffs from Richard Roth, Vanessa’s husband. It’s too early to say for certain, but reading between the lines…I think Neidermyer was drugging Vanessa at her husband’s request. They found a stock of Preloquil in his office. It’s bad shit, Tony. FDA yanked it off the market a year ago when users started committing suicide. Neidermyer’s time of death lines up with Roth’s. Same day, just a few hours apart.”
“So Vanessa finds out she’s being gaslit,” Tony mused, “then…wait, are you saying she made this guy eat razor blades?”
“Neidermyer’s files had an initial write-up of Vanessa Roth, from their first consultations together. Avoidant personality disorder, possible borderline—”
“Nutty as a fruitcake?”
“He gave her an empathy test,” Patty said. “She’s not a sociopath, but she’s damn close on the scale. Also, in Neidermyer’s opinion, a woman with deeply, deeply seeded sadistic impulses. She likes hurting people. And considering how the man died, I’m going to clock that one as a correct diagnosis.”
“Level with me, Doc. Is she a danger to Marie?”
“I don’t think so. Sometimes, when two people with compatible delusions come together, they mentally create a world of their own, with just enough room for the two of them. Vanessa Roth feels that everyone in her life has betrayed her. Everyone but Marie.”
“You ask me,” Tony said, “she’s not wrong.”
“There’s a very good chance she’ll see anyone trying to come into their world as a threat, and react accordingly. And your partner, with her fixation on playing a protector’s role, will mold herself to Vanessa’s needs. The wrong stressors, the wrong circumstances…Detective, this situation is one bad move away from turning into a killing spree.”
He thanked her and got off the phone. Then he rode in silence for a while, watching the pine trees.
“What did she say?” Janine asked.
“That we need to hurry.”
*     *     *
They found their way to the used-car lot on the edge of nowhere. Tony stood in the wasteland of junked cars, taking in the scene as a warm breeze ruffled his jacket. He knew how his partner worked, how she thought, how she processed a trail of clues. They’d worked last year’s chop-shop case together, and it was just as fresh in his mind as it would have been in hers.
“They couldn’t keep the car Vanessa stole from that Lyft driver,” he said to Janine. “Too hot. They’d need to trade it in, someplace they could do a deal with no names, no papers, and no questions asked.”
The garage door was locked down tight, and he heard the whine of an angle grinder on the other side of the dirty steel. They circled the building and he paused, crouching down. One empty spot in a row of junkers, a couple of oil drops staining the worn asphalt.
“Afternoon, folks,” the salesman said, rounding the corner behind them. “Help you find a new set of wheels?”
Tony stood tall and nodded to the garage.
“Sure. Two of ’em. First is the hunter-green Hyundai Elantra you’ve got sitting in your garage, assuming you haven’t already pulled it apart.”
The salesman froze. He still wore a smile on his face, but his eyes went someplace desperate. He looked from Tony to Janine to Tony’s busted arm.
“You cops?”
“Not today,” Tony said.
“What if I said I didn’t know what you’re talking about?”
“Then I’d say you’re pretty dumb,” Tony replied, “escalating a situation that needs no escalation. We’re looking for the women who sold you that car. Tell us what they rode out of here in, and we’ll be on our merry way.”



SEVEN
Once her shoulder stopped bleeding, Marie rummaged through their luggage. The sting of her wound faded to a dull ache, and inspiration dug its spurs into her hips.
“I was there,” she told Nessa, “before Savannah jumped me. I was inside the place where you recorded the message for us, the—what did she call it?”
“The Black Archives.” Nessa eyed her, curious now. “You seem…giddy.”
“I overheard a conversation, and they said a name. Mirenze. An expedition, some kind of search party looking for Wisdom’s Grave, set out from Mirenze and got lost.”
Nessa shook her head. “The name doesn’t ring a bell, but considering that wasn’t our Earth, no reason it should.”
Marie had to laugh. “Oh, but it does. It does. Okay, so I flipped through this book, a history of knights who served witch covens.”
“Sounds like your kind of reading material.”
She couldn’t help herself. Marie hauled Nessa into a hug and squeezed her tight.
“One of the entries, dated a few centuries earlier, was about a knight who swore herself to the service of the Witch-Queen of the Invalsi.”
“Again, delighted at your enthusiasm, Marie, but—”
Marie dug back into the rolling suitcase. She pulled out a rumpled, yellowed paperback and brandished it like holy scripture. On the lurid cover, a young woman in green-steel armor sat on horseback, preparing her lance to face a shadowy behemoth on the horizon.
“Swords Against Madness, by Carolyn Saunders,” Marie said. “My favorite book.”
She tore through the pages, finding the passages by heart, and jabbed a finger at the faded type as she showed Nessa her discovery.
There was no home for her here, not anymore, one section read. The knight turned her steed and turned her back on the bell towers of Mirenze. The City of Coin had abandoned her.
Pages ruffled as she flipped a few chapters ahead. The Invalsi was a forbidding land, read a part underlined by her short-chopped fingernail, all murk and mire and cloaked by the boughs of corpse trees. A fitting place for the Witch-Queen to make her abode.
Marie closed the paperback and slapped it against her palm. “It’s part of a whole series, called the Valor Cycle. It’s real, Nessa. The places Carolyn Saunders writes about, the people—it’s all true.”
“I thought we were alone in this curse.” Nessa’s fingertip touched her lips as she stared at the book. “But if this author of yours has seen other worlds, worlds we’ve lived upon…she might have lived there, too.”
“She might know where Wisdom’s Grave is. I mean, even if she doesn’t, she’s got to be able to tell us something.”
“Do you know where she lives?”
“Yeah, I just read an interview last month. It was”—Marie snapped her fingers, combing her memory—“Bloomington. It’s in Illinois, south of Chicago. Maybe thirteen, fourteen hours on the road? We can do this.”
“Let’s get moving, then. Soonest begun is soonest done. We can drive until we’re tired, stop off for the night, and be there by—”
A metallic bang echoed from outside the hotel. Marie and Nessa ran to the window, standing side by side, and caught a glimpse of some familiar faces down below.
“We have definitely overstayed our welcome,” Nessa said. “Get the suitcase.”
*     *     *
El Dorado, Janine thought. The fabled lost city of gold. She and Tony were chasing their own Eldorado, dirty white and forged in Detroit steel. The shady dealer at the car lot had given up the goods with a minimum of prodding, and she’d only had to threaten him once with the stun gun in her purse.
“You are seriously not allowed to carry that thing,” Tony grumbled when they got back in the SUV.
“In New York. We’re in New Jersey now.”
“I’m not sure the law is any different here.”
“If I don’t mind breaking the law back home,” she said, “I don’t see why a road trip should be any different.”
Checking the boardwalk hotels was her idea. It was entirely possible that Nessa and Marie had already left, splitting town in their new ride, but they might have been looking for a place to hole up for the night. Halfway there, though, rolling through the heart of town, flashing lights caught her eye. Tony had to be thinking the same thing she was. He pointed left at the intersection.
“Fingers crossed,” he said. Janine turned the wheel and pulled up to a crime scene.
A blue sawhorse cordon blocked the sidewalk on both sides of a storefront. Under the sign reading Spirit Harbor, grim-faced EMTs carried out a black vinyl body bag. It glistened like wet eel skin under the stark afternoon sun. The bag sagged in odd places, like there weren’t enough body parts to make up a whole corpse inside, or maybe they’d been taken apart and put back together wrong. Janine put the SUV in park and Tony hopped out, walking up to a uniformed cop at the edge of the barricades.
“Hey, my man,” Tony said. “Tony Fisher. I’m on the job, on the other side of the Hudson.”
“Picked a hell of a day for a vacation,” the uniform told him.
“Bad scene?”
The cop glanced to the storefront windows, blinds pulled down and drawn tight, and turned a deeper shade of green.
“Never been called out here, you know? Never once. Never had a single complaint about this place. And in ten years on the job, ain’t never seen anything like what happened in there.”
The ambulance door slammed shut. The EMTs didn’t look at one another, didn’t talk.
“What happened to that lady…” the uniform said. He took another look at the blinds. “Satanic. Fuckin’ satanic. Only word for it.”
Tony got back in the SUV.
They were idling at a four-way intersection, the next block over, when a long, low sedan crossed their path like a black cat. It had tinted windows and government plates. Even through the amber, Tony recognized the driver and her copilot in a heartbeat.
“Those feds who told me to step off the case,” Tony said.
Janine narrowed her eyes. “The fake feds, you mean?”
He answered her with a glance. The light flicked green and Janine pulled the wheel around, turning a hard left. They prowled in the sedan’s wake, creeping up on its rear bumper.
“Janine? What are you doing?”
“They’re here for the same reason we are,” she said. “Damned if I’m going to let them find Marie first.”
*     *     *
Harmony Black wasn’t paying attention to the rearview mirror. The agent—blond hair coiffed, her body framed in a tailored three-piece suit and a salmon-pink necktie—kept her eyes on the road ahead and her focus on the phone resting in the center console. April Cassidy’s Irish brogue drifted over the speaker.
“If you’ll forgive the literary allusion,” the psychologist said, “it appears we’ve encountered a dash of the old Edgar Allan. ‘The Purloined Letter,’ to be precise.”
Next to Harmony, the passenger seat was leaned back as far as it would go. Jessie Temple dressed casual compared to her partner, wearing sunglasses just a few shades darker than her skin. Her tan linen blazer shifted as she wriggled in the seat, trying to get comfortable, and bared the holstered Sig Sauer pistol on her hip.
“Is that the one with the raven, or the one with the pendulum?” Jessie asked. “God, I hate it when you try to make me read things.”
Harmony had been in shark mode since they left New York, and now she smelled blood in the water. Her pale grip tightened on the steering wheel.
“It was one of the first detective stories ever written,” Harmony said. “The police search a blackmailer’s garret for a letter. They tear the place apart, look under the rugs, behind the furniture, but they can’t find it. Reason being, it was sitting out in plain sight the entire time. They failed because they overcomplicated the problem.”
“Quite correct,” April replied.
Jessie tugged her glasses down. Her eyes—irises too bright, too turquoise to be real—rolled to the overcast sky.
“I love you both, but you’re a couple of goddamn nerds. Can we get a sitrep in English, please?”
“As it turns out, the elusive Daniel Faust isn’t elusive at all. He was simply using his alleged death as a shield, ensuring nobody would be looking for him. Harmony, when you were working with the Las Vegas task force, I believe you interrogated a known accomplice of his? A narcotics trafficker named Jennifer Juniper.”
Jessie arched an eyebrow. “That’s an alias, right?”
“Actually her real name, believe it or not,” Harmony said. “And yeah, I ran her in on a weapons charge, but it didn’t stick. Nothing ever did.”
“Last year, the Bureau closed a dragnet on the self-proclaimed king of Las Vegas, Nicholas Agnelli,” April continued. “Ms. Juniper stepped in to fill the void. She’s taken the helm of what they’re calling the ‘New Commission,’ a coalition of street gangs, organized-crime elements, and racketeers, united by treaty.”
Harmony had a corkboard in her mind’s eye. Photographs captured by memory, thoughts transcribed onto imaginary index cards. String and pushpins linked ideas and suspicions in a mental web.
“We knew that much,” she said. “After Faust died in prison—after we thought he died—his old gang broke up and went their separate ways. Juniper’s ambitious, she always has been.”
“Hey, she took over the old boys’ club, good for her. Nice seeing a woman break the glass ceiling.” Jessie paused, catching Harmony’s side-eye. “I mean, except for her being a murderous drug dealer. I totally disapprove. Boo. Thumbs down.”
April’s sigh washed over the speaker. “If I may proceed? The Vegas Bureau office has identified most of the principals in the New Commission. Including Ms. Juniper’s alleged enforcer and right hand, a man named Paul Emerson. Sending over a copy of his driver’s license now.”
The phone pinged. Harmony couldn’t look down, not yet. She kept her eyes on the road, playing it safe as she drove. A pebble of pressure sat in the pit of her stomach. It swelled with every turn of the tires, squeezing her lungs, driving out her oxygen.
The light up ahead turned red. She glided to a gentle stop at the tail of a line of cars. She looked at the screen.
She knew him. The name on the blurry copy read Emerson, but that flyaway wave of chestnut hair, the cruel slash of an arrogant smile, could only belong to one man.
“He changed his name. That’s all he did. He’s been out in plain sight, operating in Vegas, this entire time.”
“The purloined felon,” April replied, her voice dry. “So long as the authorities thought he was dead, no one was looking for him at all, so there was no reason for any grand disguises. His ‘Paul Emerson’ persona is well-crafted—quite well-crafted, really, he must have hired an expert forger along with a hacker to insinuate his identity into the usual government databases—but it wasn’t hard to penetrate once I knew what to look for.”
“So riddle me this,” Jessie said. “He’s safe, he’s off the feds’ radar, off our radar, and he’s got his own little kingdom out in the desert. So why come back with a bang, pulling that massacre out in Texas? He left his magic playing cards buried in the bodies; might as well have spray-painted his name on the wall. Was it a message to the Network? Some kind of declaration of war?”
Harmony was inside herself.
Part of her stayed outside, the part that drove with mechanical precision, flicking the turn signal and aiming for the hotels along the boardwalk. Just enough consciousness to function. The rest of her, the iceberg below the water, slid along the strings of her mental corkboard.
The imaginary index cards sprouted, blooming in fractal snowflakes. Combinations, possibilities, if-then-else statements. She sorted them, filed them, arranged them like poker hands and threw away every losing combination until she found the clues that fit.
Jessie was talking. Harmony heard her from a distance, muffled, like she was on the other side of a thin wall. “—connection to Reinhart and Roth, anyway? We know Vanessa’s husband was hooked in with the Network, pushing ink in New York City. Somebody massacred him and his buddies up at that abandoned zoo, but the scene didn’t have any of Faust’s usual signatures. As far as we can tell, it looks like Vanessa Roth did most of the killing. If they’re working together, why did he suddenly shy up after leaving us a trail of clues out in Dallas?”
“They’re not,” Harmony said. She blinked, back outside of herself.
“Help me out? Because last I checked, you were convinced finding these two would help us catch Faust in the process.”
Harmony spoke slowly, pondering her own words like she was explaining something to herself. Internalizing the lesson.
“When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.”
“Is that from ‘The Purloined Letter’?”
“Sherlock Holmes,” April said over the speaker. “The Sign of Four.”
Jessie pushed her dark glasses back up over her eyes. “Have either of you ever tried not being nerds?”
“The clues don’t fit,” Harmony said, “because the clues are lying. Jessie, if you wanted to dangle some bait absolutely guaranteed to grab my attention, what would you use?”
“Easy. Your white whale.”
“Fact: the Vegas mob and the Network are in conflict. Fact: Faust and his organization would benefit from attacking Network operations. To that extent, the massacre in Dallas made sense.”
“With you so far,” Jessie said.
“But of all the places to hit, why a stash house halfway across the country? And why would Daniel Faust, who has every reason to keep his survival a secret, break cover and leave a crime scene tailor-made to grab my attention?”
“I have a feeling you’re about to tell me.”
“A crime scene,” Harmony added, “where we found a perfect lead, letting us follow the ink pipeline to New York. Which, in turn, pointed us toward Marie Reinhart and Vanessa Roth.”
“We’re being played,” Jessie said.
“And so is he. He didn’t do it. I doubt he ever set foot in Dallas. Somebody, another player, blew his cover on purpose. They want us chasing Reinhart and Roth and used him to lure us in. To lure me in. It’s a sacrifice play.”
“Huh. Somebody who likes Faust even less than you do. You should start a club. So what’s our next move, partner?”
“The person pulling the strings thinks we’ve been fooled. Let’s stay fooled a little longer. I want to see where this rabbit hole goes, and I think—”
Metal crunched and the car jolted, slamming Harmony against the strap of her seatbelt.



EIGHT
Tony stared out the window of the rented SUV. They were parked at the side of the road, not far from the boardwalk, with a storm brewing over the water. Hotels jutted up at the ocean’s edge like rotten teeth. The government sedan was pulled over, too, about ten feet in front of them. The back bumper looked like a wad of chewed-up bubble gum.
“Janine,” Tony said, not looking at her. “What the fuck. Just…what the fuck.”
“Keep ’em busy,” she told him.
That wouldn’t be hard. The two agents were getting out—Harmony straightening her tie, Jessie rolling her head and rubbing the back of her neck—and both of them had their eyes locked on Tony. He clambered out of the passenger seat and strolled up to meet them halfway, holding up his good hand in what he hoped was a friendly gesture. At least friendly enough to not get him shot.
“Detective Fisher,” Harmony said. “Funny meeting you here.”
“Agent Black. I had some downtime, seeing as I’m on admin leave for the time being.”
“So you came to New Jersey.”
“I love it here,” Tony said. “Everybody loves New Jersey.”
“And the fact that your former partner grew up in foster care less than a quarter mile from this very spot…that’s a total coincidence.”
“Did she?” Tony’s eyebrows lifted. “I had no idea.”
*     *     *
The echoing crack of the fender bender drew Nessa and Marie to the hotel-room window. They saw the two women get out first. Then came Tony and Janine.
“Is your roommate a bad driver?” Nessa asked.
“She’s an excellent driver.”
They watched Tony grab the agents’ attention, turning their backs toward the road, while Janine eased her way closer to the rear tires of their car. Marie zipped up the suitcase. She’d seen everything she needed to.
Ten minutes later she and Nessa were hustling along the boardwalk, skirting the edge of the hotel parking lot. They kept their heads low, moving between parked cars for cover, on their way to the Eldorado.
*     *     *
Just up the road, a motorcycle—a Suzuki Boulevard built for muscle and speed, with jet-black paint and fat chrome pipes—idled with its kickstand down. Its rider sat high in the saddle, helmet resting on her lap, her eyes shrouded behind vintage Wayfarers. Her lips were a frosted-pink line as she raised a phone to her ear.
“This one,” Nyx said, “is not pleased.”
A man’s voice breezed over the line, a light chuckle on his lips.
“Nixy, baby, long as I’ve known you, you ain’t never been happy once. This is not front-page news.”
He went by the name Webster Scratch these days. Nyx knew him as Calypso. That and a dozen other names he’d worn and shed over the centuries, molting them like a serpent’s skin.
“This one was contracted for a vengeance hit,” she said. “The women who murdered Senator Roth’s son. One cop, one fledgling witch. Simple, you said. Easy, you said.”
“You and your entire organization. You do have competition out there, sweetheart.”
The case of her phone creaked, plastic threatening to buckle under the curl of her fingers.
“Other hunters, this one does not mind. Competition makes one strong and weeds out the weak. But you offered no warning about the other pursuers. Why are Vigilant Lock agents also on the hunt?”
She took some satisfaction in the metallic squeal on the other end of the line, like Calypso had just slammed his chair bolt upright.
“Say again?”
“Harmony Black and Jessie Temple are in Asbury Park, pursuing this one’s quarry. They are known to you, yes?”
Calypso didn’t answer right away. She could hear him weighing his words. They came out tinged with a rare and angry edge.
“That’s one way to put it.”
“Not the first time they have interfered with your ambitions for Senator Roth, no? What is their interest? Why do they want these women?”
Another long pause.
“Let me get back to you on that. I need to make a few calls.”
“And the targets?”
“Are still the targets,” he replied.
“This one has no objection to killing Temple and Black as well. Would welcome it with great pleasure, in fact…but not for free. Quadruple the bounty.”
He laughed, but there wasn’t any humor behind it.
“In other words, ‘fuck you, pay me,’ that about right?”
Now it was Nyx’s turn to be silent. She didn’t see a need to speak when he already understood.
“Get hip to this,” Calypso said, “the targets are still the targets, and they are the only targets. Wait until they’re out from under Temple and Black’s thumb before you take them. I don’t want you getting into a fight with those ladies if we can avoid it, too dangerous.”
“Your concern for this one’s well-being is touching.”
“Nothing to do with you, baby girl. I’ve got a lot of plates spinning at the moment, and getting into a shooting war with some rogue government agency is not on my to-do list, you feel me? I’ve toed way too close to that line more than once already.”
Up ahead, the agents were focused on the man with his arm in a sling. Nyx recognized him from the intelligence briefing. She recognized the driver, too, puttering around the back of the agents’ car. Two more hunters, then. A wounded cop and a librarian, out looking for their wayward friend.
Those two, she would kill for free. Charging money for swatting flies was beneath her dignity.
“This one will be very displeased,” she said, “if you are withholding information.”
“As much as I relish being the man with the plan, I must confess this is an unexpected and unwelcome wrinkle. Only reason I called out the big guns in the first place is because Alton’s all mopey over his dead kid and I need the man to get back to work. Still…”
He trailed off, slipping into his thoughts.
“Still?” Nyx asked.
“I met her once. Vanessa Roth. I was more focused on her no-good excuse for a husband at the time, but she…she made an impression. Still not sure exactly what I saw, deep in those baby blues. But I saw something.”
“Rich girl,” Nyx sniffed. “Soft, pampered human with a scrap of magic she can barely control. She will be an easy kill.”
“You best be looking with all your eyes, sweetheart. And you’d best be sure before you make your move. No room for mistakes.”
She hung up on him. She kept her eyes focused on the agents. She kept her hate focused on them, too, like a lance of boiling lava. She’d encountered Temple and Black twice before, hunting different prey. They’d done far worse than hurt her: they’d embarrassed her. The only thing better than tearing them both to pieces would be getting paid to do it. And if Calypso took the blame for any fallout, well, that was hardly her problem.
The client’s wishes always come first, she thought. Except when they don’t.
The heel of her boot thumped against the motorcycle’s kickstand.
No room for mistakes.
*     *     *
“If I was in your shoes,” Harmony said to Tony, “if it was my partner in a bind, I’d probably do the same thing.”
“So you understand why I’m not leaving.”
He stood his ground, his good arm crossed over his sling.
“I do. And what you need to understand is that you and your friend here aren’t equipped for this job. You’re in over your heads.”
“Hard for me to believe that when you won’t level with me,” he said.
“For your own safety. Go home, Detective. I can’t legally compel you to turn around, but I can call up some local cops, have them run you both in, and let you cool your heels in a holding cell for a day or two. You’re a nice guy and I don’t want to do that, so don’t make me. Go home.”
She knew, even as she got back in the car, that he wouldn’t. She caught the look in his eyes as he stood in her side mirror. Cold steel, harder than before. The other one, Marie’s roommate, looked even more determined than he did. Harmony waited, watching them get back in the SUV, rumbling away from the curb and up the road ahead.
“They’re gonna get themselves hurt,” Jessie said.
“Maybe not. Marie Reinhart isn’t a threat, not to them anyway. Trust me, fugitive or not, they only took her badge: she’s still a cop where it counts, on the inside. Her first instinct, in any situation, is going to be keeping civilians out of harm’s way.”
“And Vanessa? You saw the aftermath at the Vandemere Zoo. She tore through that place like a Cuisinart. What happens if they find ’em first, try to break up her little Bonnie-and-Clyde deal with Marie, and she gets really pissed off?”
Harmony turned the key in the ignition. The sedan’s engine woke with a low growl.
“So we do our jobs and make sure that doesn’t happen. Somebody went to a lot of trouble to lure us out here. I want to know why.”
She stepped on the gas—and squeezed the steering wheel as it jolted in her hand, the sedan thumping on its rear axle. The back right tire let out a strained squeal as the rim slapped pavement.
Harmony put the car back in park.
“The roommate,” Harmony said.
“Yep,” Jessie replied.
“When we were talking to Tony.”
“Yep.”
“She put a hole in our tire.”
Jessie slid lower in her seat and wriggled her shoulders, getting comfortable.
“Yep.”
“I’m calling HQ.” Harmony plucked her phone from the center console. “I’ll have them send up reinforcements. And a new tire.”



NINE
Nessa navigated. Marie drove. They headed west. From Interstate 195 to 276, they crossed the border into Pennsylvania and put long, rolling miles behind them in a race against the sunset. They still had an hour of light left—the sun fading fast beyond a veil of smoky clouds—when Marie took an off-ramp just outside Claysville.
“Needle’s almost on empty,” she said.
Under better circumstances, she would have enjoyed this. The open road, clean springtime air, the sugar maples in bloom. It was a recipe for romance. All the same, she couldn’t feel anything but the target pinned to her back. She checked every driver they passed, hunting for the signs of an unmarked police car, and watched her speed with the fervor of a zealot. Not too fast, not too slow, blending with the traffic and keeping one eye on the rearview.
A Shell station squatted right off the highway. Marie started to pull in—then kept going. Two sheriff’s cruisers were fueling up, their owners having an amiable chat out front.
“Someplace a little more remote,” Nessa suggested.
Five minutes later, at the end of a winding strip of road under a maple-leaf canopy, they found another gas station. This one was empty, old, passed over by time and the turnpike. Marie pulled the Eldorado up alongside the dusty and dirty-white pumps.
“I need to freshen up,” Nessa said. “Get you anything from inside?”
“Caffeine. Lots of caffeine. I’m not picky about the format.”
“Done and done.”
The gas lid popped with a squeak. Marie got out and fumbled with the cap, the warped plastic fighting her as she wrenched it open, and watched Nessa disappear into the gas station.
*     *     *
The man behind the service counter was bald, wide-lipped, with an unhealthy glow to his wrinkled skin. He looked like a forty-something newborn, ruddy pink and squeezed into denim overalls that fit him like a sausage casing. He looked Nessa up and down as a bell chimed over the station door, with most of his attention focused on her chest.
Well, Nessa thought, if the police swing by, he won’t be describing my face with any accuracy. Small favors, I suppose.
“Forty dollars on pump one,” she said and laid a couple of twenties on the counter. “Do you have a washroom I could use?”
“Help yourself,” he told her, gesturing toward a drink cooler. The door was on the other side. It opened onto a small washroom with a single stall and a urinal alongside it, the porcelain yellowed and chipped. The sink sported crusted stains that dared her to question their origins, and the only wastebasket was stuffed to overflowing with crumpled paper towels.
“Lovely,” she said. She tore off strips of toilet paper and layered the seat, making a protective cushion over the black plastic—and then a second layer before she sat down, just to be safe.
While she sat, she tallied a list of people who needed to die.
The architect of their curse, of course, topped the list. Countless lifetimes, countless deaths and rebirths, all that suffering…and for what? She couldn’t imagine anything that she or Marie could have done to deserve that kind of retribution. She wanted answers almost as much as she wanted revenge. Almost.
Alton Roth was next on the hit list. She had ample reasons to want him in the grave—the senator’s naked corruption, his arrogance and greed, whatever failures of parenting had turned his son into a monster—but in the end, only one mattered. Marie had been indicted for Richard’s murder because of him. Marie was a fugitive because of him. She’d lost the badge she loved, her home, everything in her life, because of him.
He. Hurt. Marie. And in Nessa’s world, that was the one unpardonable and capital crime. Alton Roth had invited her most savage displeasure. He’d reap the consequences. Every last bloody drop.
The thought made her smile. Her reverie carried her far enough that the glimmer of movement, a tiny blur in the far corner of her right eye, almost went unnoticed.
There was a crack in the yellowed tiles. Just a penny-sized opening, high up in the wall, barely wide enough for light to seep through from the stockroom on the other side. She realized, as she froze like a deer in a hunter’s sights, that what she’d seen was the light cutting off. A man was standing on the other side of the wall. Watching her, staring at her while she sat on the toilet with her skirt around her knees, his face pressed to the crack.
She held her breath. His breathing was heavy enough for both of them, while he enjoyed the show.
*     *     *
The pump clicked off. Forty dollars in the tank would get them a little farther down the highway. As Marie holstered the fuel nozzle and wrenched the gas cap back on, she took a mental inventory. Credit cards were useless: she was a fugitive, and by now Nessa had to be wanted as an accessory to her flight. They had enough cash to get them to Bloomington, if they were frugal, but from there…well, from there, everything depended on Carolyn Saunders.
She still couldn’t process it. All these years, ever since she was a kid finding that stash of dog-eared fantasy novels in her foster parents’ basement, she’d loved Saunders’s work. Maybe I knew on some level, she thought. Her books taught me that a girl could become a knight, and that was the lesson I needed back then. Some part of me knew that they weren’t just stories.
Now she knew it for a fact. Thanks to the dose of ink Savannah Cross had forced into her veins back at Vandemere, she’d seen a flood of visions from her past lives. She’d been a sickle-wielding avenger, a scarred and tattooed warrior with muddy feet and lethal instincts, a mechanized Valkyrie in sleek black power armor…and always, in every life, across a hundred parallel worlds, a knight.
The truth should have brought clarity. It just invited more questions. If anyone should have known what being a knight meant, it was Marie, but she found herself lost in a quagmire of conflicted memories. What was the core of knighthood? Was it devotion to her liege? Upholding a cause? And what made a cause worthy, if every world she’d lived and died upon had its own history, its own cultures, its own understanding of things? Was she supposed to adapt to her world’s ways or transcend them?
Transcend them, she thought.
She was certain about that much. She’d tried being a knight of the NYPD, upholding the law and giving her fealty to the badge. For her pains, she’d been cast out, punished, marked for destruction. Whatever she was supposed to become, whatever ideal she was supposed to embody, her work wasn’t finished. She was just getting started.
A sharp, shrill cry from inside the station ripped her questions away. She barreled toward the door, hitting it shoulder first, and burst over the threshold. A second scream echoed from the open door of the stockroom. Her hand dropped to her hip, instinctively reaching for a service pistol she didn’t have anymore, as she charged headlong into the fight.
Not a fight. She skidded to a stop on oil-spattered concrete. The station attendant was down on the floor, his back to a steel supply rack and his hands cupped over his left eye. Blood drooled between his fingers and his sweaty face twisted in a grimace. Nessa loomed over him, one hand on her hip, the other brandishing her slender quill knife. Cherry-red glaze, like watery syrup, stained the tip of the blade.
“What happened?” Marie said, catching her breath.
“Caught a Peeping Tom.”
“I didn’t do nothin’,” the attendant whimpered. He looked to Marie like a prisoner arguing in front of a judge. “I didn’t do nothin’. I swear I didn’t do nothin’!”
Nessa’s lips curled in a hungry smile.
“That’s not the face of an innocent man. Maybe I need to make a few more alterations. Snip, snip.”
Marie’s mouth hung open. “Nessa, you can’t—I mean, we’re supposed to be keeping a low profile!”
“Right, he might tell the police, especially now that you just said my name in front of him, Marie.” Nessa flicked her gaze to the heavens. “Oh, look, now we both did it.”
“I won’t say nothin’ to nobody,” he groaned. A long rivulet of blood, mixed with something watery and white, trickled down his arm and dribbled into a dark pool on his dirty overalls.
“I don’t believe you. Can’t imagine why.” Nessa began to pace, a slow stride back and forth in front of him, as she twirled the knife between her fingertips. “You know, when Actaeon spied upon Artemis bathing in the woods, she transformed him into a stag. His own hunting hounds tore him to pieces. Considering he was a hero of Thebes and you’re a nasty little pervert who likes to watch women pee, you’ve got to admit you’re getting off lightly by comparison.”
“Let’s just go,” Marie said. “He’s not going to say anything. If he calls the police, he’ll have to admit how he got stabbed in the first place.”
Nessa wrinkled her nose. “You know better. No, by the time the authorities arrive he’ll already have a different story concocted. Something about how he heroically held us off when we tried to rob him at knifepoint. And do you think they’ll listen to our side of things?”
She wanted Nessa to be wrong. She needed Nessa to be wrong. All the same, her logic was a wall of iron and Marie didn’t have a weapon strong enough to dent it.
“I don’t have to kill him,” Nessa added. “I could take his other eye and his tongue. That would slow him down enough that we’d be long gone by the time he managed to tell his story to the police. What do you say, Marie? I’ll let you choose his punishment. Death or mutilation? Pick one and I’ll carry out his sentence.”
Marie took a step back. The attendant was blubbering now, one eye weeping red and the other cheek slimy with tears and sweat.
“I can’t do that. I can’t make that choice.”
“Why not?” Nessa’s voice was light, casual, as if she was asking Marie to pick a restaurant for dinner.
“Because I…I don’t want to.”
“Doing nothing is not an option, my sweet. He knows our names, our faces, he’s seen our car. If we leave him like this, we’ll be arrested before we’re twenty miles down the turnpike. I can either kill him or make it harder for him to talk. Choose his punishment.”
Nessa approached her, sauntering close, a panther on the prowl. She dropped her voice and tilted her head, purring her words into the nape of Marie’s neck.
“Or you can admit that you’re much, much happier when I make the decisions. Turn around, go back to the car, and wait for me. You don’t have to watch this. I’ll finish up here, as I please, and join you in a few minutes.”
She wanted to. Marie had enough clarity, enough self-awareness, to know how badly she wanted to. She was happier, more content, when Nessa took the lead. She felt safe—for the first time in her life—in her hands. If Marie walked out, she’d never have to know this man’s fate, and she could even convince herself she wasn’t complicit.
But she could imagine what Nessa would do to him. And she knew that he’d suffer far more than he deserved. Marie was still figuring out what it meant to be a knight, but this…this wasn’t it. If it took getting her hands bloody—literally or metaphorically—to do the right thing, that’s what she’d have to do. She locked eyes with Nessa and spoke in a calm, strong voice.
“I want you to kill him,” Marie said. “And I want you to do it quickly and cleanly.”
Nessa’s eyes glittered. “There we go. Was that so hard?”
She turned and crouched down. His next scream turned into a wet and ragged gurgle. His legs kicked, heels hammering the oil-stained concrete, then went limp. When Nessa rose again, he wore a scarlet necklace from ear to ear.
Nessa flipped the Closed sign and locked the station door on their way out.



TEN
They didn’t talk. Marie gripped the steering wheel, wrenching the Eldorado back onto the turnpike, and stared at the road like she wanted to punch it.
“You’re quiet,” Nessa said. She was wiping her quill knife down with a fold of tissue, smearing away the blood.
“I—” She shook her head. “I am really pissed at you right now, okay?”
“Why?”
The question weighed on her like a pressure front, driving the air out of the car, squeezing her throat with the impossibility of an answer.
“Because you can’t—you can’t just kill people!”
“Why not?”
“Stop it,” Marie snapped. “Just stop it. You aren’t Socrates or Plato or…whoever that philosopher was who answered questions with questions. You know what I mean.”
Nessa didn’t answer right away. She finished cleaning her blade and slipped it into her handbag along with the rumpled and bloody tissue.
“You were right the first time,” she said. “Plato wrote about Socrates, but he actually preferred the dialectic method.”
“I’m sorry I’m not as smart as you are.”
Nessa’s mouth curled into a dour frown.
“I hate it when you do that. You put yourself down like you were trained to do it. Like you can’t see your own value, or you were taught not to see it.”
“Well, great.” Marie lifted a hand from the wheel, flipping her palm to the darkening sky. “I hate when you murder people, so we’re even.”
“Should I have let him get away with it?”
“Of course not,” Marie said. She felt the jaws of the trap snapping shut around her, even as the words blurted from her lips.
“Then give me an alternative. Tell me what I could have done differently. We’re fugitives, Marie, we can’t go to the authorities. The only authorities we can trust, the only ones we can rely on now, are us. We have to defend ourselves. No one else is going to.”
Marie glanced over her shoulder, checking the blind spot before she clicked the turn signal. The Eldorado swung into another lane and eased around a slow-moving semi.
“I don’t know,” she said, her voice softer now. “No. I don’t think you should have let him get away with it. But it just feels…out of proportion to the crime. You don’t die for being a Peeping Tom. That’s not how the law works.”
“Who wrote the laws?” Nessa asked.
“I don’t see how that’s relevant.”
Nessa leaned back in her seat. She stared out the window, watching the traffic roll by, her silence almost pensive before she spoke again.
“When I was in ninth grade, the principal at my school also taught gym class. Mandatory. I hated gym class. Anyway. He was a very big proponent of safety and proper equipment. For instance, he was a stickler for making sure the girls were wearing sports bras, and making sure they fit properly.”
Marie glanced sidelong at her. “He didn’t—”
“Mm-hmm. And I remember…I was fourteen years old, and this fifty-something man was crouching in front of me, feeling me up, with this insanely thin pretense to justify it. And I felt…so powerless. So humiliated. What really got me, though, is the way he looked me right in the eye. Like he was daring me to say something, to acknowledge that we both knew perfectly well what he was doing to me. What he did to almost all the girls in my class.”
“And did you?”
“No,” Nessa said. “Because he was the principal, and a man in authority, and I was a girl in ninth grade. It wasn’t until years later I realized that if I’d spoken up, if we had all spoken up, together, we could have exposed him for what he was. But I had been indoctrinated into a system that taught me a toxic lie. I was taught that he was strong, that I was weak, and that was just the way of things. By the time I knew better…well, by the time I knew better he had died of pancreatic cancer, good riddance, but that isn’t the point.”
“I’m sorry,” Marie said.
“Thank you, but I’m not asking for your sympathy. I’m asking you to look through my eyes. Crimes against women are punished with a slap on the wrist, if they’re punished at all, because we aren’t valued. But think about it. We outnumber them. And if we could reach enough women and show them their real power…imagine a world where we act on it. Collectively. Imagine the news, the first week that rapists turn up castrated. Pedophiles with their hands cut off and their eyes gouged out. The first time a big-shot politician or Hollywood mogul—the kind of man who’s spent his life treating women as disposable commodities—ends up with his head on a pike and his crimes written on the wall behind his cold dead body. Imagine the panic.”
She smiled. It was a cold and reptilian thing.
“I want you to imagine a world where powerful men are afraid, the exact same way they’ve made us afraid for centuries,” Nessa said, “and how beautiful that would be.”
Marie chewed that over. She watched an olive-green sign glide by on their right, welcoming them to Ohio. One more state line down, two to go. Indiana next, then they’d cross over to Illinois and…then the future, a brass question mark in the far distance.
“I want a just world,” Marie said. “A world where everyone can be happy.”
“And the only reason we don’t live in one, right now, is because people in power have an incentive not to allow it. Which raises the question of what’s to be done about those people. You may come to a place where you have to decide what’s more important: being a ‘good person,’ as you’ve been taught to understand that concept, or being right.”
Nessa drummed her fingers on the armrest. Unspoken words hung in the air between them, clinging to the tip of her tongue.
“Also, I’m sorry.”
Marie glanced at her. Nessa gave a little shrug. The sun had gone out now, leaving nothing but an amber glow and long shadows behind, and Marie turned on the headlights. In the gathering dark, Nessa’s eyes became black pools behind the rounded frames of her glasses.
“I make it sound like that was part of some grand manifesto, back there,” she said with a tired chuckle. “The truth is, I felt violated, I was angry, so I lashed out. I took his eye because I felt like it. I killed him because I wanted to kill him. I didn’t think about the danger it might put us in, or how it would make you feel. And I’m not sorry for killing that man, but I am sorry for making you unhappy. That wasn’t my intent. I’ll try to be…more restrained, in future.”
“And I guess I’m still thinking like a cop,” Marie said. “I didn’t see it from your point of view. Part of me is still clinging on, you know? Like if I follow the rules, if I toe the line, someone’s going to come along and say, ‘sorry, this was all a big mistake, here’s your badge back and also you’re not wanted for murder anymore.’”
“It’s a potent fantasy. The best lies always are.” The tip of Nessa’s tongue played over her pearly teeth. “We’re outlaws now, Marie. And to be honest, I think a little anarchy would be good for you.”
“Maybe.” Marie paused. “Did…we just have our first fight as a couple?”
“I believe we did. And here we are, still together.”
“Still together.”
“Tell me something.” Nessa’s glasses caught the passing beam from a billboard light, gleaming in the shadows. “Are you as turned on as I am right now?”
Marie’s head bobbed. “Oh, yeah. If we weren’t doing the whole date-with-destiny, hunting down the wellspring of magic to defeat an ancient curse thing, I’d be looking for a place to pull over. You know, this car has a really big back seat.”
“Next time we stop,” Nessa said, “I’m going to do terrible things to you. I think I like it when you argue with me, just a little bit. I like seeing that strength come out.”
She reached over. Her fingernails trailed along the curve of Marie’s neck, grazing tender skin, before curling to caress her cheek.
“Mine,” Nessa said.
Marie leaned her head to the side, rubbing against Nessa’s fingertips like a cat. They shared the moment in contented silence. The calm between storms.
“Maybe she knows we’re coming,” Marie said.
“Hmm?”
“Carolyn Saunders. Maybe she knows.” Marie nodded over her shoulder, to their suitcase in the back seat. “That book of spells was written just for you. And somebody sent you that mirror. If we didn’t use it when we did, if we hadn’t gotten the message you recorded for us…well, maybe we’d have pulled through, but there’s a good chance we’d be dead or behind bars right now.”
“True. Whether it’s your dear author or someone else, we appear to have a benefactor behind the scenes. They’re willing to give us a little nudge in the right direction, but nothing more than that. They’ve left the heavy lifting—and the danger—on our shoulders. Which leaves me with two questions.”
“Which are?”
“One,” Nessa said, “why won’t they show their face and simply talk to us directly? And two, what’s their endgame?”



ELEVEN
Darkness swallowed Las Vegas. The city responded with a full-throated electric shout and a million tiny suns. The onyx-black sky flipped onto its back, with all the stars blazing at street level in a cacophony of light. In the middle of the Strip, the Flamenco stood as a monolith of white and hot-pink neon.
Tonight, the executive conference room had been rented out to a special party of high rollers. They filled every chair at the long oval table, mahogany topped with a ring of black leather textured like alligator skin. Each place was set with a notepad and a tall cylinder of Voss water, the perfect scene for a board meeting.
The woman at the head of the table would never be mistaken for a Fortune 500 CEO. Jennifer had dressed casual tonight, in a faded tank top that showed off her full sleeve of tattoos along one arm. The centerpiece featured Elvis as the Gautama Buddha. She took off her ice-blue Lennon glasses, folded them, and rapped them on the table.
“Hear that?” she said in a Kentucky drawl. “That’s opportunity knockin’. Donaghy Waste Management is out of commission, thanks to that unfortunate and inexplicable fire at their HQ, and the city needs a replacement vendor before the Strip starts smelling like week-old fish. Who did their homework?”
Eddie Stone, sitting like a peacock in a lavender suit halfway down the table, flipped a hand in the air and flashed a gold-toothed smile.
“I even brought an apple for the teacher. Sordi and Son is an outfit based in Mesquite, and they’ve been looking to expand. The old man’s a straight shooter. His kid, not so much. Got a love for playing the ponies, and they don’t love him back. Sordi Junior is into one of my boys to the tune of twelve grand. He’s so underwater he can’t even pay the vig at this point.”
Daniel Faust sat at Jennifer’s left hand. He adjusted the knot on his copper silk necktie and reached for his water glass.
“Sordi Senior will be grateful when we forgive his debts,” Daniel said. “Grateful enough to cut us in on his action. Maybe break the kid’s leg first. Clean break. Don’t need to cripple him or anything. That’ll make sure they receive our offer in a properly receptive state of mind. They’re going to need more trucks to handle the added volume. Winslow?”
Winslow was a scarecrow of a man, his bare chest draped in a black leather vest. The back bore the image of a skeletal eagle, bearing down with its talons out, and heraldry reading Blood Eagles MC—Las Vegas Original.
“On it,” he rasped. “Hell, we can snatch half of Donaghy’s trucks right out of the impound lot. Fresh coat of paint and some new plates, nobody’ll know the difference.”
Daniel snapped his fingers. “Good. The city will pay Sordi an advance to get him up and running right away, and we’ll sell him the trucks at a deep discount. Which, considering we’re getting them for free, is a nice extra chunk of profit.”
His phone buzzed against his hip. He tugged it out, sliding his chair back an inch to glance under the table. It was a text message from a blocked number, with a simple command attached: Leave the room. Now.
He riffled through the possibilities like a dealer with a fresh deck of cards. No shortage of people who wanted to take a shot at him, but nobody would dare do it within earshot of a Commission meeting, and this was a weird way of setting up a hit. Jennifer had sent him under-the-table texts plenty of times, using his influence to help sway the rest of the board one way or another, but her empty hands were on the table.
He ran through every possibility and came up empty. Nothing to do but follow the string and see where it led. He stood up and gave his phone an apologetic finger tap. “Gotta take this call, excuse me. I’ll be right back.”
He pushed open the conference-room doors and crossed a hundred miles in a single step.
The room was gone. The hotel was gone. He stood upon a floor of rough, rust-red stone, in a cavern lit by candlelight.
“Aw, come on,” he breathed, tasting the bone-dry desert air. “Not this shit again.”
The Mourner, draped in her ivory veils and long satin gloves, sat at an ironwork table with place settings for two. Flickering tea lights and low white candles circled the cavern floor in concentric rings. The circles of light bulged and bent here and there, their curves off-balance and out of proportion in a way that felt laden with strange meaning. Hieroglyphs he couldn’t decipher.
“Join me for tea,” she said. Her voice was a serpentine hiss.
He thought about asking if he had a choice. He decided he already knew the answer and stepped carefully over the rings of candlelight. She poured from a delicate china teapot. Amber waters cascaded into a pair of flowery cups, and steam smelling of hyssop and honey kissed the cavern’s stagnant air.
“Last time we got together, I ended up at a restaurant for Hollywood cannibals.” He raised his teacup. “Cheers. Oh, and I got stabbed. Did I mention I got stabbed? Because it hurt. A lot.”
Her gloved fingers—impossibly long and twisting in ways bones were never meant to bend—raised her cup in kind.
“The reward for good work, as the saying goes, is more work.”
“I have never heard that saying.”
She lifted her cup to her veils, her face hidden from sight as she slurped her tea.
“And yet,” she said, “here you are. You brought me a Cutting Knife. Now I want you to bring me the woman who will wield it, and her companion.”
Her other hand curled around the lid of the teapot. She lifted it, and the pot belched a cloud of white steam into the air between them. With a twirl of her sea-anemone fingers and a chant Daniel could barely make out—a sound that rasped at his eardrums like shards of broken glass—the steam took on shape and proportion. He stared up at two women, their faces carved from white marble.
“Vanessa Roth—though she’s using her maiden name, Fieri, at the moment—and Marie Reinhart. Mark their faces. Their survival may depend on you.”
Daniel squinted at the dark, dour woman on the left. “This one…she looks familiar. Could swear I’ve seen her somewhere before. So what’s their damage?”
“It may clarify if I call them the Witch and her Knight.”
He took a long, slow sip of his tea. The taste of honey lingered on his tongue.
“Always figured there were more out there. You know I met the Prophet once? Back when I was stuck behind bars.”
“So you know the stakes,” she said.
“I know that when all the characters of the story end up on the same world, at the same time, it usually means lights out for the entire planet. That’s the pattern, right?”
“It does appear to be a law of the multiverse,” she replied. He felt her smiling behind her veils. “Do you respect the law, Daniel?”
“Not even a little bit. One problem: I can’t exactly travel at the moment. Some asshole killed a dozen people out in Texas and made it look like my handiwork. I’ve got to lie low until this blows over. If it blows over.”
“We don’t have the luxury of delay. They’re being pursued by an organization you’re quite familiar with. The Order of Chainmen.”
Daniel set his cup down.
“The Chainmen. Hell’s bounty hunters.” He tilted his head up at the floating image. The faces were beginning to dissolve, the steam losing its cohesion wisp by fluffy wisp. “They only go after people who break infernal law. Who’d they cross?”
“A certain senator of your acquaintance, in good standing with the fallen powers.”
Daniel jabbed a finger at Vanessa’s face as the name clicked.
“Roth,” he said. “Alton Roth. His kid?”
“Daughter-in-law. His son is recently deceased. You can do the math from there, I trust.”
It wasn’t hard to add up. He slumped back in his chair.
“They’re good and screwed, then. Nobody gets away from the Chainmen. Once they’re on the hunt, the person who called in the contract can’t even cancel it if they want to.”
“You escaped them once, which makes you the perfect man for this task.”
“That was luck.” He glanced at his teacup. “And I cheated. A lot. But it was mostly luck.”
“Vanessa and Marie are out in the wilderness, and don’t even fully understand what they are yet. They could use a little of your vaunted luck.”
“Aren’t you overcomplicating this a little? If you want them to have the knife, give it back to me and I’ll hand-deliver it to ’em. What’s the point of going…wherever they are and bringing them all the way back here?”
“All will be understood when the time is right,” she hissed. “If it helps, think of yourself as a specially chosen instrument in a divine plan.”
“It does not help.” He picked up his cup again and stared at her over the rim. “It does not help even a little bit. So, give me a clue about where to start looking?”
“At this moment, they are on their way to Bloomington, in the hopes of finding Carolyn Saunders. I believe you’ve met.”
His breath blew a ripple across the amber sea in his cup. A gust of steam rose up to join the faded sculpture. The two women were phantoms now, eyeless, their features washed out under a mist of blurry gauze.
“The Scribe. Yeah. We’ve met. She wrote me into her stupid fantasy books.”
“Many would be flattered by that.”
“Have you read her books?” he asked. “Okay, good, at least she’ll take care of them until I get there.”
“It will not be that simple.”
“But you’re not going to tell me why.”
The Mourner slipped her cup under her veils. Her only response was one long, slow slurp. Daniel lifted his open hand in surrender.
“Gotcha. Fine. I suppose this is the same deal as last time? No friends, no backup, can’t tell anybody where I’m going or who I’m working for?”
“Actually…no,” she replied. “You will travel alone, but should you need to, should things turn dire, you may seek what allies you must. Do whatever needs to be done to ensure Vanessa and Marie reach the desert. Be swift. Be ruthless. And do not delay. The Witch and her Knight believe only mortal hunters are on their trail. I fear they’re about to endure a rude awakening.”



TWELVE
They were an hour outside Columbus, riding along a forested strip of back-road highway, when the red and blue lights strobed in the rearview mirror.
Marie’s hands clenched the wheel in a death grip as her stomach turned into a knot of razor wire. Her instincts scrambled, scurried, a rat in a trap. Stepping on the gas wasn’t an option: the Eldorado was a tank, and she wasn’t going to outrun a police cruiser. Off-roading it wasn’t an option either: even if the big boat of a sedan was built for it, and it wasn’t, they’d get ten feet off the road before getting caught in a morass of tangled maples and muck. The next off-ramp was miles away.
“Were you speeding?” Nessa was bolt upright, straining against her seatbelt as she craned her neck to look behind them.
“No.” Marie stared at the speedometer. Making sure. “No. Damn it, he said these plates would hold up!”
“He lied. Or the authorities followed us to New Jersey and he talked. Either way…” Nessa faced forward and folded her arms across her chest. “Pull over. I’ll handle it.”
She didn’t have a choice. Marie’s foot hit the brake like a hangman’s hand on the gallows rope, preparing for an execution. The car swung onto the shoulder and eased to a dead stop.
“Don’t kill him,” she said.
She put the car into park and killed the ignition.
“He’s not taking you in,” Nessa replied. “If he takes you in, it’s all over.”
The cruiser sat behind them. The colored lights whirled, flashing off the trees, the long and empty highway, painting the night in shades of blood and arctic ice.
“Nessa, listen to me. He’s a cop. He’s not a bad guy, all right? He’s doing his job. Don’t kill him.”
Marie stared into the side mirror. He was still in the cruiser. Please don’t call for backup, she prayed, not sure who she was praying to. Please don’t call for backup—
“If he takes you in,” Nessa said, “that’s the end, you understand? You’ll be railroaded, you’ll be sentenced, and you’ll die in prison. Alton will make certain of that. I won’t allow it.”
The cruiser door opened. A shadow emerged, walking with a gunfighter’s swagger and one hand perched on his belt as he slowly approached. Marie’s throat tightened like a hand was squeezing it shut.
“Nessa, listen to me. Do you know how many traffic stops I did before I made detective? This man is just like me. He’s innocent. He probably has a family. We’ll find another way out. Promise me you won’t kill him.” She turned, eyes wide and pleading. “Promise me.”
Nessa bared her teeth. She didn’t promise. She didn’t argue either.
The trooper bellied up to the driver-side window, his eyes shrouded under the wide brim of his hat. “Evening, ma’am. License and registration, please.”
She wouldn’t be able to bluff him. She knew this because she’d been the one standing in his shoes a hundred times. She knew every response, every trick, every game that guilty people played and she knew why they wouldn’t work. All she could do was delay the inevitable. Meanwhile, on her right, Nessa sat perfectly still with her hands cradled in her lap. A bomb waiting to explode.
She had to save this man’s life. Then she had to save theirs. She didn’t see a way to do both.
But maybe that’s what a knight does, she thought, digging out her wallet. A knight finds a way.
She gave him her license, not worried he’d recognize her name on sight. She was a fugitive in New York State, and he’d find that out if he checked in, but she doubted there was a coast-to-coast manhunt in full swing. Alton had pull, but not that much. Her best bet, her only bet, was to play this as straight as she could.
“This actually isn’t my car,” she told him. “I borrowed it from a friend while mine’s in the shop.”
The trooper rapped his fingers against the laminated face on her license.
“Jersey plates,” he said. “Your friend know you’re off on a road trip?”
“Yes, actually. My aunt Carolyn lives in Illinois, and she’s sick. This…this might be the last chance I get to see her before…you know.” Marie turned her face down, swallowing hard, wishing she was a good enough actress to cry on cue.
“All right,” he said, slow and easy. “Why don’t you step on out of the car for me. We’ll have you back on the road in just a few minutes, no big deal.”
And if she’d been telling the truth, he might have been right. Marie watched Nessa’s fingers clench on her lap. The witch sat silent, still, keeping the promise she hadn’t made out loud. For now. Marie locked eyes with her one last time. Then she got out of the car.
The trooper walked her around to the back of the Eldorado and turned her to face the trunk. She tried not to flinch as the first cuff locked snug around her wrist. He was good at his job, gentle but firm, and snared her other hand behind her back with one smooth motion.
“You’re not under arrest, okay? Just detaining you while I sort this out. You got anything in your pockets that might hurt me? Needles, knives, anything like that?”
“No,” she said. She knew the drill. He patted her down like a pro, setting her wallet on the trunk, coming up empty for contraband. Not that it would matter; the second he ran a check on her license, he’d know he had a fugitive on his hands.
Nessa’s words echoed in her mind. The choice between being good and being right. She wanted, needed to be both. And there was no way killing an innocent cop was good or right. But if it came down to survival, if it was his life or theirs…
No, she thought. No easy answers, no shortcuts. I’ll figure it out.
He left her standing at the trunk and walked around the other side of the car. Nessa got out on command. She walked ahead of him, toward his cruiser, and met Marie’s gaze in passing. Her lips moved without sound, and Marie saw the words she mouthed.

Your way. For now.

Behind her, Marie heard a second pair of handcuffs click shut, a mechanical rattle like the seal of a coffin lid. Nessa had done just what she asked. Now Marie wondered if she’d just doomed them both.
From where she was standing, she had a good view of Nessa in the Eldorado’s side mirror. The trooper left her standing next to his cruiser at the roadside, cuffed, pensive, her downturned face glowing in the strobing lights. He didn’t get in and run Marie’s license, like she expected. Instead, he walked around the back of the cruiser, circling the car, and rummaged around under the passenger seat. Marie squinted, leaning to one side to get a better look in the mirror.
This wasn’t right.
He’d left Nessa standing between his car and the highway, where she’d be in danger from any car passing too close to the shoulder. He should have either moved her around to the trunk, like he had with Marie, or sat her down away from traffic. This was basic academy training, even a rookie knew that, and she didn’t think the rules were any different in Ohio.
He stood up again, apparently finding whatever he was looking for, and left the passenger door open as he walked back around his cruiser. For one moment, he stood perfectly framed in the Eldorado’s side mirror: hat slung low, his badge glowing like molten metal in the sweep of the cruiser’s crimson light, and a syringe in his hand.
Marie spun around. “Nessa! Look out!”
He lunged in, plunging the needle down like a dagger. Nessa’s eyes flashed as she turned and drove her foot square between his legs. He doubled over, air bursting from his lungs. Nessa stumbled back, off-balance and almost falling, and her hip thumped against the cruiser’s hood as she caught herself.
Marie dropped to the pavement. The asphalt slammed against her shoulders, wrenching her arms and sending a streak of white-hot pain down her spine, but she didn’t have time to be gentle. She squeezed her knees up against her chest, tight as she could, and strained to bring her cuffed wrists over her feet. She saw Nessa run, fleeing for the tree line. The syringe clattered to the pavement; he’d given up on killing them quietly. The trooper’s revolver slapped free from its holster and barked once, twice, muzzle flare lighting the darkness as he fired at Nessa’s back.
Marie didn’t know if Nessa had been hit. Didn’t know if she was dead or alive. Her wrists flipped down and over her shoes, still cuffed, but in front of her now. She leaped to her feet and charged. The cruiser’s scarlet light caught her in the eyes and danced with the blood screaming in her ears. She was screaming, too, as she plowed into the assassin at full speed. Her fists drove into the small of his back. She brought him down to the pavement under her weight and slipped her cuffs over his head, digging a knee into his spine to keep him down.
Then she pulled, hard, her cuffs turning into a garrote that chewed into the man’s throat. He kicked and writhed, bucking under her knee, the revolver useless while he was trapped on his belly. He fired two more shots at nothing, his finger convulsively squeezing the trigger, and the muzzle flash left streaks of lightning in Marie’s vision.
Dark blood spattered the asphalt as he rattled out his final breath. She kept the pressure on, feeling his windpipe buckle and break, until she was sure he was dead. Then she leaned over him, slipping her hands free, panting for breath as her shoulders sagged.
Nessa stumbled up, looking blindsided, twigs in her hair and a clump of muddy grass clinging to one shoulder from where she’d rolled for cover. No blood, no bullet holes. They looked each other over, making sure. No words. They didn’t need them right now. Marie fumbled at the dead man’s belt until she found his handcuff keys, and Nessa turned around. She unlocked Nessa’s cuffs, her hands shaky from adrenaline; then Nessa took the keys and did the same for her.
Marie plucked the twigs from Nessa’s hair and brushed her shoulder off.
“Trunk,” Nessa said.
She got into the driver’s seat of the cruiser while Marie grabbed the dead man by his shoulders, dragging him around to the back. Nessa popped the trunk. She stood beside Marie, lifted the lid, and tilted her head.
There was already a corpse inside.
He’d been beaten, face pulped, stripped to his undershirt and boxers. His wrists and ankles were bound with electrical cord. One look at the trooper’s leather-jacketed ID card and his photograph told the rest of the story. Marie’s stomach sank like she’d swallowed a lead weight.
“He murdered him,” she said. “Took his uniform, his badge, his car, just to hunt us down. He knew I wouldn’t hurt a cop. Knew I wouldn’t fight back. I can’t believe—I can’t believe how stupid—”
Nessa’s finger pressed against her lips.
“Don’t,” Nessa said. Her finger pressed a little tighter. “Don’t you dare. He took advantage of your sense of honor. There’s no shame in that. If it’s a weakness, it’s a weakness to be proud of.”
The second body joined the first. Marie kept his revolver, a snub-nosed .45 with a textured walnut grip that weighed heavy in her hand. Nessa scooped the fallen syringe off the pavement.
“Something nasty and swift in here, no doubt. He would have killed me behind your back, then taken you at his leisure. Let’s check the car. Maybe he left some other goodies behind for us.”
He had. A folded cream envelope rested on the passenger seat, with a letter printed on sturdy gray-flecked parchment inside. Marie unfolded it, Nessa leaning in at her shoulder to read, and her lips parted.
“Nessa,” she breathed, “who the hell was this guy?”



THIRTEEN
Crisp type lined the stiff page in thick black ink. Some of the letters, the Ts and Qs and Ls, were dropped a fraction lower than the rest, as if the whole missive had been rattled off on an antique typewriter.

GREEN LETTER CONTRACT


Urgent/payment by accelerated schedule/contact CHACCT for details.


Target #1: Vanessa Roth


Target #2: Marie Reinhart


Dissemination: U.S./WIDE. Targets are known to be traveling west from New York State, possibly en route to Nevada. All Chainmen in good standing within the theater of operations have a green light. This is a death writ: no added bounty for living captives will be offered. Both targets must be eliminated in order to receive payment.

“It’s a contract,” Nessa said. “He wasn’t working alone.”

Vanessa Roth is an untrained magical talent and may be dangerous; CHCENTRAL recommends neutralization from long range. Reinhart is trained in hand-to-hand combat and small arms. Detailed psychological profiles on both subjects are available from dispatch, contingent upon authorized request.

“Wait. Wait.” Marie tapped her short-cropped fingernail against the page. “Magic? Who are these people? How do they know about that?”
“They’re not the Mafia, that’s a solid bet.” Nessa pursed her lips tight. Her eyes narrowed to slits behind her glasses. “But I smell Alton’s fingerprints all over this. ‘Possibly en route to Nevada.’ And why would we go there?”
“To kill him, before he can kill us,” Marie said.
Nessa folded the letter along a razor-sharp crease.
“I think that’s a splendid idea. I’ll have to thank them for suggesting it. Oh, wait, it was already on my to-do list.”
The hit man’s wallet didn’t yield any new clues: he didn’t carry any identification, no cards, just a fat wad of cash. Nessa fanned it out with a smile. Marie figured there was a good eight or nine hundred dollars there, mostly in fifties.
“On the plus side,” Nessa said, “finders keepers.”
She slammed the trunk shut.
Marie got into the cruiser, killed the dome lights, and drove off the side of the road. The car rolled down a steep incline, bouncing on the rough, until it came to rest against the trees in a thick patch of muddy ground. It was still visible from the road, but just barely.
It’d be found come daylight, but that was all right. Marie wanted someone to find it. The trooper in the trunk—the real one—had friends, a family, and they deserved to know what happened to him. It was the best she could do for him under the circumstances.
And he died because of me. He died because this scumbag needed a disguise, one he knew would work on me. If I was harder, if I was colder—
“Stop it,” Nessa said.
Marie blinked. Nessa leaned back against the Eldorado, head tilted, eyeing Marie like a bird of prey.
“I don’t need to read your mind to know what you’re thinking,” Nessa told her.
They drove away together, with two dead men in their wake and the lights of Columbus glowing soft in the distance.
“You look about as tired as I feel,” Nessa said.
Marie rubbed an eye and stared at the strobing white lines on the highway. They slipped by like sand in an hourglass, flowing in a steady stream.
“I can keep driving.”
“No,” Nessa said. “Let’s find someplace to stop for the night. Someplace nice. We’ve earned it, I think. Our would-be assassin will pay the tab. Besides, no sense rousting our author friend before dawn, and I think we should both be at our best when we face her. No telling if she’s on our side or not.”
LeVeque Tower—half office building, half hotel—rose above the city skyline like a towering cathedral. The outside resembled a Byzantine palace, with crenellations rising from the skyscraper’s central spear, and the lobby doubled as an art-deco shrine. The walls were beige marble polished to a mirror sheen, beneath an arched ceiling adorned with elaborate ’40s-era motifs in sea-foam green and coral red. The night clerk, a hipster in his twenties with a septum piercing and a soul patch, greeted them with a smile.
“Looks like we do have a couple of vacancies,” he said, checking at Nessa’s request. “Would a king suite work for you?”
She laid a stack of fifties down on the desk between them.
“We do need a credit card, for a room deposit,” he said.
She added another two fifties, to the left of the pile.
“Do you really?” she asked.
Nessa cradled a plastic key card in a slim gray cardboard sleeve as she and Marie rode the elevator up.
The suite door opened onto a long, open sitting room with dark hardwood floors and stormy carpets. A marble-topped counter and sink took up one end of the room, alongside a glass dining table, while love seats and an armchair gathered around a flat-screen TV on the opposite side. An open archway looked in on a bedroom where a gold-rimmed mirror hung over the broad sweep of a king-size bed. A storage display along the sidewall, glass cubbyholes set into a steel frame, had a nautical theme. Sextants, almanacs, a tiny replica spyglass.
Marie stood in the adjacent doorway and stared.
“It’s…the size of my old bathroom in Queens,” she said.
“Smaller than I expected, given the size of this place.”
“No.” Marie pointed. “Not the bathroom. Just the shower.”
Nessa leaned in behind her, blinking at it. The shower was more of a second room, one wall in glass and the other three ringed in ivory tile, with a long marble bench along the back. A rain-shower head dangled over three individual jets set into the wall.
“We are definitely going to run their water bill up tonight.” Nessa’s fingertips slid along Marie’s collarbone. “First, though…would you like to try something new?”
“Trust me, everything about this situation is new to me.”
Nessa took her by the hand. She led her back out into the parlor, to the open floor in the heart of the room. Then she tapped at her phone and sorted through a playlist.
“I’ve been studying my book,” Nessa said. “There’s something I’d like to do, if you’re willing. Only if you’re willing. It’s called the Knot of Venus. The text says it’s an old lovers’ game among witches. Supposed to bring us closer together.”
Marie was gun-shy, her body language tight. Most of her encounters with magic, so far, had ended the same way: in blood and screaming.
“You don’t have to,” Nessa said.
“I want to.” Marie pushed her shoulders back. She lifted her chin. “I want to. What do I have to do?”
“Your part is easy.”
Nessa rested her phone on the glass table and gave it a tap. Music welled from the speaker: the strains of violins, horns, a big band waltz warming up. Nessa turned to her and held out her open hand.
“Just come over here and dance with me,” she said.
*     *     *
When Alton Roth wasn’t in Washington, he usually made camp in his home office in Carson City. And he hadn’t been back to DC since he buried his son. He spent most of his time behind closed doors, sullen and silent, staring at his phone like he could make it ring by sheer willpower.
Calypso had his own office just up the hall from Alton’s. The name on the plate beside the door read Webster Scratch: Campaign Management. It wasn’t much, a windowless beige box with a workstation and a high-backed leather chair, and a walnut credenza with a stand for his beloved cherry-and-vanilla Telecaster. Tonight he cradled the guitar in his arms, picking at the strings now and again, but the stray notes dissolved on the air like a sugar cube in water.
The phone on his desk chimed. Alton calling, demanding a status update on the hunt, just like he’d been doing once an hour all day long. He ignored it and strummed another note, hoping it turned into a song. It didn’t oblige him. He had the technical skills but not the spirit tonight; the music wouldn’t play for a bluesman with no heart.
He’d earned his reputation as a wheeler of deals and a maker of bargains. When he heard a musician boasting that he could outplay the devil himself, Calypso was on the spot with a golden fiddle to wager. When Robert Johnson made his way down to the crossroads, Calypso was waiting to take him under his wing and teach him the Delta blues. Sure, he’d bought human souls for money, power, sex, but those were never the stories he enjoyed telling.
A good story needed a good bargain behind it. And when he’d been drawn to Alton Roth’s plea, and his half-assed sacrifice of the family dog on a sweltering Halloween night, he’d seen some real potential there. Making a rich man richer was easy. Taking a no-account grifter from a failing political career all the way to the White House, though…that had the makings of a tale to sing about.
The only problem was, he had to deliver. The contract was simple and clean: as long as Roth did exactly as he was told, when he was told to do it, he’d get everything he ever dreamed of. If Calypso failed, if outside forces intervened, if anything kept Roth from his shot at the presidency, their deal was null and void. And the great bargainer would fall from a legend to a laughingstock.
A whole hell of a lot of outside forces had been intervening lately.
He strummed a chord. Then another. The music rolled and he sang to his empty office in a fit of inspiration, voice deep and rich and thrumming off the walls.
“Best heed my warning,

This could happen to you.


Better heed my warning,


Say it could happen to you.


Sat me down to a five-course meal…

Bit off more than I could chew.”
He stopped strumming and lightly drummed his fingers against the neck of the guitar.
“I’ll workshop it,” he said.
He wasn’t ready to throw in the towel. Not yet. If his hunters could deliver the vengeance Roth was aching for, it might be enough to haul the man out of his funk and get him back to work. Not to mention covering up any last trace of scandal linked to his son’s untimely death.
Too many maybes, too many moving parts. And then there was the big question mark around Vanessa Roth and her ladylove. He didn’t deny a sense of regret, giving the order to take them off the board.
Regret was a short-lived thing when it came to eternity, though. And this would all be over by sunrise.



FOURTEEN
The music from Nessa’s phone swelled and blossomed in the hotel suite. A big-band waltz spiraled around Marie until she thought she could read the notes on the air. The walls vibrated in time with the basso horns, and the chandelier lights danced to the plucking rhythm of the strings. She snuggled against Nessa, her lover taking the lead with her hand on the small of Marie’s back, and they moved together in a slow dance. Nessa’s perfume smelled like musk, like amber, like a predator from the primeval mists. She was chanting. Her words tumbled out as the tap-tap-tap of a snare drum, setting their pace. She spoke the rhythm and Marie’s feet followed her, spelling out ancient letters where they fell and turned and slid along the hardwood floor.
The day she met Nessa—the moment their eyes first met—Marie had a hallucination. A fleeting vision of a French ballroom, white marble and gold. She wore a gown of copper silk. Nessa wore nightingale blue. The tailored brocade was soft and warm under Marie’s hands, here and now, and the feathers lining Nessa’s masquerade mask tickled her cheek.
“Nessa, are we—”
“Shh. Enjoy the moment.”
They whirled across the floor together. The other dancers were phantoms, figures of smoke that burst as the women spun through them. Marie laughed and Nessa rested her head against the taller woman’s chest. The beaked nose of her mask nuzzled the hollow of Marie’s throat. They lifted from the earth in each other’s arms, rising up, their slippers leaving the marble and dancing on air.
The image faded, rippling, the magic too good to last. They still spun, though, as the ballroom broke away and their silken gowns dissolved in threads of oil paint that rained down and pooled beneath their dangling feet. They still floated, three feet above the hotel-room floor.
“Nessa!” Marie’s eyes went wide, torn between shock and a giggle of giddy delight. “We’re—we’re—”
“Flying,” Nessa said with a wolfish grin. “Silly Marie.”
She leaned in and kissed her.
“Didn’t anyone ever tell you? Witches can fly.”
The song—the big band gone, the music reduced to a tinny echo from Nessa’s phone—drifted to its final notes. And the women drifted down, their feet touching the earth toes-first as gravity took firm, gentle hold of them once more.
Nessa winced. Her hands went tight around Marie, clenching, then she pulled away. She pressed the heel of her palm to her forehead. The joy of the moment shattered like glass.
“Nessa? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. It’s nothing.”
“It’s something,” Marie said.
Nessa fluttered a hand and scooped up her phone.
“I’ve been having these…headaches since Vandemere. Little waves of nausea. They come and go. I’m fine.”
“Is it the magic?” Marie asked. “I mean, you’ve been using it a lot. Does your book say anything about side effects, or how much you’re supposed to—”
“Marie. Please. I’m fine.” She put on a tired smile. “It’s already passed. See? Nothing to worry about. Besides, we have a more pressing problem.”
Marie squinted at her, torn between her words and the impish smile on Nessa’s lips. “Problem?”
Nessa closed the distance between them. Her musk perfume spiraled around them in invisible tendrils and Marie felt half-drunk when she breathed it in.
“I’ve been aching for you all day,” Nessa said, “and we’ve got an entire hotel suite all to ourselves, with nothing to do until morning.”
Marie reached for the top button of Nessa’s blouse. Nessa gave her hand a playful slap.
“Uh-uh. Not until I say. I want you to do something for me, Marie.”
“Anything.”
“Careful,” Nessa said, her voice a teasing singsong as she walked away. She dropped into the armchair at the edge of the room, leaned back, and folded one leg over the other as she got comfortable. “That’s a dangerous promise to make. No, you stand right there until I tell you to move.”
“And?” Marie asked, uncertain.
“Your clothes are in the way of my entertainment.” Nessa wriggled her fingers at her. “Fix that.”
With anyone else she might have felt objectified. With Nessa, she felt…adored. Maybe it was the sapphire gleam of Nessa’s eyes behind her glasses, or the purr deep in her lover’s throat as she murmured her encouragement. “Slower—that’s it,” Nessa whispered. “Turn a little to the left. Yes. Perfect. You’re perfect.”
Stitch by stitch Marie’s clothes draped over the arm of the sofa. Her every last shield peeled away and Nessa’s gaze drank her in. Finally she had no more secrets, nothing left to hide. She wore her bruises from her battle at the Vandemere Zoo like a warrior’s cloak. They painted her ribs and one hip in long blotches of color, swirls of oil paint in blue-black and fading yellow.
“I’m a little banged up,” Marie said.
“I don’t care,” Nessa told her. “You’re beautiful. Do you remember your safeword?”
“Symmachy,” Marie replied.
The word Nessa had picked for her the second night they made love. It meant “fighting together against a common enemy.”
“It’s very important that you understand,” Nessa said, “there’s no shame in using it. If things are going too fast for you, or something happens that you don’t enjoy, I want you to use it. I need to know what your limits are, so I can respect them. And…play with them, just a little bit.”
“Will I need it tonight?” Marie asked.
She kept her chin high, her shoulders back. Nude, but a world away from vulnerable, as if her body was clad in armor that only she could see and feel.
“Maybe. We’ll see how the evening goes,” Nessa told her. She pointed to the light switch on the wall, over by the door. “Walk over there, turn the lights off, then come back to me.”
The switch clicked under Marie’s fingertip and bathed the suite in darkness. Nessa was a shadow in the gloom. Her glasses glinted, owlish circles carved from obsidian. Marie turned and took a step toward her, stopped in her tracks by Nessa’s voice.
“No. Stay.”
Nessa’s arm rose, languid. The shadow of her hand pointed a long, slender finger toward the floor.
“Get down on all fours,” Nessa said. “Crawl to me.”
Marie sank to her hands and knees on the hardwood floor. Slow. Not reluctant. Anything but reluctant as her heart pounded and her blood ran hot, her cheeks tingling. She moved slowly because she knew Nessa was savoring the sight, and she wanted to make it last.
She didn’t crawl. She stalked. Marie’s eyes were hard and hungry and her naked hips swayed to the sound of the drumbeat inside her head. She was a lioness, a hunter, a dragon in the dark. She could devour the world, if she felt so inclined. And the only force in the universe that could control her, the only hand that could tame her, belonged to the woman upon the shadowed throne.
It was a dance, different from the ballroom. She felt Nessa’s power wash over her, holding her firmly with nothing but her voice and her gaze, wrapping around her like chains of silk. She felt safe like this, her fire guided and tempered and wielded by Nessa’s will. Safe, wanted, valued, needed. Nessa’s hand cupped her chin, cradling it in her velvet palm as the witch loomed over her.
“You really are perfect,” Nessa said. There was a hitch in her voice, just the faintest break. Her fingers slid down to curl around Marie’s throat. She gave it a little squeeze. “I want to decorate this neck. Maybe wrap it in a choker, with a pendant, with my initials on it. I want everyone who looks at you to know who owns you. Do you know why, love?”
Marie looked up at her. She shook her head, beyond the ability to speak now.
“Because they will see your strength, and your beauty, and all the wonder that I see when I look in your eyes.” Nessa showed her teeth, with a smile that pushed back the shadows. “And they will say, ‘Who could rule over such a perfect creature? What witch could weave such a spell of enchantment?’ And they will know my power.”
Nessa’s fingers stroked Marie’s rumpled hair, petting her, and she uncrossed her legs. Her skirt rode up as her knees spread.
“Now please me,” Nessa said. “And I might—if I feel so inclined—treat you kindly tonight.”
*     *     *
Nessa was kind, until she wasn’t. Then she was tender, and then cruel without warning, until Marie was spun around and upside down and wrung dry. The minutes melted into hours, the two women swallowed by a tempest of sensation until they’d both had their fill. They collapsed together in the twisted sheets of the king bed, cradling each other close. Nessa ran her fingers through Marie’s hair and planted soft kisses along her forehead, tasting her sweat.
“You know what we need?” Nessa murmured.
“I’d say ‘more of that,’ but I can’t feel my legs.”
“I like your perspective, and I concur. I was thinking a nightcap before bed would be lovely, though.”
Marie forced her head up, squinting at the floating numbers on the bedside clock. Twelve minutes past one in the morning.
“I think we’re too late for room service,” Marie said.
“The minibar has a few premixed cocktails. Looked yummy. Why don’t you run down the hall and get us some ice?”
Marie groaned as she pushed herself off the bed. She shambled into the sitting room and tugged her clothes on, her body a mess of happy little aches.
“Why do I have to get the ice?” she said.
On the other side of the open doorway, Nessa rolled to the edge of the bed. Her head dangled off the mattress’s edge, her straight black hair falling in a curtain as she watched Marie from her upside-down perch.
“Because if you don’t,” Nessa said, “you’ll learn the difference between a playful spanking and a serious one.”
“Bluff. Your arms are too tired.”
“Do not test my wrath.” Nessa snapped her fingers and waved her hand in the vague direction of the door. “Avaunt, minion!”
“I am not your minion. You can call me anything but that.” Marie slipped her shoes on and grabbed the empty ice bucket. “Makes me think of the little yellow cartoon guys, and that is so not sexy.”
“You can be my flying monkey.”
“Not that either.”
“I’ll brainstorm on it,” Nessa said, “while you fetch the ice.”
The hallway outside their suite was a long stretch of arctic white under stark overhead lights. Hard geometries lanced across the white-on-brown carpeting, stretching into the distance in diagonals and right angles like a poster for a jazz club from the roaring twenties. Marie toted the stainless-steel bucket in her hands as she trudged along. The hall smelled like fresh paint.
Close to the elevators, a tiny room stood off the main hallway, penned in by smoky glass. A couple of vending machines hummed in the dark, their plastic faces glowing, next to an icebox. Marie balanced the bucket on the box’s edge and grabbed a tethered scoop.
If she closed her eyes, she could pretend life was perfect.
This was almost what normal people did. Just two lovers on a road trip, exploring America, seeing the sights. She could almost forget, if she tried, that a sword was dangling over their heads. She could almost forget that the thread holding the blade always frayed, always snapped. Their curse had decreed it: meeting Nessa wasn’t just the best thing that had ever happened to her. It was a countdown to extinction.
Her fingers curled over the bucket’s edge and squeezed.
The architect of their curse wanted them to be happy. That was the unthinkable perversity of it. They were supposed to fall in love, supposed to find joy in each other’s arms, so it could be torn away in their hour of triumph. So they could die, their memories scorched clean, sent back to do it all over again.
A flame ignited in the pit of Marie’s stomach. Her anger, her most faithful companion. Anger had propelled her through her entire life. As a cop, she had vented it on the people she thought were ruining the world: the exploiters, the pushers, the pimps. It wasn’t until she met Nessa and learned the truth, concealed in the depths of her black mirror, that she knew who she was really furious at.
All I need is a name, she thought. Show your face, you heartless son of a bitch. You’ve murdered us a hundred times. It’s our turn.
The elevator chimed. She didn’t think much of it, or the heavy tromping of feet, until she heard the voices on the other side of the smoked-glass wall.
“—guy on the desk said they both went up a few hours ago, and neither one of ’em came back down.”
“Better be right,” snapped a second voice. “Dispatch ain’t handing out partial credit. We need both of these bitches’ heads or we get jack.”
Marie jumped behind one of the vending machines. She squeezed herself against the wall, shoulders pressed to the ivory paint, and held her breath.
“Just be thankful we beat Nyx for once,” a woman drawled.
“You absolutely sure we did?” the first voice shot back. “This was a hell of a long way to drive, just to get poached again.”
They passed right by her. Marie froze, a statue in the shadows, and watched the hunters move. Six in all, four men, one woman, and a figure draped in a lumpy, shapeless hoodie with its head bowed low. One of the men carried a burlap sack and a hacksaw. Another, a machete polished to a mirror sheen. A Louisville slugger swung in the woman’s grip, slow and easy, a prison-ink spiderweb tattoo tracing the skin between her thumb and index finger.
“Hotel’s still standing, isn’t it?” she said. “Nyx doesn’t do ‘subtle.’ Kythas, you take the rich girl. Dispatch says she’s some kind of witch, so I want her shit locked down fast. We do this right, we can take our time, have a little fun.”
The figure in the hoodie let out a wet, phlegmatic grunt. The man in the lead, with skin like dried leather and a matte-black pistol riding in a shoulder holster, looked back and flashed a yellow-toothed grin.
“You just want the other one for yourself.”
The woman giggled like a hyena on meth.
“Only thing better than beating the shit out of a cop,” she said, “is getting paid for it. Who says you can’t mix business with pleasure?”
They sauntered out of sight, making a beeline for the far end of the hall. For their suite, where Nessa was all alone. Cornered. The angry fire in the pit of Marie’s stomach unfurled. Now it was a serpent, rising up, spreading burning wings as it climbed and coiled tight around her spine.
She pushed herself away from the wall and stepped out of her hiding space. She knew the odds were bad. Six against one. They had weapons. She had nothing but her rage. Her rage whispered a secret in her ear, though, and she knew the truth of it.
They weren’t the hunters here. She was.



FIFTEEN
They didn’t see her coming.
The hunters moved in a ragged pack, eyes forward and eager for the kill. Too eager, too confident, to hear the footsteps closing in from behind.
The last of the pack, with rolls of belly fat bulging under a tight Hawaiian shirt, held a .45 pistol in a two-hand grip. Barrel down, finger off the trigger, and he moved like he had military training. He was the only one who perked up as Marie’s gait shifted from a brisk stride to a flat-out run.
He turned just in time to see the stainless-steel ice bucket swinging for his face. His bottom lip tore and a broken tooth, ripped from its roots, flew in a scarlet arc. He brought the pistol up. Marie slammed the bucket down over the barrel and shoved his hands to the left as he pulled the trigger. The bottom of the bucket blew open with a hollow crump, metal bending back like the petals of a razor-edged flower, and the slug chewed into the arctic-white wall.
They were close enough to slow-dance. Marie slammed her forehead against the bridge of his nose. The cartilage buckled and broke and he crumpled to the art deco carpet, howling, clutching his mutilated face. Marie made a grab for the fallen pistol, but the hunter with the machete was already on her. The gleaming blade whistled toward her neck like a guillotine.
The machete clanged off the side of the ice bucket. Marie wore it over her fist like a boxing glove as she drove off another frenzied swing, the blade crashing down hard enough to dent the mirrored steel. He drove her back, step by step—then she saw her opening, lunged in, and drove the ruptured bucket straight into his gut. The petals of jagged metal sliced through his shirt and carved his belly into ground beef.
The Louisville slugger crashed across Marie’s shoulders and dropped her to her knees as white-hot pain lanced down her spine. The woman with the bat was screaming, flecks of spittle hitting Marie’s neck, and her next swing cracked across her bruised hip. Marie’s vision went blurry-red, the world drowned out by the roar of blood in her ears. She saw the wood streaking for her face and threw herself flat onto the carpet; the bat smashed into the wall, splitting plaster in a cloudburst.
The woman had yellow eyes. Runny, like rotten egg yolks. So did the man with leathery skin. He slapped his gun from his shoulder holster and skirted left, trying to line up a kill shot. The door to the suite burst open and Nessa launched herself onto his back like a feral cat. One arm curled around his neck and clung tight. The other brandished the syringe they’d taken off the hunter on the road. She stabbed the needle into his throat and pushed the plunger down.
His deformed eyes rolled back and he went into convulsions. A gout of white foam spat from his lips, drooling down his chin. Nessa shoved him aside, jumping back, and hooked her fingers into a ritual gesture as the man with the hacksaw lunged at her. Whatever magic she was planning to conjure, she never had the chance.
The shape in the lumpy hoodie swiveled around. Its shoulders snapped forward in a hunch, making crackling noises, as the hood fell back. It was a man of sorts. His shaved scalp was covered in ritual scars all the way down to his neck, puckered white lines carved to depict a tableau of hell: crudely drawn demons cavorted across his skin with human women in an orgy of rape and mutilation. The man’s eyes were covered in bulging frames of wire mesh, held in place by screws bolted into flesh and bone. His lips had been sliced away with surgical precision, replaced by a ring of black iron that contorted his mouth into a permanent O-shaped pucker.
He screamed. The sound, like a falcon’s screech, took on shape and color as the air vibrated poison-green. The sonic blast plowed into Nessa and flung her like a toy; she slammed into the hallway wall hard enough to make doors shake.
Marie rolled left and the baseball bat hit the wall and snapped, sending wood splinters flying. The yellow-eyed woman was all rage now, screaming, “You bitch, you hurt my boyfriend, you fucking bitch—” as she swung the broken bat like a sledgehammer. Marie kicked out with all the strength she had left, driving her heel straight into the woman’s kneecap. Bone snapped under her foot as the hunter’s knee buckled and broke.
The thing in the hoodie loomed over her, sucking in air like a vacuum cleaner as he prepared to unleash another scream. Marie scrambled backward on her elbows, snatched up the first hunter’s fallen pistol, and brought it up in both hands. The first bullet punched into the creature’s belly. The second hit him square in the heart. The third shot through the iron ring of his mouth and blasted out the back of his skull in a spray of black blood and shattered bone.
The last man standing had a fistful of Nessa’s hair. He wrenched her head back and put the blade of his hacksaw to her throat. She was bleary-eyed, dazed from the impact—but she had her quill knife out and just enough presence of mind to spear it between his legs. The blade sank deep, punching through the crotch of his jeans, and she gave the knife a savage twist. Marie silenced his high-pitched screech with a bullet; the round tore out his throat and painted the arctic wall raspberry-red.
The reverberations of the final gunshot rippled up and down the hotel corridor, fading into silence. Nothing lingered in its wake but strained breath and the hoarse grunts of the yellow-eyed woman, gone fetal as she clutched her shattered kneecap and sucked air between her gritted teeth. Her partner, Marie’s first opponent, had passed out, but he was still breathing through his shattered nose. The others were dead. The one who got his belly chewed up by the ice bucket lay facedown in a puddle of black-stained carpet with his eyes frozen open and his face waxy-pale. He’d bled out during the fight.
Marie pushed herself to her feet, and her leg almost slipped out from under her. Her breath was a dance of pain, every inhale lighting her injured hip on fire, every exhale leaving her fuzzy-headed and dizzy. Didn’t matter. If she could walk, she could fight. She stumbled over to Nessa with a question in her eyes.
“I’m okay.” Nessa rose up, slow, her shoulders against the wall for support. Her face pinched. “Mostly okay. Did they hurt you?”
“I can take it.” Marie looked down the long, empty corridor. “This isn’t right. Where is everybody? You’d think we’d hear something. Somebody would scream, somebody would be yelling for the cops. Somebody would at least have poked their head out of their room to see what all the noise was about.”
“Small favors. We should leave. Once we get some answers, of course.”
Nessa stood surrounded by the bodies of the fallen. She pointed her quill knife like a judge’s gavel, offering condemnation.
“Two are still breathing,” she said.
“Yeah,” Marie panted. She tugged the matte-black pistol from the poisoned hunter’s grip, wrenching his fingers back one by one. Now they had two more guns for the suitcase. Not enough bullets.
“We only need one of them,” Nessa said.
Marie hesitated. She looked over and met her lover’s gaze. Silent, expectant, no need to elaborate.
“This isn’t like the gas station,” Marie said. “But thank you for asking me first.”
Nessa knelt beside the unconscious man. She cupped one hand over his forehead, lifting his mutilated face, and sliced his throat from ear to ear. She flicked blood from her quill knife and pointed to the woman.
“Help me get her inside.”
The hunter let out a keening groan as they dragged her by her arms. Her lips curled back to bare rotten, jagged teeth. Her body slid along the blood-soaked carpet into their suite, useless leg dangling at the knee and bent the wrong way.
“Fucking whores,” she hissed. “You fucking stupid wh—”
The back of Nessa’s hand cracked across her face like a bullwhip.
“That will be quite enough of that,” Nessa told her, her voice a razor carved from ice. “Marie, shut the door please, and watch our new friend. If she does anything I don’t like, feel free to put a bullet in her other kneecap.”
The handle clicked as the suite’s door swung closed. It was only a little louder, a little heavier, than the click of the pistol’s hammer as Marie thumbed it back.
“Go ahead,” the yellow-eyed woman seethed. “Kill me. Won’t save you. You’ve been marked. Green-letter contract—that’s top priority, top pay. Somebody paid a whole lot of money to put you two down like a couple of rabid dogs, and the Order always delivers.”
“The Order,” Nessa echoed. “What is that?”
The woman squinted at her. “You kidding me?”
“My sense of humor is strained at the moment, considering the circumstances. You’d best keep that in mind.”
“We enforce the laws of hell. And when someone steps on the wrong toes, we handle that, too. Like I said, you’re marked. Once the contract goes out, there’s no stopping it.”
“Hell,” Nessa paused, as if she wasn’t sure she wanted to ask her next question. “So you’re…what? Some kind of demon?”
The hunter tried to laugh. It came out as a strangled groan.
“Me? I’m just a half-blood. Not even half. Just a few drops of the good stuff in my veins, for a little spice. You’ve never seen a real demon. But you’re going to. Word is Nyx took the contract. And when she catches you, you’re gonna wish me and my boys had taken you out.”
“We’ll manage. Who ordered our deaths?”
“Level with me.” The hunter’s eyes fixed on Nessa, hard as flint. She let out a wet cough. “No chance I’m living through this, is there?”
Nessa gave a tiny shake of her head.
“No. I see no reason to lie about that.”
“Wouldn’t believe you if you did.”
“I imagine not,” Nessa replied. “The simple truth is you assaulted my lover, and for that, you are going to die. Given the opportunity to indulge myself, I would very much enjoy making you suffer. But I doubt we have much time left, so let’s keep things nice and simple: tell me what I want to know, and I’ll make your death as quick and painless as I can. It’s a fair trade.”
Time weighed on Marie’s aching shoulders like an hourglass forged from lead. She kept one eye on the peephole set into the suite’s door. On the other side of the fish-eye lens, the bodies of the hunters lay scattered and motionless from wall to blood-spattered wall. Not a single door along the hallway had opened. Not one sound, not a voice, not even the wail of incoming sirens. Why not? she wondered. Somebody had to have heard something. Somebody had to have called for help.
The only thing more unnatural than the hunters was the shroud of silence that came with them. Save for one, the hunters were all dead, but the silence lingered on.
“Fair trade,” said the yellow-eyed woman. She slumped her head back on the hardwood floor. “We’re supposed to go out fighting and keep our mouths shut, if we go out at all. Bounty hunters’ code of ethics and all that. But he should have warned us you were harder than you looked, so fuck him and fuck you too. Guy who pulled the trigger on your contract is a political fixer, calls himself Webster Scratch.”
Nessa knew him. They’d met at a fund-raising party, just before her entire world had lurched sideways and then upside down. She looked back over her shoulder to Marie.
“He works for Alton Roth,” she said. “So now we know our next stop, after Carolyn.”
“Won’t help,” the hunter coughed. “Like I said, once you’re marked, you’re marked, and the bounty’s been put up in advance. He can’t stop the contract now, not for love or money. Not even if you kill him. It stays active until you’re both dead and buried.”
“We have to leave,” Marie said. She put her eye to the peephole again.
Nessa studied the blood-flecked tip of her knife.
“Final question,” she said. “Are the members of your order obligated to take a contract? Are you free not to pursue us, if you choose?”
“No obligation. It’s piecemeal work. Take the jobs that look juicy, ignore the rest. And the bounty on your heads? It’s real juicy.”
Nessa touched the edge of the blade to the hunter’s throat.
“So if it became clear that hunting us was tantamount to suicide,” she mused aloud. “If it was known to your people that crossing our path was a guarantee of agony and death…well, the bounty wouldn’t be quite as alluring, would it?”
The woman swallowed hard. Her throat swelled, kissing the blade’s edge.
“Guess not,” she said.
“Guess not,” Nessa echoed.
She kept her word and made it quick. Marie was already on the move, tossing their clothes—and the two guns they’d taken off the hunters’ bodies—into their suitcase.
“One more minute,” Nessa said. She grabbed a washcloth from the bathroom.
“What are you doing?”
Nessa crouched over the dead woman’s body and pressed the cloth to her throat, turning the linen from snowy white to scarlet.
“Sending a message,” Nessa said. “There’s something her friends need to know. Something the entire world needs to know, come to think of it.”
*     *     *
They stepped over the bodies in the hall and rode the elevator down in silence. The suitcase rolled over pristine tiles, and the cavernous lobby turned its wheels into the rumble of thunder. The front desk was empty; apparently the night clerk had found someplace safer to be. It was nearly two in the morning. No traffic on the sleepy city street beyond the tall lobby windows, no flashing police lights in the distance.
When more hunters arrived, or some hapless tourists cracked the door of their room and found the massacre in the bullet-riddled hallway, there would be something else waiting for them inside the abandoned suite. One more dead body, propped up against the wall with her throat slit. And above her head, scrawled in blood, a simple message.
THE OWL LIVES.



SIXTEEN
Nessa and Marie hadn’t seen the cloud of gnats that flew just ahead of the hunters. They billowed down the hotel halls like a single living thing, a giant fist of fluttering gray, then broke in dozens of directions. The insects flew under doors, slipped through cracks, seeking out travelers in their beds. They landed with feather-light feet upon sleeping faces and crawled, gossamer wings shivering, into snoring nostrils and sleeping ears.
The sleepers’ dreams turned to visions of a vast ocean, onyx waters gleaming in the hammered-brass glow of a tequila-colored sunset. The sounds of gunshots became the lapping of waves, screams faded to the whisper of an ocean breeze, and the black water pulled them down, down, gentle into the dark. They would stay there, down in the cold and gloom, until they were given permission to wake once more.
Up the street from the hotel, a flickering neon sign advertised Mick’s Diner in cherry-lipstick light. The witch who called herself Dora—the Mourner’s only surviving coven sister—had simple needs. A stack of fluffy pancakes, hash browns, and a place that was open around the clock. She perched in a booth in the back and stared out through a plate-glass window, into the dark.
She ran an idle hand through her dreadlocks and swirled her fork in a puddle of maple syrup. A ragged chunk of pancake smeared it around the nearly empty plate. Dora’s jar—a white soapstone cask the size of a thermos, its silver cap dangling from its open mouth by a slender chain—sat at her right hand. The sleepy-eyed waitress hadn’t commented on it, not when she brought it in, not when she opened it and unleashed the storm of gnats that billowed through the diner before escaping out into the night. Nobody noticed Dora and her pets, not unless she wanted them to. And she usually didn’t.
Up on the corner, Marie and Nessa emerged from the hotel. Dora checked them out. They looked a little shell-shocked, battered, and Marie was walking with a limp, but other than that, all their pieces were still attached.
“Not bad,” Dora murmured. “Not bad at all. Starting to see why the queen’s got her eyes on you.”
She finished her last few bites of pancake. Then she picked up her glass of water and slowly tipped it over the edge of her empty plate. A stream of water rained down, cascading across the syrup-smeared porcelain, forming a tiny pool inside the raised lip of the dish. Her dark fingers stroked the surface of the puddle, caressing it like a lover’s cheek, as she chanted under her breath.
The water turned dark as the ocean of dreams. And inside the darkness, with a shimmering ripple of light, a face welled up. A woman, moonlight-pale, with a flowing wave of raven hair and an antique silver key dangling at the hollow of her throat.
“They’re on the move,” Dora told her. “Looks like they punched those bounty hunters’ tickets. Took a few punches too, but nothing they can’t walk off.”
“Excellent,” replied the Lady in Red. “Stand vigil a while longer, and make sure they have time to escape. They’ve earned a head start, I think.”
“We went to a lot of extra trouble here. I mean, I could have jumped those clowns in the parking garage, before they ever set foot in the hotel. Lot safer for your girls that way.”
The Lady chuckled. “And when do I ever offer my daughters safety? No. Now they know they’re being hunted, and they’ll take appropriate precautions. And yes, I could have tasked you with the kill, but that would have been extraordinarily cruel of us.”
“How do you figure?”
“If Vanessa and Marie can’t defeat a handful of hired killers, how would they ever stand a chance against what’s coming for them next? The more they’re blooded, the more harshly they’re tested, the stronger they’ll become.”
“I don’t think you ever worked me or my sisters that hard.”
“Ah, how the passing of centuries blunts the sharp edge of memory.” The Lady winked, mischievous. “I threw you to the wolves. You thanked me for it, eventually. As will they, if they survive long enough to meet us in person. And now, our next act is about to begin. Please ensure the stage is properly dressed before the actresses arrive.”
Dora held up her hand. A red and black box of playing cards, Bicycle Dragon-Backs, nestled in her palm.
“I’ll go spruce up the scene of the crime,” she said.
*     *     *
The Eldorado barreled through the small hours of the morning like a turbo-fueled battering ram. Nessa and Marie left Columbus behind, taking to the highway, and the first long fingers of sunrise chased them across the American heartland. The Midwest was a vast, flat table, where endless cornfields offered up a banquet for the nation. Here and there they drove past lonely clusters of wind turbines, their blades churning slow against a cloudless and stony lapis sky.
“Hell,” Marie said. It was the first word either of them had spoken for twenty miles.
“Sums up our situation nicely,” Nessa replied. She leaned back in the passenger seat with her eyes shut, drowsing a bit while Marie drove.
“No. Those bounty hunters.” She pursed her lips, trying to get to grips with her feelings. They slid out from under her fingertips, all slippery edges. “Nessa, I mean…okay, accepting the reality of magic, that was a big bridge to cross for me.”
“And you crossed it with aplomb. Well done.”
“Hell. Demons—literal demons. And all the theological implications. That’s another level of crazy. Did you know about this?”
“Quantify ‘know,’” Nessa replied. “Have occultists written entire volumes on demons and the dealing-with thereof? Yes, of course. Have I seen any actual proof that any of said occultists weren’t deluded or mad, before tonight? No. My witchcraft is blissfully agnostic, thank you very much, and I prefer it that way.”
“But if demons are real,” Marie said, “that means it’s all real, doesn’t it? What about angels?”
“I’d caution against making assumptions. I’d caution even more strongly against hope.”
The highway was a razor-straight line cutting through farmland. Marie picked through the tangled knot of her thoughts as she drove. A sign at the road’s edge read Welcome to Indiana.
“We have to make a stop,” Marie said.
Nessa yawned into her palm. “Agreed, you need a nap. Let’s switch and I’ll take the wheel for a couple of hours.”
“No, not that. Tony and Janine are out looking for us.”
“For which I’m grateful, but we most likely lost them back in New Jersey.”
“Can’t risk it.” Marie watched the off-ramp signs, looking for a rest stop. “I’ve got to convince them to turn around. It’s not safe.”
“Do you think they’ll listen?”
“Knowing Janine, if I’m not careful she’ll dig her heels in twice as hard. But with those…things running around out there, looking for us? I have to try.”
*     *     *
Daybreak found Janine and Tony in adjoining rooms of a motel just off the Garden State Parkway. The face of Janine’s cell phone lit up in the darkness. It trilled, dragging her out of a dream. She flailed in the tangled, starchy bedsheets, disoriented, reaching in the wrong direction and fumbling with her satin sleep mask.
“Shit, shit, hold on,” she mumbled. She finally managed to scoop up the phone, almost dropping it, and mashed it against her cheek. “Yeah, ’sup?”
“Janine, it’s me.”
Janine sat up straight. Her sleep mask lolled at an angle on her face, covering one eye. She could barely hear her roommate’s voice over the rumbling of trucks in the background.
“Marie? Where are you?”
“Listen. I appreciate what you did for me, back in Asbury Park—”
“You saw that? Well, good, because Avis isn’t going to appreciate it even a little bit, and Tony’s still mad at me. I was like, what’s the point of paying for insurance if you aren’t going to use it?”
“You need to turn around,” Marie said. “Please. I appreciate that you’re trying to help, it means a lot to me, but it’s too dangerous.”
Janine leaned over and clicked on the bedside lamp. She squinted, reeling at the sudden flood of harsh light, then turned it off again.
“What? The feds? They can bluster all they want, but it’s a free country. As far as anyone can prove, me and Tony are on vacation and we’re just…coincidentally following a couple of fugitives. Coincidentally. Nothing illegal about that.”
“It’s not that.”
Janine caught the hitch in Marie’s voice, the hesitant pause.
“What’s going on, Marie? I know you. C’mon, dish.”
“Senator Roth wasn’t satisfied with ruining my life. We found evidence that he hired…some people.”
“Meaning?”
“Assassins,” Marie said. That evasive hitch again, but Janine let it slide. She pushed her sleep mask up on her forehead, her eyes wide open now.
“Holy shit. Marie, that’s great! I mean, the ‘people trying to kill you’ part isn’t great, but take the proof to the feds! Hell, take it to the media. Both at once. Have the media there when you turn yourself in and throw a damn press conference. The only reason you got indicted for his kid’s murder is because Alton used his political pull to make it happen. If you can prove he’s that dirty and disgrace him in public, they’ll have to drop the charges against you!”
“It’s not that simple. There are some other factors in play. Things I can’t talk about.”
“Tell me something,” Janine said. “I haven’t heard from you since the night Richard’s friends attacked our apartment and you got…taken. What happened that night? Because nobody’s saying anything out loud, but everybody’s whispering.”
“What are they whispering?”
“Tony got the ME to hand over a copy of his autopsy records. Marie, whatever you and Nessa did out there…Jesus, they hauled twenty bodies out of that zoo. And most of them had been torn to pieces. Some were partially eaten. Which makes me think somebody opened all the exhibits and let the wild animals out, but Vandemere has been shut down for years. On top of that, these guys were money, serious money, and none of their deaths made a single headline. That chick from the FBI told Tony to keep his mouth shut and dangled his job over his head like bait.”
“I can tell you it was a cult,” Marie said. “A cult with connections in very high places, and they aren’t finished, which is why you and Tony need to back off.”
Janine put her hand to her mouth.
“Is it the Illuminati?” she said. “It’s the Illuminati, isn’t it? You laughed when I sent you those YouTube links, but I knew they were real—”
“It is not the Illuminati,” Marie told her. “I think. Bottom line is, these people don’t care about collateral damage. If you and Tony get in their way, they’ll take you out without thinking twice. And I can’t protect you from a distance.”
“So let’s meet up and you can do it in person.”
“Janine…listen. Please. There’s a very good chance that Nessa and I aren’t going to make it out of this alive. I don’t want to drag you down with me. Don’t let me do that to you.”
“Make it out of what alive? Where are you even going?”
Janine listened to the roar of trucks on the highway, muffled through the bad connection like she was standing at the far end of a wind tunnel. She thought she heard the edge of a humorless laugh in Marie’s voice when she finally answered her.
“It’s funny. Turns out all those fantasy novels were getting me ready for this moment. We’re on a quest. Only problem is, unlike the books, real life doesn’t guarantee a happy ending. More often than not it’s the other way around.”
Something tingled at the back of Janine’s mind. A whisper of intuition, one she’d felt before, that told her she was standing at a doorway. And if she found a way to push that door open, to step across the threshold, her entire world would change forever.
Her intuition told her that Marie had already crossed that border line.
“You didn’t answer my question,” she said.
“What’s that?” Marie asked.
“Vandemere Zoo. What killed those men?” She paused. “It was Nessa, wasn’t it?”
“Someday…someday, if we survive this, I’ll sit you down and we’ll put a pot of coffee on and I’ll tell you the whole story from the beginning. You won’t believe me, but I’ll tell you anyway. I promise.”
“You might be surprised. I believe a lot of things.”
“I’ll get back in touch when it’s safe.” Marie fell silent, and Janine could feel her hunting for something to say, a goodbye that wasn’t goodbye. “Just…just turn around, you and Tony both. I don’t want you to get hurt on my account. Please.”
She broke the connection. Janine eyed the screen, glowing in the dark. Then she got up, pulled on a sweater and a pair of old sweatpants, and marched outside into the crisp morning air. She hammered her fist on the next door over.
Tony answered the door in his undershirt and boxers, stubble on his cheeks. Behind him, the files he’d wheedled out of the medical examiner were spread out on a small table, stark text under hard white lamplight.
“I know where they are,” Janine told him. “And I know where they’re going next.”



SEVENTEEN
“Hit men,” Tony said.
He’d made Janine walk him through her phone call three times, honing in on key moments with an interrogator’s nose for detail.
“And she can’t take the evidence to the feds because…reasons,” Janine said.
She sat on the edge of his bed. Nervous tension kept her bouncing on the stiff mattress, while he sat in a chair by the window. Morning light pushed against the drawn blinds and cast the room in a dusty glow.
“And you’re sure she wasn’t just trying to scare us off.”
“Tony, come on. It’s Marie. When have you ever known Marie to lie? Scratch that, when have you ever known her to be good at lying? We had to stop letting her help with surprise birthday parties, because she felt guilty about tricking people. My roomie has many talents, but deception is not one of them.”
Tony’s dark fingers rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Can’t argue that. So, this ‘quest’ she says she’s on…”
Janine showed him her phone. Her fingernail, painted in glittery bronze polish, tapped at the call log.
“Caller ID says she was calling from a payphone in Indiana, and I could tell by the noise that she was next to a highway, probably a rest stop. Interstate 70 is a straight shot from New Jersey, that’s the best bet, and they’ve been heading more or less due west since they fled New York.”
“Sure,” Tony said. “You ask me, they’re headed for Nevada. We know Alton Roth brought the law down on Marie’s head, as payback for killing his son. If Marie and Vanessa are determined to go out in a blaze of glory, stands to reason they’d want to take Roth with ’em.”
“That’s logic. Forget logic. Use your intuition. What’s Marie’s state of mind right now?”
Tony shrugged. “I’d love to figure that out. Love to know what the hell kind of craziness Vanessa Roth’s been pouring into her head, too. Doc Chen says the two of ’em have their own little shared delusion going down—one of those, what do you call it, a folie à deux.”
“I’m not sure they’re delusional. But think about it. Marie didn’t say she was on a hunt. She’s not out for vengeance, she’s on a quest. Her own words.”
“Right. She’s convinced she’s some kind of knight, like in her books.”
“Her favorite book. Swords Against Madness. It’s about a knight and a witch on a quest together.” Janine’s fingers tapped her phone with rapid-fire precision. “And when the heroes of a fantasy novel are on a quest, where do they go for help? What’s the hero’s journey?”
“Little out of my wheelhouse. I mostly read murder mysteries and biographies.”
She showed him her screen again, her web browser cued up to an article titled “Get Off My Lawn: Fifteen Minutes with Carolyn Saunders.”

The elusive fantasy author makes her home in Bloomington, Illinois, but she’s not looking to land on any celebrity tour maps. She’s known for driving people off her property at the point of a shotgun, in a manner befitting her literary idol Hunter S. Thompson. Fortunately, she agreed—grudgingly—to an interview, in celebration of a new release in her series The Valor Cycle…

“The heroes,” Janine said, “seek the advice of a mentor figure. The old man or wise woman who has all the answers. That’s the hero’s journey. That’s what happens next.”
Tony leaned back in his chair. He looked at Janine. Then back to the screen. Then at Janine again.
“I really hate to say it,” he told her, “but if you look at this situation like a totally crazy person, that makes sense. Okay, so what happens when they find out Carolyn Saunders doesn’t have any answers to give them?”
“How do you know she doesn’t?”
“Because this isn’t a fantasy novel,” Tony said. “Marie isn’t a knight. And Vanessa Roth isn’t a witch. She’s a college professor from the West Village who married a psychopath, and she’s not too stable herself.”
“You sure about that?”
“Am I sure there’s no such thing as magic? Yeah. I’m pretty clear-eyed on that point.”
“Before she died, Helena Gorski told you that Richard’s friends, this cult he belonged to, they used magic to cure her son’s cancer.”
“People under duress say a lot of crazy shit. Doesn’t make it true. Even if she believed it, doesn’t make it true.”
Janine jumped off the edge of the bed. She had too much energy to sit still, and the highway was calling to her. She pointed an accusing finger at the medical examiner’s records, spread out on the table like tarot cards.
“You’ve been reading these all night, haven’t you?”
“Most of the night.”
“Trying to make them fit,” Janine said. “Trying to make them make sense.”
“What about it?”
“You know why they don’t fit,” Janine told him. “Because you’d rather twist yourself into a pretzel looking for an answer that fits your worldview than accept the truth.”
Her hand rested on the pages. She shoved them closer to Tony’s side of the table.
“These men kidnapped Marie and brought her to the Vandemere Zoo, to murder her. Vanessa followed. And then she killed them. All of them, just like she told me she was going to, the last time I saw her. And the wounds on the bodies don’t match any weapon anybody has ever seen. No human weapon.”
“What do you think happened?”
“All I know is, I believe in magic.” Janine pulled her hand from the pages. “You should too.”
“Tabling that discussion for a later date, or maybe never. And you’re wrong on one count. Not everybody died. I’ve been doing some digging. Did Marie ever mention a guy named Scott Pierce?”
Janine shook her head. “No. Who is he?”
“Well, according to their social media, he was Richard Roth’s best buddy before Richard ate a bullet. Inseparable. And he’s been missing since the massacre, but the ME identified all the bodies and he’s not one of them. The locals initially reported making an arrest at the scene, when the first responders hit Vandemere. Now they’re saying they ‘made a mistake’ and there was no arrest. The suspect vanished and so did the paperwork.”
“That doesn’t sound like the kind of mistake cops usually make,” Janine said.
“It does if you find the right kind of wrong cops and have a lot of money to throw around.”
“He was there,” she said. “And he got away.”
“And if you think Alton Roth has a motive for wanting Marie dead…well, I think the senator might have competition in that department.”
*     *     *
A hellish screech of static drove iron needles into Scottie’s eardrums. His driving gloves clenched the BMW’s wheel and he hunched down hard.
“Damn it,” he snapped. The squeal broke on a wave of digital noise, fading to silence. “Does it have to do that?”
Savannah Cross sat in the back seat, huddled in her veils and rags, and clutched the shattered shell of her life-wave detector. The rubber-wrapped grip nestled in her palm and the buckled steel box at the end displayed a broken, flickering readout. Occasionally, random words would flash on the screen—catalyst, house, defenestration—or Egyptian hieroglyphs mixed with inverted Sanskrit letters. Sometimes Savannah would hmm at the results, making notes, and sometimes she’d unscrew the box and cut her pale wrist with the jagged tip of her fingernail.
She fed the machine her ink-black blood like a mother bird feeding her young. In return it pointed the way with its screams, and she translated for it.
“Take the next off-ramp,” she told her unwilling chauffeur. “And yes, it does have to do that.”
You stupid cu— He clamped down on the thought, fast, and his eyes darted to the rearview mirror. Praying she hadn’t heard him.
They ended up parked on South Front Street in Columbus, idling outside a Jimmy John’s fast-food place, one block down from LeVeque Tower. The box twitched in Savannah’s hand like a dowsing rod, trying to pull them closer.
Closer wasn’t an option, not with every open spot at the intersection blocked by black Ford Explorers with tinted windows and government plates. Six in all. Under the steel awning reading Hotel LeVeque, a pair of men in matching suits and earpieces stood sentry. More were inside, moving like servants of the grim reaper beyond the lobby windows.
“Well, that’s not good,” Scottie said.
“They were here.” Savannah’s inky eye focused on the broken screen. “Recently.”
“Looks like they might have dropped a few bodies on their way out, too. Whose bodies, though? And those aren’t local cops. Got fed written all over ’em.”
“A minor wrinkle. Barely a setback.”
Scottie jumped as knuckles rapped against his side window. He rolled it down. Mr. Smith, face as bland and forgettable as his gray wool suit, stood next to the car. His hands cradled a cardboard tray with a foursome of coffee cups from Starbucks.
“Word from the top,” he said. “And a word to the wise. You need to hurry it up.”
Savannah leaned forward. “Quality work takes time.”
“Adam is not a patient man, and he’s still fuming over the loss of the Network’s New York investments. He wants Roth and Reinhart captured and brought to him, and he wants it done yesterday.”
“Hey, some of your ‘investments’ were friends of mine,” Scottie said, “so maybe ease off a little. We’ll find them, and when we do, I get the first round with ’em.”
Smith’s nose wrinkled like he smelled something foul.
“You’ll get whatever Adam deigns to give you, Mr. Pierce. And you’ll say please and thank you when he does. As the sole surviving member of the failed Vandemere Lodge, your position in our organization is precarious as it is. The only reason I haven’t closed your account is because you’re apparently useful to Dr. Cross.”
Savannah’s lace-gloved fingertip played at the nape of Scottie’s neck. He tried not to flinch.
“He is,” she said, “more useful than some people I could mention. The situation has changed; new information has come to light. These women are tied to my original research, my work with my former employer. I need to study them.”
“You need to obey Adam’s wishes,” Smith replied.
“This is more important than vengeance. Ink was just the beginning. Do you have any idea what kind of scientific breakthrough we could be looking at here?”
“Weigh that against the price of Adam’s displeasure,” Smith said, “and decide which one tips the scales.”
“It’s fine.” Scottie held up his hands. “It’s fine, okay? We’ll find them, and we’ll work it out from there. Is that coffee for us?”
Smith jerked the cardboard tray away from the window and gave him an offended glare.
“These are for my colleagues in the legal department,” he said. “Coffee is for closers. You’d do well to remember that, Mr. Pierce. Good day to you.”
He turned and strode away. Scottie glanced to the side mirror. Nothing moved. The lawyer was gone, as if the car’s blind spot had swallowed him whole.
“Prick,” Scottie muttered under his breath. “Still, maybe we shouldn’t antagonize the guy, seeing as he’s got a direct line to the boss.”
“There’s only one boss you need to worry about. Now let me recalibrate the detector and we’ll be off. Besides, the pursuit of knowledge is worth any—oh, this is interesting.”
He glanced back at her. Then forward, following her pointed finger. They weren’t the only people camping out and watching the show at the Hotel LeVeque. Up the block, on the opposite side of the street, a woman in riding leathers sat astride a jet-black Suzuki. Her helmet rested on the handlebars, her white-gold hair bound in a Viking braid.
“Goddamn,” Scottie said, “she’s a hottie. Who is she?”
Savannah’s neck crackled as she tilted her head, like dice rolling against a wooden box. She leaned forward in the back seat and her ink-black eye narrowed to a squint. The woman put her helmet on and revved the chopper. Her opaque visor turned their way as she cruised past their parked car. Scottie couldn’t see her face, but he still felt the heat of her eyes as they locked onto him.
“Not a who,” Savannah said. “A what. And now I have a fair idea of what happened in that hotel last night. If I’m right, the powers of hell are throwing their hat into the ring.”
“So what’s our next move?”
“Same as it was,” she told him. “I calibrate. You drive. It doesn’t matter how many hunters are on this road, so long as we’re the first ones to reach the finish line.”
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Every occupant on the ninth floor told the same story. They’d fallen into a deep sleep, woken up at 9:33 on the dot—several of them dozing through wake-up alarms that rang for an hour or more—and found a massacre in the hallway outside their hotel rooms. Most of the guests had already been sent home with veiled warnings about what might happen if they talked to the media; the rest were still in the lobby, being debriefed.
Harmony stared at the carnage through the camera on a thin tablet PC. She snapped pictures, circling the bodies, then crouched low to the carpet. The stench of blood caught in the back of her throat. It tasted like she’d swallowed a fistful of dirty pennies.
“One, two, three…” She counted bullet impacts, her finger drawing lines in the air. It fell upon a rupture in the ice-white wall and an arc of spatter that had dried the color of rust. “Four.”
Phantoms moved in her mind’s eye, bodies made of water, reenacting the scene as she built it from bits and pieces. Every time she hit a dead end or a combination that didn’t make sense, the figures broke down and splashed into puddles on the blood-soaked carpet. She’d take a breath, reimagine them from scratch, and start again.
Jessie came up behind her, from the elevators. “Manager can’t get hold of the night clerk. He’s not answering his phone.”
“He’s dead,” Harmony said, staring at the floor. “We’ll find his body someplace nearby. Dumpsters out back, maybe. They questioned him, probably bribed him, to get the room number. Then they killed him so he couldn’t identify them later.”
“You sticking to your current theory?”
“About?”
Jessie stepped around her. The tip of her black leather brogue wriggled at one of the dead men and the three playing cards jutting from his throat and chest. All of the bodies bristled with cards, the entire deck sprouting from their ruptured skin like porcupine quills.
“Look.” Harmony crouched down, waved for Jessie to join her, and used the cap of a pen to nudge one of the cards aside. It slid from a gash in the dead man’s shoulder, coming out clean. “No blood. No leakage from the cut. This was done postmortem.”
“So the first time, out in Dallas, the bad guys got dropped by someone using Daniel Faust’s MO. And this time…”
“This time,” Harmony said, “it’s a cover-up, to make it look like he was with them and keep us on the trail. No. This was Reinhart and Roth, acting alone. He was never here.”
She stood up and pointed down the corridor. Then she pointed to the ruptured ice bucket, discarded in a puddle of dried gore.
“One of them, Reinhart, I think, was getting ice. She ambushed them from behind. Roth came out of the suite and bracketed them here in the hallway.”
“Still, that’s what, two against five?” Jessie put her hands on her hips. She stared down at the corpse with wire cages bolted over his eyes and his mutilated mouth bound in black iron. “Correction: two against a traveling freak show. These smell like cambion to me.”
“Not just demonic half-bloods. No. Professional hitters.” Harmony took a few steps closer to the door and snapped photos from a fresh angle. “Look. Hacksaw. Burlap sack. They came to take trophies.”
“Proof of death,” Jessie said.
“Mm-hmm. And it was two against six.”
She led Jessie into the suite. Jessie tugged down her dark glasses. Her turquoise eyes glittered, radioactive, as she read the message Nessa wrote in her last victim’s blood.
“We’ve seen that,” Jessie said. “Recently.”
Harmony already had the article up on her tablet. The New Perspective was a tabloid rag, but its ace reporter had a nose for digging up stories he shouldn’t. He also had a knack for drawing the wrong kind of attention—like hers.
A marketing ploy, the article read, or proof of Illuminati mind control? Over the past week, the images have spread from Miami to Houston to LA, painted by ordinary citizens who claim to have no memory of the deed…
A photograph rode alongside the lurid text, capturing scarlet paint splashed across a dirty brick wall. Graffiti depicted a great horned owl, mad-eyed, talons slashing, and a message stood beside it: THE OWL LIVES.
“Middle of last year,” Jessie said, “that ‘owl’ business popped up everywhere, all at once. Then nothing. Until now.”
Harmony snapped another picture.
“I think it was a warning,” she murmured, staring into the camera. “Telling us what was coming. But we didn’t listen.”
“What was coming?”
Harmony looked over, locking eyes with Jessie.
“I’m still figuring that part out,” she said.
“Sounds like you’ve got a hunch, though.”
“I do,” Harmony said.
“You feel like sharing?”
“Not yet. All I know for certain is that these women are in danger, and somebody very much wants us to find them. We’ve met Marie Reinhart. Admittedly, we didn’t share our life stories over cocktails, but I still got a sense of the woman. She’s not a killer. Not like they’re saying she is, anyway.”
“About that.” Jessie jerked her thumb toward the doorway and the pile of bodies outside. “Far as we can tell, Alton Roth pulled strings to get Detective Reinhart thrown in the slammer. She ran instead. Now a cambion hit team shows up, out for blood and hunting heads? We know Alton has connections to the courts of hell; we’ve crossed paths with him and his buddy ‘Webster Scratch’ more than once, and Scratch hasn’t aged a day since the invention of photography. Not hard to nail the culprit here.”
Harmony was inside of herself, standing before the corkboard of connections. She pinned lengths of string between photographs, memories captured in flat images.
“The senator knows he’s on our radar,” she said. “And he knows he’s walking a tightrope. This doesn’t help his situation.”
“Reinhart put six bullets in the man’s only son. People make bad decisions when they’re grieving.”
Harmony took a few more pictures—with her tablet and her memory, capturing the message in blood—and stepped back into the hallway. Jessie followed close on her heels.
“At least they’re resourceful,” Harmony said.
“And if they weren’t armed before,” Jessie said, with a nod at a dead man’s empty holster, “they are now. Not sure how much that’ll help ’em if another hit squad comes calling. This one thought they were going to score an easy kill. Next team is going to be more careful.”
“We’ll be there to help,” Harmony said. “Let’s go.”
*     *     *
Bloomington, Illinois, was a relief, an actual city after countless miles of cornfields. Factories and warehouses were the first vertical things Nessa and Marie had seen in hours, if they didn’t count the turbine fields dotting the flat horizon. Marie made a turn down an industrial corridor and they ended up stuck in gridlock, wedged into a row of semis outside a sprawling redbrick processing plant where the air smelled like beer and peanuts.
Carolyn Saunders wasn’t a city person. To find her, they had to get off the highway and take a tangle of back roads to the farthest edge of the city limits. The metropolis ended up a crumb in the rearview mirror, swallowed by farmland. Her address was a lonely, ramshackle ranch house with ginger lace curtains and a rusted-out Toyota pickup in the pebbled driveway. Her neighbors were fields of wheat and barley, rippling in a warm springtime breeze. Marie pulled up behind the pickup, the Eldorado’s wheels grinding on the loose gravel, and turned off the ignition.
The engine rattled once and fell silent. No sound now but the whisper of the wind through the fields and the distant cry of birdsong.
“How do you want to do this?” Marie asked.
“Honesty is the best policy,” Nessa said. “Or so they say. We’ll ask her where she gets her ideas. Then we’ll tell her where we get ours.”
“What if she thinks we’re just a couple of crazy fans?”
Nessa glanced to the back seat, where her book of spells sat nestled inside the suitcase.
“I think I can manage a small demonstration to the contrary,” she said.
They walked to the front door side by side. Marie hesitated, and Nessa gave her a nod.
“You’re her number-one fan,” Nessa said, her tone lightly teasing. “Go ahead.”
Marie knocked on the door.
No response. She knocked again, more firmly this time.
“Her truck’s here,” Marie said. “I assume that’s hers.”
Nessa stepped onto the overgrown lawn, weeds brushing her ankles, and peered into the living-room window. She peeked through a gap in the lace curtains and her tiny smile vanished.
“Get it open,” she said.
Marie tried the handle. The cheap lock rattled against the old wooden frame, but it didn’t budge. She took three steps back, rushed in, and threw her shoulder into the door. Wood splintered, the knob cracking out of place as the door blasted open.
Someone had taken a knife to the vintage sofa in Carolyn’s kitschy living room, tearing stuffing out by the fistfuls and scattering it across the rustic floorboards. A bookcase lay toppled, photographs torn from their frames, a woven rug coated in a sheen of broken glass.
“Hold up,” Marie told Nessa. Nessa waited outside while Marie ran to the car, pulling open the back door and unzipping their suitcase.
She came back with a gun.
Marie held the pistol in a tight grip, barrel aimed low, and cleared the house room by room. The ravaged living room, then the kitchen, where the pantry had been torn open and anything bigger than a canister of oatmeal had been dumped out on the yellowed linoleum. Dirty dishes piled up in the sink next to an empty bottle of scotch.
Through an open archway, Carolyn’s office looked like a crime scene. Her desk drawers had been yanked out and upended one by one, the floor littered with scraps of paper, notes, crumpled and yellowed receipts, a whirlwind of pens and paper clips. Her bulky old monitor sat out on the desktop, with a tangle of disconnected cables beneath; a square of naked floorboard marked the spot where her computer used to sit.
In the cramped, dusty bedroom, windows sealed behind drawn paper shutters, her double mattress had gotten the same treatment as the sofa: gutted like a serial killer’s victim and its innards pulled out. Marie checked the closets, the bathroom, anywhere Carolyn could be hiding. Or anywhere they could have hidden her body. She wasn’t sure if she was worried or relieved when she came up empty. She sniffed the air, hunting for the telltale stench of decomposition. All she picked up was the faint scent of potpourri and old cedar.
“Unless she went out for a walk at the luckiest possible moment,” Marie said, glancing out the living-room window at the truck in the driveway, “they—whoever ‘they’ is—took her.”
“And possibly something she had, something she was hiding.” Nessa’s toe nudged a yellow clump of sofa stuffing. “Looks like she wasn’t in a cooperative mood.”
“This…this isn’t our fault, is it?”
“What? Why?” Nessa pushed her glasses up on her nose and peered at Marie. “Why on earth would you think that?”
Marie let the curtain glide shut across the window, trapping the sunlight under a cloak of gauze.
“Oh, I don’t know, we’re just being chased by demonic bounty hunters is all.”
“Who are after us,” Nessa said. “No. Even if they knew where we were going, and if they could beat us here, there’s no reason for them to abduct Carolyn and leave. They’d either lay an ambush for us or leave a way to contact them and arrange a trade. Neither fact is in evidence. The logical conclusion is that your dear author has her own problems, which decided to rear their head at the most inconvenient moment possible. And we are now officially bereft of clues. I’m starting to think we should focus on killing Alton instead.”
“That won’t free us from this curse. And from what that hunter said, even killing him won’t stop the contract. They’ll just keep coming at us until we’re dead.”
“No,” Nessa said, “but it would be immensely satisfying.”
Marie couldn’t argue that. She needed some fresh air. The cramped house, the wreckage all felt like it was closing in on her. She stepped outside and took a slow walk around the property, her footing careful in the overgrown grass. Nothing to see, nothing but faded clapboard siding and an old stone well out back, capped and padlocked down.
Her senses tingled. Cop intuition, like she felt when she was tossing a dealer’s stash house. There was something here, something she wasn’t grasping just yet. Something nobody was meant to find.
“Find anything?” Nessa asked, strolling out to join her.
“I thought maybe this well could be hiding something, but…” Marie trailed off. She turned her back on it. “No. It’s the house.”
“There’s no crawl space and no room for a basement stair. I checked. No attic, either, by the looks of it.”
Marie studied the windows. The closest one looked in on Carolyn’s office, with a view of her ransacked desk. She held out a hand, sweeping it slow across the span of water-stained siding, like a photographer preparing for a panoramic shot.
“Nessa,” she said, “I think Carolyn worked a little magic trick of her own.”
“How’s that?”
“Because judging by the length of this wall, her office is bigger on the outside than it is on the inside.”
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They scurried back inside the house. Marie paced Carolyn’s office, counting her footsteps, judging the distance. She wasn’t wrong. It was bigger on the outside.
“The back wall,” Nessa suggested.
Marie pressed her fingers to the grainy wood paneling. She crouched low and felt her way along each plank, her cropped nails slipping into each groove, giving experimental tugs and pushes.
The wood split with a pop of air and groaned free. Nessa rushed over to help her. They lifted a door-sized chunk of wall away, exposing the space beyond, just a little bigger than a closet. A string dangled from a bare overhead bulb and Marie gave it a tug, casting stark white light across Carolyn’s chamber of secrets.
Sheets of glued cork coated the interior walls of her hiding space. Thumbtacks in a rainbow of colors pinned up a flurry of newspaper clippings, handwritten notes, and photographs, like something out of a conspiracy theorist’s wet dream. Marie half-expected to see articles about 9/11 and the deep state on display; instead, Carolyn’s collected evidence was incalculably weirder and far more scattershot.
FBI Raids Enclave Casino was connected to a twenty-year-old article titled Ausar Biomedical Under Investigation: Birth Defects Linked to Viridithol Trials by a length of blue twine. An article about a cartel massacre in a Mexican village south of Monterrey bore scarlet ink in the margins: Eden tendril here. Xerxes mercenaries, using deniable cover? Marie gazed from clipping to clipping, trying to follow Carolyn’s tangled threads of thought.
“Marie,” Nessa said.
She pointed at the biggest item on the left-hand wall, a map of the globe annotated with more pushpins. A color-coded note on the edge of the map gave an attribution for each pin and a list of names. The first one, The Scribe, linked to a green pin centered on Bloomington.
“We aren’t alone,” Nessa said. “There are more of us. Thirteen names in all.”
The Drifter, The Enemy, The Thief, The Salesman…Marie followed the list down to the final entry.
The Witch and her Knight: IN PLAY. Carolyn had adorned the names with a blue dot and a blue-headed pin pressed into the heart of Manhattan.
“Less than half of these names are marked ‘in play,’” Marie said, tracing the list with her fingertip. “Not sure if that means she hasn’t found them, or if they’re already…you know.”
“But she knew about us. And she knew where we were. And she did nothing to warn us.” Nessa’s mouth curled in a dour frown. “I know she’s your favorite author, but I’m inclined to express my displeasure when we catch up with her.”
“Do we know that? Somebody sent you that scrying mirror, not to mention writing a whole book of spells just for you. We’ve got an ally out there, somewhere. They just don’t want to show their face.”
“Hmph. Maybe.” Nessa folded her arms. “All the same, now that we know she has the answers we need, she will be more forthcoming. I’ll get the truth out of her with a pair of pliers if I have to.”
“Nessa.”
“Only if I have to. Keep reading. There’s got to be something in all this mess that’ll tell us who took her.”
They each took one wall, working back-to-back in the stifling, airless alcove. Marie picked a clipping at random, slid along a colored bit of twine to the next, and kept following the spiderweb. Carolyn had annotated most of the articles, and a pattern began to form.
“Nessa, you spotting any mention of a man named Carlo?”
Nessa read aloud from a margin. “‘Carlo says President Clinton assassinated on live TV. U.S. in lockdown, martial law declared.’ That…did not happen here.”
“She made contact. Carolyn found a way to reach across worlds, talk to someone on another Earth.” Marie paused. “Wait. Which Clinton, Bill or Hillary?”
Nessa paused, hunting through the clippings. “Neither. Apparently…Janelle Clinton? But what were they trying to accomplish here? Looks like Carolyn and her otherworldly pen pal were working on a project, passing information and news back and forth, but I don’t see the end goal.”
Marie gazed at a fact sheet in dense six-point type, some kind of breakdown of a sight rail for a rifle. Military spec. Carolyn had scribbled a few lines on the back of the page: Talon Worldwide = Talon Armaments Group, just a couple of decades behind in tech. If our worlds are evolving that closely, will TW eventually develop Valkyrie armor or something close? Carlo’s putting himself in too much danger, posing as a grease monkey. Has to be a way I can help.
Marie slipped into a memory. Not one of hers. Not from this life.
When Savannah Cross had captured her, forcing her designer drug into Marie’s veins on the tip of a titanium needle, she’d fallen into a kaleidoscope of visions. Echoes of her past lives, blooming as vivid and real as her memories of yesterday. Now she was back there again, striding with thudding mechanical footfalls through an abyss of darkness and flame.
Neon-green lines and targeting reticules flashed across her visor. All around her, women in black chitinous armor, half angel and half roach, braced bulbous rifles and laid waste to an urban street. Gouts of fire lashed across rooftops and blasted out windows as the air flooded with panicked screams.
She remembered the sense of dark pride welling up in her chest. My Valkyries, she thought.
“Marie?”
Marie blinked, jarred from the vision. She pinned the sheet back on the wall of cork. Nessa turned, their shoulders brushing, and showed her a sheaf of papers held together with a binder clip.
“Long before we lost Carolyn, she lost Carlo. Whatever they were using to communicate just stopped working. She was hunting for an alternative, making notes on places where reality seemed thin around the edges and she might be able to open another channel to him.”
“But when? Last week? Last year?” Marie waved a hand, taking in the walls. “She’s been at this for a long time.”
“Looks like she lost contact with Carlo four or five years ago, but she hasn’t given up. Some of these articles are fresher than the rest, and this one’s from March. The Ghost Babies of Pyramid Lake. Urban legends about some lake in Nevada where a string of divers went missing.”
She handed Marie half of the sheaf. Marie leafed through the papers, stopping on another recent piece.
“Here’s one about a haunted post office in Nebraska,” Marie said. “And another about a dead shopping mall in Des Moines. This one’s weird.”
Nessa arched an eyebrow. “Look where we’re standing. ‘Weird’ is a subjective concept.”
“No, that’s what I mean. There’s nothing strange about it—no disappearances, no murders, no urban legends. It’s just a mall, the Coastland Galleria, rusting away in the middle of nowhere and going out of business. But Carolyn has a lot of material on it.”
“Coastland? It’s in Iowa.”
“Artistic license, I guess.” Marie flipped a page. “Looks like Carolyn wanted to take a road trip, but not alone. She mentions looking for help, but not who or where.”
“I might have an idea,” Nessa said.
The last two pages of the sheaf were notes scrawled on loose sheets of graph paper. Carolyn’s handwriting was sloppy, slurred like a drunkard’s voice. A printout showed a chunk of downtown Chicago streets, fixed to the last page with a couple of staples and annotated in a rainbow of highlighter ink.
Third time looking was the charm, she wrote. Bast Club appeared when the streets changed overnight, not long after the Great Fire of 1871. Not sure if al-Farsi is original owner. Occult underground only, need to be a known quantity or have someone vouch for you. Told them I was a friend of Daniel’s, they let me right in. Suckers.
A second note, scribbled beneath with a different-colored pen, read: Screw these pretentious goth pinheads sideways with a frozen trout. Their whiskey is bottom-shelf swill, too. Eighteen dollars for an Old Fashioned, kiss my ass. So much for my plan. Fuck. Now I can’t go back. Or can I? Technically didn’t say I was banned.
“I don’t want to cast aspersions on your favorite writer,” Nessa said lightly, “but I think she was drunk when she wrote a lot of this.”
“Honestly, I’m kinda hoping she was drunk when she wrote that. Is that the last note?”
Nessa looked to the wall. “Most of these aren’t dated, best I can guess by is the dates on the clippings themselves, but it seems pretty recent.”
“So she’s planning an expedition to Coastland mall to try and make contact with Carlo, but she doesn’t want to go alone, for reasons she didn’t bother sharing.” Marie pursed her lips and took a mental walk through the timeline. “She thought she might find help in Chicago, at this ‘Bast Club.’ She took two trips, but something went wrong the second time and she got herself booted out.”
“And she wanted to go back for another try,” Nessa said. “Whatever happened here—whatever happened to her here—interrupted her plans.”
Marie stepped out of the secret alcove. She walked across the office and cracked a window, inviting the warm farmland breeze to cut through the house’s stifling stillness. Being cooped up in the airless closet had left beads of sweat pooling on her back. Her blouse clung to her skin.
“She stepped on somebody’s toes at that club,” Marie said. “Maybe they decided to step on hers. You thinking what I’m thinking?”
Nessa leaned back against the wood paneling next to the concealed doorway, arms crossed as her eyes rolled to the heavens.
“That we’re going to try and sneak into an exclusive nightclub for the—how did she put it—‘occult underground,’ in hopes of finding out who Carolyn crossed, and then follow them to our abducted author without being captured ourselves?”
“Bingo,” Marie said.
“You realize, of course, that if these people have any grasp of the real occult as opposed to being harmless poseurs, the creatures hunting us might also be there?”
“If you think it’s too dangerous—”
“Didn’t say that.” Nessa flashed a smile, a hint of challenge gleaming in her eyes. “Sounds like a kick and a half. Richard never wanted to go clubbing with me. And he hated it when I dressed in black.”
“Chicago is two, maybe two and a half hours from here. We can be there by dark.”
Nessa unfurled her arm and offered Marie her open hand. An invitation to the dance.
“We haven’t started to get dark yet,” she replied.



TWENTY
Nothing was sadder, Calypso often thought, than a demon who didn’t keep up with the modern age. He didn’t consider himself a computer whiz—that’s what the boys in the IT department were for, bless their human hearts—but he knew how to work a web browser. And now, sitting in his office down the hall from Senator Roth, ignoring his second call of the hour, he didn’t like what he saw.
Gas Leak at LeVeque Tower, Floor Evacuated. You had to read between the lines when it came to this sort of thing. Like the tourist who hedged and said he “wasn’t allowed to talk about it” before evading the rest of the interviewer’s questions. Or the early-morning photograph of black SUVs surrounding the corner outside the hotel’s lobby, which a spokesman for the Columbus PD tried to pass off as “emergency response vehicles.”
Shabby, as cover-ups went, but the modern news cycle made it easy to do shabby work. By this time tomorrow the whole thing would be forgotten, reduced to newspapers lining birdcages.
Another call came in. Calypso tapped the speaker on his desk. Just seeing the name on the caller ID put a smile on his face.
“Fontaine, my old friend! You still owe me a drink.”
The man on the line had a New Orleans singsong drawl, slow and easy. He sounded cagey, though, hesitant, like a man about to confess to running over his neighbor’s dog.
“And you can collect anytime, you know that. But, ah, not callin’ about good times to come. You hear about the fracas in Ohio?”
“Secondhand. I understand my targets got lucky.”
“More than lucky. Don’t worry, old man, I ain’t callin’ to ding you over not accurately reporting the danger involved. I get paid to handle that.”
“That’s why you’re one of the best in the business,” Calypso said. “Honestly, I figure it’s either you or Nyx claiming this bounty. Everybody else is just here to make it more interesting.”
“It’s gonna be her, then. Sorry to do this to you, but I have to walk away from this one.”
Calypso’s brow furrowed. Tiny motes of copper, like sparks from a piece of flint, danced in the whites of his eyes.
“Too much of a challenge? That doesn’t sound like you.”
“The targets ain’t the problem. Whoever these ladies are to you and whatever they did, that’s none of my concern, but they’re drawing attention from problematic corners. You familiar with a black-bag branch of the FBI, calls itself Vigilant?”
“Vigilant Lock isn’t a problem,” Calypso replied. “They’re small, minimal funding, no legal remit—”
“Which has never stopped them from ruining the days of better men than me, mon amie. Also, there’s a…personal angle, involving one of their lead agents.”
“Meaning?”
“We have,” Fontaine said, “what I might describe as a one-sided and mostly undeclared peace treaty. Anyway, your targets just became their number-one priority, and that’s a fight I don’t feel like pickin’. Don’t worry, much as I hate talking up the competition, Nyx is gonna take good care of you. Hey, about those drinks—”
“Another time.”
Calypso punched a button on the speaker. The line went dead.
Six dead assassins in Ohio. Seven, if the lone wolf that went missing on the highway last night turned up the same way. And out of the two top-tier hunters on this contract, one had just taken his ball and gone home.
Calypso’s fingers dipped into the inner pocket of his tan linen jacket, fishing out a pack of Winstons and a silver-plated lighter. He’d been told—three times now—that smoking on federal property was illegal. Didn’t stop him from keeping a battered old tin ashtray in the top drawer of his desk, right next to a spare bottle of bourbon. He was going to need both to make it to quitting time.
He deliberated as he lit his first cigarette. Then he made a phone call.
“This one is busy,” Nyx snapped.
“Good afternoon to you too. Situation’s changed. I need this job wrapped up by tomorrow night at the absolute latest.”
“And you are willing to pay extra for speed?”
“Speed and scorched earth, if it comes to it.”
Nyx hesitated. “The agents? Temple and Black? You’ll add them to the target list?”
“Not officially, no. I can’t justify that, not officially, and I’m not putting a damn thing in writing. But if they get in your way…you do what you have to, so long as Vanessa Roth and Marie Reinhart get done in the process, and I’ll take responsibility for any fallout. This entire situation is one bad beat from sliding completely out of control. I need you to clamp down on it before that happens. If you need backup, hire them. Hire anybody you need to.”
“You will pay all of this one’s expenses? Plus a bonus?”
Calypso took a long drag from his cigarette. A plume of gray smoke whirled from his lips like a cyclone, swirling up to the office lights.
“Hire a small army if you have to, pussycat. Do whatever needs doing, just finish this. Finish it fast and don’t leave any loose ends dangling.”
Calypso broke the connection. He ashed his cigarette. The bottle of bourbon rattled on his desk alongside a water-spotted shot glass. As he poured, he couldn’t help wondering if he’d just chased a bad mistake with an even worse one. Time would tell. He’d thrown the dice; nothing to do now but wait and see how they landed.
*     *     *
Lake Shore Drive snaked along the shoreline, a ribbon of curving expressway pinned between Lake Michigan and the concrete spires of downtown Chicago. The sun had just started its long slide down, turning the water into a fistful of scattered diamonds, and traffic slowed to a syrupy slog.
“I’m thinking about protection,” Marie said, her foot heavy on the brake as they headed north. “We don’t know what we’re walking into, if these people are just eccentric weirdos or the real thing.”
Nessa stared out the passenger-side window and watched the lake water sparkle. Sailboats drifted on the horizon, white canvas billowing in the afternoon wind.
“I’d be more comfortable if I had my book when we went inside,” she said. “I’m a little hesitant letting it out of arm’s reach, to be honest, given it was written just for me.”
“And I’d be happier with a gun. Don’t suppose you’ve got a spell that can turn us invisible?”
“No.” Nessa sank lower in her seat, sullen. “I looked. Believe me.”
One after another, a procession of crimson brake lights flared. The Eldorado came to a dead stop. While they idled, waiting, Nessa watched the water and Marie’s gaze drifted left, to the brownstones and condominiums that lined the drive. The sidewalks were almost as packed as the street. Marie watched a woman pushing a baby stroller, a pack of students toting laptop bags and backpacks—and an idea sparked.
“I think you might,” she said.
“Hmm?” Nessa said. “How’s that?”
“Do you remember our first night together at your place? When you showed me your workroom?”
Nessa’s hand slid across Marie’s thigh. Her fingers tightened.
“Nothing short of dying again,” Nessa told her, “could ever make me forget that night.”
“You kept the workroom key in a box covered with little mirrors, on your credenza downstairs. That was the first time I really…I mean, I don’t want to say I freaked out—”
“You were a tiny bit startled.”
“Well, yeah,” Marie said, “considering there wasn’t a box on the credenza until you reached for it.”
Nessa chuckled. “That wasn’t invisibility, as such. Just a little enchantment to make it…not interesting. So dull, in fact, the eye would slide right off it. I was proud of that one. It was my first magical experiment. I mean, the first one that actually worked.”
Traffic started to move again, grudgingly, chugging along so slowly that the sedan’s speedometer barely bothered to perk up. Marie pointed to the pedestrian hordes.
“Could you do it again, with something a little bigger? A book bag or a backpack, maybe?”
Nessa leaned forward in her seat. Her middle finger pushed her glasses up on her nose as her eyes widened, taking in the possibilities.
“Number one,” she said, “get us off this godforsaken excuse for an expressway. Number two, find us an arts-and-crafts store. I need some supplies.”
*     *     *
It wasn’t a complicated spell, all things considered, but Nessa was accustomed to the luxury of her workroom. She’d never done the preparation for a rite while sitting in a hole-in-the-wall coffeehouse, sipping an over-sugared latte while she sorted out her haul from the Michaels up the block. Forty minutes of work with a hot glue gun and she was starting to build up a rhythm.
“Oh wow,” gushed a passing woman, dressed in a sweatshirt and leggings. “That’s so creative! Do you have an Etsy store?”
“I do not,” Nessa replied through gritted teeth, “have an Etsy store.”
“Well, if you open one—”
Marie got up and got between them fast. “I’ll take your contact information.”
“If one more person asks me that…” Nessa grumbled after Marie sent the onlooker packing.
Marie winced. “Sorry.”
Nessa’s palm fell upon the canvas tote bag she’d bought and the tiny craft mirrors she’d been adorning the fabric with. The mirrors caught the overhead lights, turning into shining beacons.
“I can’t work like this. I need solitude, focus. I need to be away from…people.”
“We can’t really afford another hotel room,” Marie said. “I mean, we can, but the cash is getting low and we don’t know what’s going to happen after tonight.”
“I know. I know. I just feel like I’m missing something. I’m going at this the wrong way.”
Nessa looked over at Marie, shoulders sagging. Her glue gun dangled in her hand like it had turned to lead.
“I feel like I’m going at all of this the wrong way.”
“How do you mean?” Marie asked.
“I have done…this…for how many lifetimes? Never exactly the same. I had a conversation with some of my past lives, on my way to find you at Vandemere. It was brief but lively. And it leaves me wondering, in retrospect…do I just not get it? Some cosmic force has decreed that I’m the Witch. Not a witch. The capital-W Witch.”
“It’s a lot to put on one person’s shoulders.” Marie’s hand closed over hers.
“I’m not shrinking from the call. I just want to answer it correctly. Which of my past lives got it right? Which were just spinning their wheels, waiting for the curse to kick in? Our time is running out, and I do not want to join the ranks of the failed and forgotten.” Nessa’s voice grew sharper, harder, as her sapphire eyes glinted behind her glasses. “I want to be the best of us all. The one, win or lose, live or die, to make the heavens shake. I just have to find the way.”
“If it helps,” Marie said, “you’re not alone, you know. You’d think I’d know what being a knight means, how to live it—”
“I think you’re doing an excellent job.”
Marie gave her half a smile. “Well, thank you. But from what I gathered, when Savannah injected me with ink…I’m not entirely sure all my past incarnations were very good people.”
“Who says you have to be a good person?” Nessa asked.
“I do.”
“Then that’s your way of being a knight. That’s your path. This time around, at least.”
“Okay,” Marie said. “So flip that around. Forget your other lives, forget the curse, forget all of it. What’s the essence of being a witch?”
Nessa thought about that. She picked up the glue gun and got back to work, ruminating in silence. A couple of minutes later they had another visitor. Hair in a bun, gym bag slung over one shoulder, she leaned in and studied Nessa’s work.
“Oh, that’s pretty,” she said. “Do you sell those?”
Nessa took a deep breath.
“No,” she replied, deadpan. “Actually, I’m a witch, and I’m here to smash the patriarchy. This bag is for smuggling weapons. I’m decorating it because there’s no reason a bag for smuggling weapons shouldn’t look nice.”
“Oh,” the young woman said. She stood there, rooted to the spot. “So do you, like, read tarot cards or something?”
Nessa lifted her chin. She studied the woman, really seeing her for the first time. There was something in her eyes, some shifting, uneasy, uncomfortable need. An embarrassed hunger that was making her shoulders clench and her body fold in on itself.
“You need to know something,” Nessa said.
Her head bobbed once. Nessa gestured to the open chair, opposite Marie.
“Sit down, then. Let’s see if I can help.”
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“I need to know if—”
“No,” Nessa said. “Don’t ask your question. Don’t sway me. Just think it and finish your tea.”
Their visitor drank, tilting back her cardboard cup, steam carrying the scent of chamomile. Nessa took what was left, setting aside her glue gun and holding the cup in both hands. The dregs glistened at the bottom, tea leaves scattered in wet, earthy clumps.
She murmured a simple charm under her breath, flint to spark her intuition. The constellation of leaves glimmered like stars and showed her the way. They read like a steep trail, paved with frustration and pain and ending in a sheer cliff drop.
“I can give you one of two things,” Nessa told her. “I can offer you the truth or a comforting lie. Either way, you have to live with the consequences. Make your choice.”
The young woman hesitated. She cradled her gym bag on her lap like it was a child, nervous hands rubbing its nylon folds.
“The truth.”
“He’s cheating on you,” Nessa said.
Her words landed like a bullet to the woman’s belly. She crumpled in her chair.
“But you already knew that,” Nessa added.
“I guess,” she said softly. “No. No, you’re right. I knew. I always knew.”
She leaned her head back and let out a breath. Even as her body seemed to deflate, she looked lighter, like she’d slipped some invisible chains and let them pool on the sticky coffeehouse floor.
“I chased him. For a year, can you believe it? I changed my look, changed my routine, changed me, because I thought he was worth it. I was invisible until I turned myself into a fucking Barbie for him.”
Nessa wasn’t a beacon of sympathy. She wasn’t cruel, either. She simply watched with unblinking eyes, carved from ice and silence, letting their visitor pour out her pain.
“I thought I was going to cry.” The young woman blinked a couple of times and rubbed a finger across one eye. “I don’t feel like it now, though. Thank you. Do I owe you anything?”
Nessa’s fingers curled around the woman’s wrist. She gently pressed her palm against the skin of the mirrored tote bag.
“Here’s how you pay me,” Nessa said. “You know what it feels like to be invisible. Think about it now. Imagine it. Feel it. And let it go.”
When Nessa sent her away, her footsteps were lighter than they were before. Walking on uncertain air, all the way to the door.
“That was…” Marie offered, studying Nessa, “something.”
“At Barnard, I taught my students that witchcraft, historically, was the tool of the politically dispossessed. The last resort of the powerless.” Nessa watched the woman leave. “Maybe I’m starting to listen to my own advice. Changing the world isn’t always about fire and thunder and storm. Sometimes it begins in the small things.”
“Excuse me,” said a hesitant voice.
Nessa turned. A husky woman, older, her hair in a silver ponytail, stood in her orbit like a bashful satellite.
“I didn’t mean to eavesdrop—” she started to say.
Nessa extended her hand.
“Sit with me.”
*     *     *
Daniel Faust took a flight to O’Hare and drove southwest in a rented hatchback. If he’d known what he was looking for, he might have spotted the dirty white Eldorado passing him in the opposite direction on Interstate 55. He followed the road all the way to the end of the line, sailing through the endless farmland and cornfields until he got to Carolyn’s ranch house.
The second the house came into sight, he jammed on the brakes. Wheels kicked up loose gravel as the car stuttered to a stop.
“Aw, no, no, no.” His palms slapped the steering wheel. “Come on!”
A caravan of jet-black SUVs with tinted windows thronged the pebbled driveway and the road out front. Men in dark glasses and suits carried out a stream of cardboard file boxes, loading them into the back of an Explorer one by one.
Their overseer stepped into sight. From a distance, he could still make out the details: short blond hair, a man’s suit, and a paisley necktie. Daniel slid low in his seat, fast. Then he stomped on the gas, wrenched the steering wheel, and scattered dirt and dust as he pulled a hard U-turn.
He watched Harmony Black and her team dwindle out of sight in the rearview mirror.
“On the list of shit I don’t need today,” he grumbled. “Or ever.”
He had warned her about this. Carolyn made her living weaving the real-life dirty laundry of the occult underground into her pulp-fantasy potboilers. He’d told her, time and time again, that one day she was going to attract the wrong kind of attention.
“So of course, when it finally happens, it happens today,” Daniel said to the dusty road ahead. “Because fuck my life, that’s why.”
He figured he had an obligation to mount a rescue attempt. Carolyn was a pain in the ass, but she was useful. Sometimes. That said, getting into a gunfight with an entire squad of black-bag operatives—operatives specially trained to handle threats like him—was pushing it.
He was still making up his mind when he stopped for gas a couple of miles down the road. He wandered inside the old Shell station and grabbed a plastic bottle of Coke. Normally he’d be focused on springing Carolyn from custody, but that wasn’t who he’d been sent to retrieve. And if Vanessa and Marie had been snatched up by the feds right along with her, his job had just gotten a hundred times harder.
A job he couldn’t walk away from, because the Mourner would probably kill him. He peeled a few bills from his wallet, paying for the gas and the soda.
“Out of curiosity,” he said, “don’t suppose you saw a couple of women come through here recently? Not locals. Out-of-towners on a road trip.”
The clerk, a teenager whose ponytail poked from the back of an oil-smudged baseball cap, thought about it. Then she nodded.
“Yeah, actually. I only remember because they came in and asked for directions. It was maybe three hours ago? One had long black hair, the other was kinda rumpled looking?”
A wave of relief washed from his neck down to his toes, muscles unclenching.
“You’re a lifesaver. Where were they headed?”
“Up to Chicago. They asked the fastest way to the on-ramp, and if I knew what the traffic was like.”
There was an art to a good bribe. Too little, you could offend the person you were trying to win over. Too much, they’d start thinking they had a gold mine on their hands and they might try squeezing for more. Daniel weighed his options. Then he curled a pair of twenties around his finger, held them up for the clerk’s approval, and laid them down on the counter.
“Do me a favor,” he said. “Anyone else comes around asking, you didn’t see anything. You didn’t see them, and you didn’t see me either.”
The way she looked at the money, for a second he thought she might refuse. Then she scooped the bills up and shoved them into her hip pocket.
“Are they in some kind of trouble?” she asked.
“Not if I find them before anybody else does,” he said.
*     *     *
By the time Nessa and Marie finally left the coffeehouse, seven women had pressed their palms to the mirror bag. Seven women had let out their isolation, their loneliness, their feelings of being invisible, feeding Nessa’s enchantment in payment for her counsel.
“I don’t know why I’m here,” said an Asian woman who kept giving nervous glances to the door.
“I do,” Nessa replied. “Drink your tea.”
Between visitations, Nessa dabbed blots of hot glue onto the canvas of the tote bag and carefully placed the tiny craft mirrors. Slivers of glass took on a spiraling shape on one side, then the other, a pattern blooming like a fractal rose.
The next woman had been waiting, silent and small, hovering at a nearby table with her hands pressed to her knees. Her glasses concealed the faintest ghost of a bruise.
“I don’t know if I’m strong enough,” she said.
“Let’s find out,” Nessa said. “And if you aren’t, let’s find out how you can be. Drink your tea.”
Nessa offered no platitudes, no words of empty kindness. Her answers were truth jacketed in a winter frost. Some of the women left in tears, others with grim, determined looks in their eyes. All of them left changed.
She pressed the final mirrored tile against the canvas and held it firmly in place.
“There. It’s done.”
Marie stared at the bag. Or tried to, but it kept slipping off her eyes. The tiny mirrors, radiating outward in curling tendrils from the heart of the elaborate design, seemed to take her gaze and slide it away along their silvered faces like a conveyor belt.
“Do you think it’ll work?” she asked. She pushed her chair back. As Nessa rose at her side, she handed Marie the bag. Then she pressed her hands to the table, steadying herself as her face pinched and her eyes squeezed shut.
“Nessa?”
Nessa took slow, deep breaths. Her eyelashes fluttered and she lifted her chin.
“I’m fine.”
“You don’t look fine,” Marie said. “Is it the nausea again? Maybe you need to stop doing magic until we—”
“I’m fine. As to your question about the bag, whether it works or not, we will find out very quickly. Now then. That’s enough building up for one day. I’m in the mood to tear something down. Choose your weapon.”
Marie had three options between the mismatched guns they’d taken off their hunters’ corpses back in Ohio. That said, two of them were half-empty or worse. Back at the car, Marie quickly unzipped their luggage. She picked up the matte-black automatic, heavy and balanced in her grip, and popped the magazine. It was full to the brim with nine-millimeter rounds—jacketed hollow-points, designed to mushroom and expand inside a human body, chewing a path and leaving a big messy hole on the way out.
She reloaded the pistol and slipped it into the mirror bag. Nessa’s book of spells and her quill knife went in alongside it.
She drove while Nessa tried to navigate using the printed map they’d taken from Carolyn’s conspiracy wall. Nessa’s fingernail followed the mess of highlighter trails, a jagged star of intersections marked in a half dozen colors.
“These aren’t directions so much as suggestions,” she said. “Contradictory ones, at that. No wonder it took her three tries to find the place.”
Marie tilted her head low, staring up at the facades of banks and office plazas, tailors and delis, reading signs as they drifted through the sluggish city traffic. The sun had gone down, leaving the streets drenched in white sodium lamplight.
“I don’t even know what we’re looking for,” Marie said. “I mean, it’s an exclusive club, they’re probably not going to have a big neon sign and a welcome mat out front.”
She spotted a row of crows, nestled along a dirty yellow awning over a laundromat. They watched the Eldorado pass, their eyes glittering like black opals in the dark. Glossy feathers rippled as one on the end burst into flight. It winged ahead of the car, landing on a corner lamppost up ahead. The crow stared at Marie, locking eyes with her. Then it took flight again, gliding left down an unmarked alleyway.
Marie flicked her signal and turned left.
“I think that crow wants us to follow it,” she said. “That…sounded less weird in my head.”
Nessa shrugged. “Do as the crow says.”
The Eldorado squeezed through a narrow backstreet canyon, garages on one side and a long wooden fence on the other. Marie had to slow down, tires rumbling on broken asphalt as she muscled past overstuffed garbage cans. The alley ended in a side street. The crow wheeled once in the open air, spinning in a graceful pirouette, then flew left again.
Marie followed the crow until she wasn’t entirely sure where they were. Neither was Nessa. The street names didn’t line up with the map anymore, they were both certain they’d doubled back but crossed completely different roads in the process, and the only landmarks left were shuttered, barred storefronts and graffiti-jacketed walls.
Up ahead, the crow circled over a parking lot. Then it soared upward in a surge of oil-black feathers, glided over the rooftops, and slipped out of sight.
The lot wasn’t fancy, just a patch of pavement big enough for maybe thirty cars, overseen by a couple of broken street lamps and an empty security booth. The lack of visible security wasn’t scaring anyone off: a chaotic mix of vehicles stood shoulder to shoulder along the faded yellow lines, a battered pickup with a smashed rear window sitting snug beside a lipstick-red Ferrari. The adjoining building didn’t have a sign, and the back wall showed faint, crumbling ridges where old windows had been bricked over long ago. The only way in was through a single anonymous door, covered in hammered sheet metal.
“I think this is the place,” Marie said. She eased into a parking spot and killed the engine. “Ready for this? Could be anything on the other side of that door.”
Nessa gave her a lopsided smile and handed her the mirror bag.
“Like I said, I’m in the mood to tear something down tonight. Let’s go get some answers.”
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Marie wore the mirror bag. The gun and the book swayed against her side with every step, offering a little reassurance as she rapped her knuckles against the sheet-metal door. Then they waited.
The door swung wide, carrying a gust of cool air and the faint scent of cinnamon. The man on the threshold was dressed like a casino croupier, in a scarlet shirt and a tailored vest. He greeted them with a smile while his eyes went wandering up and down their bodies. Nothing lascivious in it, though; Marie caught the visual pat down, as his gaze darted to all the usual places a suspect might be hiding a weapon.
He didn’t glance twice at the mirrored bag slung over her shoulder.
“Ladies, good evening. I…don’t believe I’ve seen you before.”
“We’re new in town,” Marie said. She thought back to Carolyn’s notes and how the author claimed she’d gotten inside. “Daniel sent us. He’s said good things about this place.”
The doorman squinted. “I’m sorry, Daniel who?”
Carolyn hadn’t written that part down. Marie and Nessa shared an uncertain glance.
“Well…you know,” Marie said. “Daniel. Everybody knows who he is.”
Nessa let out an awkward laugh. “Can you believe this? ‘Daniel who?’ he says. As if there could be any other Daniel.”
“None that make that kind of impression.” Marie fanned herself. “Whoa. You know. That Daniel.”
The doorman shook his head. The creases on his forehead deepened by the second.
“Ladies, honestly, I don’t—”
“When you’re that good at what you do, and he is exceptional at doing that thing he does, you don’t even need a last name,” Nessa said.
“Honestly,” Marie said. “We’re talking about Daniel. He’s the man.”
The doorman’s eyes widened. His face broke into a toothy grin as he nodded, suddenly in on the joke. He pointed finger guns at Marie.
“Ooh. You mean, the guy.”
“Exactly,” Marie said. She hoped that was what she meant, anyway.
He beckoned them across the threshold.
“Please, come in! I believe the guy is playing cards in the gaming room. Would you like me to escort you over to him?”
“Oh,” Nessa said, sharing another sidelong glance with Marie. “No. No, that’s…we’re going to surprise him. Thank you, though.”
“As you wish. Please, enjoy your stay at the Bast Club, and remember our few simple and inviolable rules. One, take nothing that does not belong to you. Two, lay no hand on another, unless they invite it. And three, speak no true names, and tell no secrets, save those which are yours to tell—and even then, exercise discretion. Voices do carry.”
Burgundy wallpaper in Victorian patterns lined the corridor beyond the door. The oak floors, waxed to a mirror sheen, were cut like interlocking puzzle pieces. An endless jigsaw, stretching into the distance. Nessa and Marie walked side by side, silent until the doorman was out of earshot.
“Let’s find out where the gaming room is,” Marie murmured, “and not go there.”
They emerged into a wide parlor lit by globes of green glass, dangling on the ends of elaborate ironwork sconces. One end of the room was given over to conversation nooks, miniature parlors with plush red velvet divans. A stained-glass light fixture cast a cold glow over an antique pool table, while patrons lined a bar festooned in gleaming brass. Emerald velvet curtains draped the walls, concealing the bricked-over windows, and the baroque sounds of a string quartet drifted from concealed speakers.
The air tingled against Marie’s skin. She felt like the energy in the room, or maybe her own nervous anticipation, had transmuted into static electricity. Her flesh prickled and she felt like any move, anything she touched, might give her a heart-stopping shock. Beside her, Nessa’s lips were slightly parted, her eyes fixed straight ahead.
“Nessa?”
“Look around, Marie. Look and see.”
In one of the alcoves, a petite Asian woman in a black pantsuit sat with an open briefcase on her lap. As onlookers surrounded her, some with wallets in hand, she lifted a wicker marionette from the case. It offered a bow, then a graceful pirouette.
There were no strings attached to her fingers.
A rough-looking crew in biker leathers circled the pool table. One leaned low to take his shot, framed in the stained-glass light, and his eyes were the yellow of infected pus. A hostess made her way through the swirling crowds, dressed in long flowing skirts and a Victorian corset with brass buttons. She glided like her feet didn’t touch the ground—because they didn’t, the heels of her delicate boots hovering a quarter inch above the jigsaw floor.
“Magic,” Nessa breathed. “I can feel it in the air. I can taste it.”
“Okay. This is me, not freaking out. Definitely not freaking out right now.”
“Why is this hidden away?” Nessa’s glasses caught the green glass lights, turning their reflections to alien moons. “Why isn’t the entire world like this?”
“Because those are the rules, darling,” said a voice at her shoulder. “And while nothing is more fun than breaking the rules, some carry too high a cost.”
She was tall, lanky, with a lopsided mop of curls dyed fire-engine red. She cradled a cocktail glass, and the frosted blue concoction inside matched the color of her silk couture gown. The neckline hung asymmetrical, with one sleeve longer than the other and trailing a drape like the ruffle of a peacock’s tail.
“And where have you been? It’s been a dog’s age. Vanessa, right?” The woman snapped her fingers. “Vanessa…wait, don’t tell me, I have this…Fieri.”
Nessa blinked. “I’m sorry, this is embarrassing, but…”
“Last year, darling! The poker tournament. We played at the same table.”
“I…don’t play tournament poker,” Nessa replied.
Her lips curled in a bright red smile. “I’ll say you don’t. Amy Xun cleaned you out. I mean, she did the same to me, but I held my own and besides, I really only show up for the gossip and snacks. Introduce me to your friend!”
“Um, sure.” Nessa made an awkward gesture. “This is Marie—”
“Freddie Vinter.” She took Marie’s hand and gave it a squeeze. Her skin felt oily, scaled, like a dead fish, and cold enough to steal Marie’s breath. The aura of frost radiated off the woman’s body, sucking the heat from the room. “Sugar plum, I must ask. Who did this to you?”
“Did…?” Marie repeated.
Freddie waved a hand at her outfit.
“This. Did you lose a bet? Did someone hurt you? Tell me who hurt you.” She looked to Nessa with mock reproach. “And you. You let her leave the house dressed like that? Wearing those shoes? With that hair? The woman looks like an undercover police officer, for heaven’s sake. What kind of friend are you?”
“We’ve had some cash-flow problems.” Nessa glanced at Marie. “I mean, you aren’t wrong. But…this tournament where we met? Where was it, Manhattan?”
Freddie waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, please, as if you’d catch me hanging with the Dashwood Abbey crowd. So pretentious. No, it was here, darling. Honestly, you don’t remember? I usually make a stronger impression than that. I’ll have to work harder.”
“Nessa, have you ever—” Marie started to ask.
“No.” Nessa turned to Freddie. “So…you met me here. In this club. Last year. And I told you my name was Vanessa Fieri.”
“I should be mortally offended right now. Mortally. Offended. I gravitated toward you in the first place because you were wearing a jacket from my fall collection. You told me how amazing I am and you bought me a drink, which are the two most dependable methods of falling into my good graces.”
“You’re a fashion designer?” Marie asked.
Freddie arched one eyebrow and sipped her cocktail.
“You, you can be forgiven. It’s painfully clear you don’t study these things. The name is Fredrika Vinter of the House of Vinter, darling. We’re only the most in town.”
“The most…what, exactly?”
“Simply the most.” Freddie studied her over the rim of her glass. “You know, you do have potential. Good, strong cheekbones. Composed posture with a delicate hint of authoritarianism. Do something with your hair, change your wardrobe, you could be an entirely new woman. You, my dumpling, are a perfect fixer-upper.”
Marie felt herself withering under the spotlight. Two spotlights. Another woman had been watching her, over by the bar, going from casual glances to outright staring in ten seconds flat. She wore her cinnamon hair in an undercut, long and wavy on top but buzzed to the scalp on the sides, and dressed in a brown leather coat festooned with buckles and straps. Too heavy a coat for the springtime weather.
Marie read her body language. She wasn’t trying to be discreet—the woman wanted her attention, like she had something to say. Something she didn’t want to say in front of a crowd.
“Speaking of drinks,” she said, gently stepping back as if the manic fashion designer was a hungry lion in disguise, “I should go get us some. Nessa, why don’t you catch up with your friend, and I’ll be right back?”
She flicked her eyes toward the woman at the bar. Nessa seemed to grasp her meaning, though she looked less than pleased as Freddie’s attention swiveled in her direction.
“Now, you,” Freddie said, “are far closer to perfection. We do have to address some basics, though—”
Her words tumbled into the din of conversation, fifty voices fading into an incoherent swirl as Marie made her way across the jigsaw floor. She didn’t approach the woman directly. Instead, she found an open spot at the end of the bar and lifted her hand to get the bartender’s attention.
“Could I get a Bobby Burns, a club soda with lime, and…another of whatever the redhead over there is drinking? Thanks.” Marie fished out her wallet. “Hey, I was wondering. Have you seen one of the regulars here, a woman named Carolyn Saunders?”
The bartender, dressed like he had just stepped out of an Old West saloon, let out a snort and shook his head.
“Regular? I wouldn’t use that word. I wouldn’t say her name too loudly, either, if I was you. Nearly got herself tossed out on the pavement headfirst last time she was here.”
That lined up with Carolyn’s notes. And it sounded like she hadn’t made that return trip, either.
“What’d she do?” Marie asked.
“It’s one thing to talk shit about somebody behind closed doors. It’s another to write it into a novel and sell it. Let’s just say some of our clientele took exception to her literary exploits.”
The woman touched her arm. Marie hadn’t even noticed her closing in.
“Marie?” Her eyes widened. “It is you! Oh my God, it’s been forever!”
This felt like an uncanny repeat of the last five minutes. As Marie deliberated her response, something must have shown in her eyes: in the space of a breath, the woman’s face fell.
“You…don’t remember me at all, do you?”
“I’m sorry,” Marie said, “I’m honestly not great with faces—”
“Tricia.” Her fingers brushed the buckles of her leather coat. “We went to SUNY together. Well, that’s overselling it. I mean, we were only together in one class.”
Marie’s senses tingled, and it wasn’t from the magic-infused air this time. It was her cop instinct, the one that told her when someone was lying. “Tricia” hadn’t looked at her like someone she casually knew from college; she looked at her like a woman who just discovered her lover had amnesia. Crushed, and doing a bad job of hiding it.
Marie glanced left, pretending to think back. “Tricia—oh, of course! Professor Hodgman’s class, right? Advanced calculus?”
“That’s me,” Tricia replied, forcing her enthusiasm. “I usually sat a row or two behind you. Didn’t talk much.”
The bartender was finished. Three drinks lined the brass rail of the bar, and Marie paid him with a trio of folded twenties. She bundled up the glasses in an awkward embrace and told him to keep the change.
“My friends are waiting for these,” Marie said, apologetic. “I’ll be back in a minute, okay?”
“Sure,” Tricia said with a smile, watching her go.
Back at the edge of the parlor, the subject had swung and Freddie’s giddiness faded to concern. She plucked a cocktail glass from Marie’s arm and tossed half of it back in one swallow.
“—and you’re absolutely certain you haven’t been hit on the head at any point?”
“Positive.” Nessa took the second cocktail glass. “I’ve never been here in my life. Didn’t even know it existed before this morning. Whoever you met last year, it was someone pretending to be me. And doing an excellent job, by the sound of it.”
Marie tugged Nessa’s sleeve and dropped her voice. “We need to go. Now.”
“Don’t tell me you’ve got a double running around here too.”
“No,” Marie said, “what I’ve got is a woman watching us like a hawk from across the room, and she’s studied up on me. Even knew where I went to college. I smelled a rat, so I asked if she was in my advanced calculus class. She said yes. I didn’t take calculus. And who’s been reading dossiers on us?”
“The bounty hunters who were hired to kill us both,” Nessa said.
Tricia wasn’t the only one watching them now. Over by the pool table, one of the yellow-eyed bikers stared at his phone, then at them, then back to his phone again. He gave the man next to him a nudge with his elbow and pointed. Back in one of the conversation nooks, a pale foursome had been huddled around a bizarre board game, a cross between a chess table and a three-level maze made of toothpicks. All four looked up as one, silent, and their doughy faces swiveled to fix on Nessa and Marie.
“Bingo,” Marie said. “Time to leave.”
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Some people would be dismayed by the threat of impending violence. Freddie Vinter lit up like a Christmas tree.
“Mysterious impersonators? Hired killers? If I’d known you two were going to be this interesting, I’d have paid for the drinks. All right, first things first, don’t get your hackles up. The club has a zero-tolerance policy about violence on the grounds.”
“The people looking for us don’t really care about rules,” Marie said.
“Not a rule, sugar plum. A policy. A policy enforced with swift, remorseless, and one hundred percent lethal brutality. Believe me, no one is going to start a fight inside the Bast Club.”
“What about outside?” Nessa asked.
“Outside is outside, which is why you’re standing in the safest possible place right now. Best formulate a plan before forsaking Management’s hospitality. If worse comes to worst, we’ll sprint across the parking lot and I’ll drive you out of here myself. That said, my Ferrari is a two-seater, so you’ll have to squeeze in.”
“You don’t need to get involved,” Marie said. “These people have already killed at least one innocent bystander just to get at us.”
Freddie sipped her cocktail. “So clearly, to protect myself, I should be neither innocent nor a bystander. I’m already guilty as sin, so all that’s left is to step off the sidelines. You know, I thought I wasn’t going to have any fun tonight. But if you were looking to keep a low profile, why did you come here in the first place?”
“We’re looking for someone. A writer named Carolyn Saunders.”
“Carolyn? Oh, this isn’t her scene. Especially after she made a scene, last time she was here. I told her, use a pseudonym and she’d be perfectly safe, but she had to get sloppy after a couple of highballs and drop her real name at the bar. Not a lot of fans in attendance, considering how she flouts the rules of polite underground society. Me? I think it’s hilarious.”
Nessa had fallen silent. Retreating into thought, feeling like she was at the whiteboard in her old college classroom and trying to solve an equation with words.
“You were here that night,” she said. “You’re here a lot, I take it.”
“Of course! Most nights, really. Where else am I going to get the scoop on who’s been doing what nastiness to whom? I dig only the most freshly churned dirt. Believe me, if anything happens in Chicago, I know about it. We may not have New York’s cosmopolitan flair or the pizazz of Vegas, but we do know how to have a good time in this city.”
“My impersonator knew you would be here,” Nessa said. “She picked a major event, the poker tournament, to show her—my—face and drop my maiden name. Nothing about this was random. You were targeted.”
Freddie’s eyebrows lifted. “Targeted? You make it sound so malevolent.”
“Ingenious, maybe. My double was wearing a coat you designed, you said. She knew you’d spot her in the crowd. More than that, she knew you’d want to talk to her. She had an instant conversation starter—a conversation with you, specifically—and she wore it on her back.”
“It makes sense, but why choose me? I mean, beyond basking in the presence of a world-famous fashionista, which is a reward all its own.”
Marie followed Nessa’s train of thought.
“Because of exactly what happened tonight,” she said. “She knew that if Nessa ever found her way to the Bast Club, you’d almost certainly be here when she showed up, and you’d do exactly what you just did. Mistake her for the double, and approach her.”
“There’s a tiny circular flaw in your theory,” Freddie said. “This person went to the trouble of impersonating Vanessa, and made sure she’d be discovered if the real woman ever turned up at the club’s door…for the purpose of making sure she’d be discovered? I’m seeing a lot of hard work with very little point behind it.”
“It has to be something she said, or something she did while she was here,” Nessa told her. “Something she’d want us to know about. Think back—did she say anything strange to you, anything that stood out?”
“Stranger than the conversation we’re having right now? That would be a stretch.”
“Anything you can remember.”
The silent, pasty-skinned foursome in the alcove were still staring. The bikers over by the pool table had abandoned their game in favor of a close huddle and some rapid-fire texting as they shot razor-edged looks in Marie and Nessa’s direction. By the bar, Tricia was still fixated on Marie. Unlike the others, she looked more worried than malevolent, but one of her hands had disappeared inside her buckled jacket.
“We mostly talked about the coat, at first,” Freddie recalled. “I remember because she had a hundred questions about my process. She went to the coat check and we met up again later in the gaming room. She told me she was an anthropology professor from New York, and that she was married to a real-estate developer.”
“All true, so far,” Nessa said.
“She asked some more questions about my design process, and…well, then we played cards. She got up from the table after getting knocked out of the tournament and never came back. I didn’t actually see you leave. Her, I mean.”
Nessa fell silent. Then her eyes went wide.
“Coat check,” she said.
Freddie led the way, plowing through the crowd like a cocktail-swilling steamboat. The coat check was a long, narrow booth in a hallway just off the lounge, where a bored-looking woman perched on a stool and read Sartre.
“My new BFF Vanessa may have left something here,” Freddie told her. “About a year ago? A coat, designed by yours truly? So it clearly stands out from the rest.”
The clerk didn’t bother hiding the roll of her eyes as she slid off the stool.
“It stands out,” she said as she rummaged through the racks, just out of sight, “because it’s been sitting here for a friggin’ year, taking up space. You’re lucky we still have the thing.”
Freddie looked scandalized. “But what would you do with it?”
The clerk poked her head back around the rack. They locked eyes.
“Say it,” Freddie told her. “I dare you. I double dare you.”
She opted for silence. Instead, she slipped a coat off an old wire hanger and thrust it into Nessa’s arms. It was a drape of shimmery black silk, almost a long poncho with an artfully ragged hem and rippling pleats that wavered like a crow’s feathers.
“Oh,” Nessa said. “This is me. This is very me.”
“And someone wanted you to have it.” Marie squinted at the fabric. “Is it…magic?”
Nessa’s fingertips glided along the material, exploring by touch.
“I don’t think so. It’s just a coat.”
“Just a coat?” Freddie said.
“You know what I—hold on. There’s something in the pocket.”
Two things. Nessa dipped her fingers in, tentative, and drew them out one by one. The first was a tarot card, of sorts. The hand-painted frame read III: The Empress, and the portrait depicted a woman in a starry crown and a long gown covered in roses. She held a scepter aloft, and a shield at her feet bore the sign of Venus.
The woman had Nessa’s face.
Nessa turned the card over. The other side, colored midnight black, had been inlaid with intricate threads of gold. The geometric design was mesmerizing but mechanical, fixed with robotic precision.
“I think it’s…a circuit board?” Marie said. “I mean, I’m not an engineer, but that looks like circuitry to me.”
“It does,” Nessa said. She carefully unfolded the second item, a slip of crisp gray paper. A typewritten message waited within.
Nessa, the note read, guard this with your life. When the time is right, you’ll know what to do with it.
“Somebody out there likes you,” Freddie said. “Any idea who?”
Nessa passed the card and the note to Marie. She made them both disappear inside the mirror bag.
“No,” Nessa said, “but this isn’t the first time they’ve intervened, steering us this way or that. Helpful, but I still feel like a puppet on invisible strings. And I am no one’s puppet.”
Marie glanced over her shoulder, back up the hallway. “Well, we found what we were supposed to find. And I think we’ve overstayed our welcome.”
“I have a…well, let’s not mince words, it’s a lair,” Freddie said. “Let me put you up for the night. It’s not five-star accommodations and it smells like a slaughterhouse when the weather heats up, but it’s off the grid and it’s safe as a bank vault.”
“And why do you have a lair?” Marie asked her.
They emerged from the hallway. Freddie’s glib response died on her lips as she skidded to a stop. The room had fallen silent.
“This one observes, as always,” Nyx said, “that perseverance pays.”
The woman in black leather, eyes concealed behind dusk-tinted Wayfarers, dominated the heart of the club by sheer force of will. All eyes were on her, but no one got close, pushed back to the fringes of the room. One tried. One of the yellow-eyed bikers moved in from behind, saying, “Hey, we saw ’em first—”
Two of his brothers grabbed him by the arms and hauled him back to the sidelines. “Are you fucking crazy?” one hissed. “Do you know who that is?”
“Vanessa Roth,” Nyx said, “Marie Reinhart. You have been marked by the Order of Chainmen. Surrender and face judgment.”
Nessa folded her arms. Her pert lips curled in casual defiance.
“I don’t think we will,” she said.
“We ran into six of your friends at once, back in Columbus,” Marie added. “We’re still here. They’re not. And you’re alone and outnumbered. Want to take a minute, think this through? Listen, just walk away and this doesn’t have to get ugly. We’re not looking for a fight.”
“Ah,” Nyx said, “but this one is.”
She took her sunglasses off. Her eyes were molten orbs of copper. The metal burned and swirled like lava. Thin wisps of gray steam rose from her eye sockets, weaving the ghostly impression of jagged horns above her head.
“You faced amateurs, little girl. Now you face Nyx. Hunter of men. Reaper of souls. Harvester of final screams.”
Nessa remembered the words of the last hunter, coaxed at knifepoint in their hotel suite. You’ve never seen a real demon, she had said. But you’re going to.
“The thing about Nyx,” a man’s voice called out, over by the bar, “is that you can’t let the wrapper fool you.”
The crowd parted to let him through. He sauntered out onto the floor, slow and easy, cradling a deck of cards in his palm. The cards leaped to his other hand in a riffling stream, then back again.
“She may look like a beautiful woman,” he said, “but don’t be deceived. In reality, she’s just like so many of the sad and thirsty men who hang out here. By which I mean, she talks a big game, but at the end of the night she’s going home alone.”
The stream of cards flowed back to his left hand in an overhand arc, painting the air with an ivory blur.
“Most of you know me. For those who don’t, my name is Daniel Faust. And these women are under my protection.”
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Nyx’s fists curled at her sides. Her molten-copper eyes blazed. “This business does not concern you, Faust. Walk away before this one decides to break you.”
“Actually,” he said, “it does concern me. The ladies here have a very important meeting to attend, and I’ve been hired to deliver them safe and sound.”
Marie’s hand dipped into the mirror bag. She didn’t pull her gun, not yet, but the textured grip was a reassuring weight against her palm. Something concrete and real, something she could understand.
“They have been tried and sentenced in absentia,” Nyx said. “They will be executed.”
“What law did they break?” Daniel asked.
She gave a little start, her head twitching, like the question hadn’t even occurred to her.
“Hrm?”
“Your order exists to punish people who violate hell’s laws.” Daniel waved his open hand, casual, at Marie and Nessa. “These two don’t have any connections to the infernal courts. They haven’t made any deals with your kind, so…what law did they break?”
“Not your business,” she seethed.
“Or maybe,” he said, playing to the crowd as much as he was talking to her, “you know they’re innocent, but that doesn’t matter because you’re acting as Senator Roth’s hired gun. The Order of Chainmen, hell’s guardians, defenders of infernal order…reduced to nothing but thugs for hire. Honestly, I’m embarrassed for you. Does your mother know you took this contract?”
Nyx’s braided ponytail began to sway. It slithered from side to side at the small of her back, serpentine. The skin along her neck rippled, pale flesh turning to a rash of black and chitinous scales, then back again. She took a deep, shuddering breath.
“You have no right to interfere,” she told him. “Your court will not protect you from the consequences.”
Daniel shrugged. “That’s the thing. The person who sent me is a lot scarier than you or anybody else you can bring to this party, so…I care, but I also don’t. Let me bottom-line this for you and everybody else in the room: these women are under my protection. I’m taking them out of here, we’re going on a little road trip, and anybody who stands in my way is getting dropped.”
Freddie cleared her throat. She downed the last of her cocktail and raised her empty glass.
“Under my protection too. Just throwing that out there.”
Nyx wheeled around, squinting at her. “Why? You have no cause to interfere.”
“I certainly do,” Freddie said. “I’m bored, you’re a bitch, and I don’t have anything better to do tonight. That’s three perfectly valid reasons. Can someone please bring me another drink? I’m getting dangerously close to sober here.”
A door of brass, curved like a pneumatic tube, stood in the far corner of the club. It chimed once, ringing out like a crystal bell, and the door rolled open. A man with dusky skin stepped from the elevator cage. He was a vision of refinement in his Edwardian waistcoat and silk cravat, his beard trimmed and his silver hair bound in a ponytail, like a Persian take on a gentleman from a Jane Austen novel.
“Ladies, gentlemen,” he said in a sonorous voice, “while I prefer to manage this club’s operations from a distance, circumstances demand my personal intervention. I am al-Farsi, and this is my establishment. I must remind one and all that violence on club grounds is strictly forbidden.”
Nyx didn’t even look at him.
“You made yourself an enemy of this one’s family once before,” she said. “Do you wish a second taste?”
“What I wish, madam, is for you to leave my club.”
Nyx nodded, considering his request. Her lips curled into an ugly smile.
“This one will leave.” She turned, slow, addressing the entire crowd. “This one will leave and regroup with her compatriots outside. Twenty of them. Heavily armed. In one hour, she will return in force and burn this place to the ground.”
Al-Farsi’s jaw dropped. “Now—now look here, madam. This club has survived for over a hundred years thanks to a universally upheld tradition of—”
“All things die.” Nyx’s voice washed across the room like a tidal wave. “To interfere with the Order’s hunt is to become our prey. That is hell’s law, and none of you will be spared. But this one can be merciful. You have one hour’s amnesty. Leave. Now. When this one returns, anyone remaining will join these four in death.”
She turned to leave, then paused. Nyx’s gaze moved from Marie to Nessa to Freddie to Daniel, falling on each of them in turn like a heat lamp on full blast.
“You will suffer.”
Then she strode up the corridor and out into the night.
Silence filled the room like a physical thing, a soap bubble pushing all the air out, holding the club-goers frozen. Then it popped. People surged for the exit, shoving past each other, fighting to be the first ones out the door. Al-Farsi snapped his fingers at the bartender and a passing waitress.
“Out. Now.”
The coat-check girl poked her head out. “Boss?”
“Take the amnesty,” he told her. “I’ll be fine. You won’t. I want all the staff out of here, now. Go.”
Daniel sucked air between his teeth and took his phone out. He talked while he tapped out a text message.
“None of us are going to be fine.” He stared at the screen. “Shit. That was fast.”
“What happened?” Marie asked.
He showed her the phone. No bars.
“Nyx’s flunkies outside are using a cell jammer. Probably already cut the landlines. They don’t want us calling in the cavalry.”
“Wait,” Marie said. “But everything you said back there…that we were under your protection, that you’d fight anyone who stood in your way? I mean, you can beat her, right?”
Daniel blurted out a laugh. He stared at her, incredulous.
“Are…are you kidding me? Wow, you’re new. You are super new. No. That was a bluff—a bluff I’ve pulled one too many times, apparently—and she just called it. Listen to me: Nyx is a freight train, and her cargo is murder. When she comes back, she’s probably going to rip my spine out and beat you to death with it.”
The club emptied out. A few last heavy footfalls thudded along the puzzle-piece corridor, and the steel door slammed shut in their wake.
“Let me be absolutely certain I understand this,” Nessa told him. “You were sent to aid us? That part was true?”
“Yep. There’s a lady in Nevada who needs a word with you two. She sent me to find you at Carolyn Saunders’s place, but apparently we missed each other.”
“You know Carolyn?” Marie asked. She remembered the author’s notes about the club and the doorman’s comment. “So are you…the guy?”
He winced. “Please don’t call me that. It’s a long story.”
“You were sent to aid us,” Nessa said, “and your means of introduction was to step into a bad situation, escalate it beyond all hope of repair, and leave us standing in a deathtrap.”
“It may look that way, on the surface—”
“You made everything worse.”
“I’ll fix it,” he said. “Okay? I’ll fix it. Freddie, you’ve got to get out of here.”
She pouted at him. “And miss all the fun? Hardly, darling. I’m not leaving my favorite thief and my two new BFFs in the lurch.”
“You’re our lifeline right now. I need you to go, get out of jammer range, and tell Caitlin what’s going on. She’s tight with Calypso, so hopefully she can make him call off the dogs. This whole bounty is shady as hell; the man’s just trying to protect his investment.”
“His investment?” Nessa asked. “Meaning?”
“You don’t even know, do you? Your father-in-law’s little deal?”
She shook her head.
“Alton sold his soul,” Daniel said. “Calypso isn’t his campaign manager; he’s his personal genie. To fulfill the contract, he has to get Alton into the White House. And that means any potential threats—like you two, in particular—need to be taken off the table.”
Nessa and Marie shared a glance. “I can’t even pretend to be surprised,” Nessa said, her voice flat.
“The Order can’t just go after anybody,” Daniel said. “They’ve got rules, strict ones, so I’m betting he made up some accusations to get the contract issued. The kind that’ll fall apart like a house of cards in a stiff wind. He was just hoping they’d take you out before anybody thought to look into it.”
Freddie air-kissed his cheeks and gave a regal wave as she headed for the exit.
“I’m out, my darlingest darlings. Ta for now, try not to die.”
“We’ll make an effort,” Daniel told her.
Marie had her eyes on al-Farsi. The man had sounded a little too confident when he said he’d be fine. Considering he obviously had a history with Nyx, and not a happy one, he should have been just as worried as everybody else. Instead, he’d cleared out his staff and now he was lingering at the edge of the empty room, hanging back from the conversation. Too far back. She kept him in her peripheral vision, pretending she wasn’t watching, and saw him sidestep to the left. Toward the brass elevator door.
She locked eyes with him. “Where do you think you’re going?”
The elevator chimed. As the door rumbled open, he made a break for it. Marie whipped her pistol from the mirror bag, took aim, and snapped off a shot. The weapon boomed, the empty room catching the sound and bouncing it from wall to curtained wall, and her bullet chewed into the puzzle-piece floor at al-Farsi’s feet. He jolted to a stop. A sheen of sweat broke out on his forehead.
“Don’t even think about it,” Marie said. “I didn’t miss. That was a warning shot, and you only get one. Get over here.”
Daniel put his hand on his hip. “Unbelievable. You Mr.-Darcy-looking dandy motherfucker. You were going to run upstairs and hide while Nyx chewed through this place and killed the rest of us.”
Al-Farsi had enough grace to look ashamed. “This isn’t my fight,” he mumbled to his shoes.
“Wrong,” Daniel told him. “When Nyx and her crew roll in here, she’ll hunt you down and kill you just because she can. And she’ll probably do it slow, because you made her work for it. You want to live? Stand with us. Don’t tell me you don’t have any magic up your sleeve, because I’ve seen it in action before.”
The manager waved a frustrated hand. His shadow did the same, stretched out at his back—but his arm’s shadow turned serpentine, bending the wrong way, then broke. It shattered into a dozen slithering blots of darkness, sprouting centipede legs and scattering in all directions.
“And I’ve seen what Nyx is capable of,” he said. “This club has its defenses, yes, but they won’t be enough. My shadows might slow her down. Annoy her, at best.”
“Well,” Nessa said, shooting a glare at Daniel. “We’ve already seen where annoying her gets us. If fighting isn’t an option, all that remains is a tactical retreat. Is there really only one way out of here?”
Al-Farsi stared at his feet. He shuffled his weight from side to side, looking like a kid who just got sent to the principal’s office.
“Time,” Nessa told him, “is not on our side. Or yours.”
“There is a way,” he said, relenting. “A secret tunnel. I had it built early in the club’s history, as a last-resort option in case of an emergency.”
“Pretty sure this qualifies,” Marie said.
“You don’t understand. It was built a long time ago, and I haven’t set foot down there in decades. It was never structurally sound—for all I know, it collapsed years ago—and I’m fairly certain a stretch of it is underwater now. It isn’t safe.”
“Unsafe,” Daniel said. “As opposed to waiting here for the murder demon to come back and eat our faces. I think we’ll take our chances. Let’s go.”



TWENTY-FIVE
A hatch behind the bar whistled open. A narrow flight of steel stairs led down into darkness.
“This is the storage cellar,” al-Farsi explained, leading the way. A string of lights clicked on, casting a soft, fuzzy glow against racks of bottles and bar supplies. Beer kegs stood stacked along the walls in stainless-steel pyramids. Nessa, Marie, and Daniel gathered behind their host as he crossed the bare concrete floor.
In the farthest corner of the cellar, one stack of barrels was older than the rest, stamped with a brand Marie had never heard of. Al-Farsi rapped his knuckles against a keg. It rang out, hollow. His fingers slid along the rim and felt for a hidden catch. He found it, squeezed, then gave it a twist.
The pyramid pulled away from the wall as one welded piece of metal, squealing on concealed hinges. Behind it, a chunk of the old brick wall had been chiseled away, leaving a ragged gap behind. Dusty brickwork stretched to the edge of the electric light and beyond, vanishing into the gloom.
“There you go,” he said. “If the path is still viable, and I make no promises, it only runs in one direction. Follow it, and eventually it’ll spit you out near the Division station, under North Milwaukee Avenue.”
“That’s cute.” Daniel grabbed him by the scruff of the neck. “You say that like you think you’re not coming.”
Al-Farsi’s cheeks went tight. “I would be safer hiding upstairs—”
“So when Nyx shows up, you can offer to trade us for your own life and tell her exactly where we went. Nice try.” Daniel shoved him toward the hole. “You’re leading the way.”
They had to hunch down in single file to squeeze through. Four phones woke in the darkness, their faces turning to rectangles of light. Dust danced on the beams and made their throats itch. Daniel turned, pulling the concealed door closed behind them, and al-Farsi put a hand on his arm.
“Don’t. It automatically locks. We don’t know if we can even get out this way.”
Daniel pulled it the rest of the way shut. The concealed catch clicked.
“Like I said,” Daniel told him, “we’ll take our chances. Bad enough Nyx is coming back in force, we don’t need to leave her a trail of breadcrumbs.”
Marie took the lead. Daniel didn’t trust al-Farsi to stay behind, and she didn’t trust him up front. Besides, she felt better taking charge. For as helpless as she’d felt tonight, surrounded by magic when she didn’t have any of her own, this was a job she could handle. She could keep Nessa safe.
The rough stone was damp against Marie’s palm as she navigated along the tunnel. The stale air carried the wet smell of mildew, like old dirty socks left out to dry. Nessa’s hand rested on her shoulder as she followed right behind. Her slender fingers gave a reassuring squeeze.
“Eventually,” al-Farsi said, “if fortune smiles, this passage will connect to a stretch of the old cable-car tunnels. Chicago’s original transit system, long before the elevated trains.”
“I don’t understand why they all ran,” Nessa said. “An entire club filled with magicians, and they ran.”
“They prefer their faces uneaten,” Daniel said. “Crazy, I know.”
“If everyone stood together, if everyone fought—”
“Nyx would have hit the place like a living buzz saw and killed every last one of them before you had time to blink. Look, whatever you saw back there, those people aren’t world-class threats. Most of ’em know a tiny magic trick or two, a little something to slant the odds in their favor. Nothing that can take down an incarnate demon. If they showed off a little, it’s only because the Bast Club is a sanctuary, way off the grid. It’s one of the only places on earth where they don’t have to hide.”
“That,” Nessa said. “Why? We have magic. Why hide it? Give me twelve competent witches, and do you know what I could accomplish?”
Daniel didn’t answer right away. He let out a long, low whistle that echoed off the rough-hewn walls, reverberating into the distance.
“Wow. You are both so…new. Nobody ever clued you in? How’d you learn magic in the first place?”
“A book taught me,” Nessa said.
“Weird. Weird and borderline unprecedented. Ninety-nine percent of grimoires are missing key information, or they’re filled with traps, or both.”
“And yet,” Nessa said.
“Okay.” Daniel kept one hand on al-Farsi’s neck, pulling him along. “There’s one rule in magic. Just one. And breaking it means the entire occult underground will come crashing down on your ass like the fist of an angry god. You do not, under any circumstances, tell the world that magic is real. You can bend that rule—after all, if we didn’t, nobody new would ever learn the art—but you never break it.”
“Why?” Nessa demanded.
“For starters, it doesn’t matter how much of a mystical badass you are, you’re not a bigger badass than the United States Marine Corps. Plus every other branch of the military, from every government on earth. Two, three thousand years ago, maybe you could start some shit, make yourself a god-emperor or something; today, they’d just nuke you from orbit. Technology picked up the work of human progress where magic left off a long time ago, and if you think commanding the power of actual hellfire is scary, just wait until you see how a Hellfire missile can ruin your day.”
The procession stopped. The tunnel dipped sharply up ahead, and the glow of Marie’s phone played across dark, stagnant water. The odor of rot was more pungent here. Patches of oily black mold clung to the stone. Marie got down on one knee at the water’s edge and bent low, straining to see.
“Flooded,” she said, “but not all the way. There’s a pocket of air between the water and the ceiling of the tunnel, maybe a foot or so, at least as far back as I can see. Might get better, farther in, or it might not. Do you know how low the tunnel dips?”
“It was a long time ago,” al-Farsi said. “Obviously, we have to turn back.”
“No.” Marie squinted at the water, watching its algae coat ripple.
A long black shape writhed under the stagnant water, slithering just below the surface. Marie took a deep breath and steeled herself.
“I’ll go first,” she said.
“You certainly will not.” Nessa pointed at al-Farsi. “We’ll make him do it.”
“So he can run away once he gets to the other side? Or lock doors in our way, or warn people on the other end? No.”
“Marie—”
“I’ll go first,” Marie said. “If it’s too deep or too dangerous, I’ll double back. If I do make it, I’ll shout over to you. You come across, then al-Farsi, then Daniel.”
Nessa’s hand was an iron vise on her shoulder. Marie gently pried her fingers away. Then she raised them to her lips and gave them a gentle kiss, meeting Nessa’s anxious gaze.
“Let me do this,” Marie said.
The first step into the flooded tunnel soaked her to the ankle in icy water. Algae clung to the leg of her jeans, the denim glistening with slime. The dip was steeper than it looked: her second step brought her knee-deep in the mire. The mildew stench clung to the back of her throat, itching when she breathed.
She took the mirror bag and held it over her head. If she lost Nessa’s book, or the mysterious card someone had so carefully planted for them to find, they might as well give up now. Another step brought her waist-deep. Then the water rose to her chest.
Marie started to shiver as the cold sank into her muscles, and the waters kissed her throat. She couldn’t walk anymore; to keep the bag and her phone dry, she had to swim. She kicked away from the tunnel floor, letting herself float, gently churning her legs to keep her mouth and nose above the morass.
A long, dark shape slid through the water like a razor blade. It glided past her cheek, almost close enough to touch. She held her breath until it moved on.
Ten more feet. She could see the other side of the bend, the tunnel rising from the flood and offering dry land once more. She knew she couldn’t let panic take over, not with more dark shapes rising from the murk all around her. Something rubbery coiled against her hip, lingering for a moment, then slipped away into the deep. She stayed slow and stayed steady.
The first thing she did, once she emerged onto damp stone, was check the bag. No damage. The second was to call out.
“I’m across,” she shouted. “It’s clear. Maybe thirty feet of water in all. There’s, um…there’s a couple of snakes, and it’s really cold, but it’s not as far as it looks. Just take it slow and be careful.”
Marie saw the light from Nessa’s phone strobe on the far side of the flood, held above her head as she made her descent. It reached the farthest edge of the dip where the air pocket shrank. The light froze.
“Marie, I don’t know if I can do this.”
“You can,” Marie said. “Listen, just…close your eyes. It’ll be better if you don’t look. Just close your eyes and follow the sound of my voice. You can do it, I promise.”
“Okay,” she said. “Okay.”
Soaked to the bone, teeth chattering, she still wanted to jump in and swim at Nessa’s side. She’d have to do the next best thing and make the ordeal as easy as she could for her.
“Just come toward my voice. Nice and slow, okay? Don’t rush or”—Marie watched a pair of snakes gliding under the water—“just don’t rush. No sudden movements.”
The distant phone light jittered, unsteady in Nessa’s trembling hand. Marie thought fast.
“You want to hear a story?”
Nessa’s tiny, nervous laugh echoed off the dank stone. “O-okay.”
“Once upon a time, there was a powerful witch, known as the Great and Terrible Owl. And the Owl wasn’t afraid of anything in the world, because her faithful knight was always at her side. And she knew that her knight would always keep her safe, no matter what happened.”
Ripples lapped the damp stone shore. Nessa was dog-paddling with one hand, stirring the water more than Marie had as she made her way closer.
“The witch and her knight went on a great adventure.” Marie’s stomach clenched, the beam from her phone tracing across the serpentine shadows that writhed just below the surface. More than she thought there were when she made the crossing. A lot more. She fought to keep her voice steady, soothing, hiding every trace of the panic she felt.
Nessa bit back a squeal. A snake slithered past her neck, rubbing up against her throat in the water.
“A great adventure,” Marie said quickly, “and…and they faced many perils, but the Owl’s knight was always with her, protecting her from harm. And, um…they…eventually settled down, and moved to Portland, and opened up a really nice bed-and-breakfast.”
Tears rimmed Nessa’s squeezed-shut eyes, but she still let out an anxious laugh. “Tell it right,” she said, making her way to the edge of the flood.
“Okay, okay.” Marie had to smile. “The Great and Terrible Owl faced every challenge in her path, laid her enemies to waste, and conquered the world. And she and her knight lived happily ever after.”
On the final word Marie grabbed Nessa’s hand and pulled her from the mire. Nessa leaped onto dry land and fell into her arms. Their sodden clothes squished as they clung to one another, shivering.
“Told you that you could do it,” Marie said.
“I love you,” Nessa murmured, her voice breaking. Marie rubbed Nessa’s shoulders, trying to warm her up.
“Love you more.”
“Marie…let’s do it. That’s the way. The way to beat this curse, if we can’t find Wisdom’s Grave. That’s how we keep ourselves safe.”
“Do what?” she asked.
Nessa’s breath was a trembling gust against the curve of her neck.
“Let’s do it,” Nessa whispered. “Let’s conquer the entire world. And when I’m in charge, they’ll never be able to hurt us again.”



Act II
Everybody Wants to Rule the World



INTERLUDE
“I can tell Marie Reinhart was a fan of your work,” the interrogator said. He studied Carolyn from the opposite side of the steel table, both of them framed in the circle of hot light from the dangling overhead bulb. He’d been listening to her recount her story. Mostly in silence, interjecting now and then to ask about a stray detail and make notes on the legal pad in his lap.
“Oh?” Carolyn asked. “How’s that?”
“That story she told the Roth woman was just as misguidedly hopeful and woefully optimistic as the pabulum you sell to the deluded masses.”
“Only a fool devalues the power of hope,” she told him. “When all else is lost, it’s the only thing worth clinging to.”
The floor thrummed against the soles of her sneakers as the ship’s engines fired. Then came a groan, long and breathless and bleak, like the last sound a man might have made as he broke on an inquisitor’s rack. The sound drifted through the sealed door at Carolyn’s back and echoed off the vomit-green walls of the cell.
“Tell me,” the interrogator said. “Does the world look hopeful from where you’re sitting?”
“You don’t need hope when you have certainty. And I already know how this story ends.”
“Ah, you see? We’re of one mind, then. That’s exactly what the kings are bringing to the entire universe. Certainty. Where they walk, all hope dies. Love shrivels, like dead roses on the vine, stripped of the illusion of beauty. All of these delusions, all these insane romantic ideals that humanity created so that we could pretend we were more than animals, purged at long last and replaced with perfect, cold certainty.”
“You consider yourself a rationalist,” Carolyn said.
“I consider myself a realist. I’ve walked alongside the King of Rust. When I saw his power, his truth, of course I bent my knee. You would do the same. Anyone with any sense would. The kings cannot be stopped, cannot be slain, cannot be deterred; their victory is a mathematical certainty.”
Carolyn tilted her head. She eyed him like he was a door-to-door salesman hawking vacuum cleaners.
“Would I really, though? Maybe we should find out. Is he here? Right now?”
The interrogator waved his pencil like a baton, taking the room in. “Of course. This is his flagship. You’re a very high-value prisoner, Ms. Saunders. You should be honored. The King of Rust is always listening. Never sleeping. You’ll earn an audience, in due time. I’m sure you’ll be rewarded handsomely, once you tell us everything we need to know. You might even earn your own planet if you play your cards right.”
She offered him a wry smirk and a small shake of her head. She clicked her tongue.
“Please. Have you noticed that I haven’t asked, not once, if you’ll let me go when this is all over?”
The interrogator nodded. “I did. What of it?”
“That’s because I’m not stupid,” Carolyn said. “I was born on a Thursday, not last Thursday. And like I said, I know how this story ends. So please, don’t insult my intelligence by offering me a reward you’re never going to deliver.”
He studied her, rapping the eraser of his pencil against his legal pad.
“I find the carrot-and-stick method usually works best to motivate cooperation,” he said, “but if you’d prefer nothing but the stick—”
“I’d prefer honesty. Isn’t that what you’re demanding of me? Absolute, complete honesty?”
“Correct,” he said.
“Let’s be honest, then. I’m never going home. This is the last story I will ever tell. And I die at the end.”
The room fell silent, save for the thrum of the distant engines and the metronome tapping of the pencil eraser.
“Continue,” he said.
Carolyn rested her cuffed wrists on the table. She took a deep breath.
“As I’ve said, this was far from the first time that Vanessa Roth indulged dreams of conquering the world. I think we all have fantasies, daydreams we retreat into in times of stress. Winning the lottery, living the lifestyle of the rich and famous—well, for Nessa, this was hers. Even as a little girl, she dreamed of reigning as Queen Nessa the Wicked, and she had a habit of decapitating dolls that displeased her.”
“Slightly deranged behavior,” the interrogator said. “Her parents didn’t take that as a warning sign?”
“You’ve never met any little girls, have you? At any rate, down in the bowels of the city, Nessa’s ambitions had to wait a bit. They had the more immediate problem of simple survival to deal with. A problem that was about to become considerably more complicated…”



TWENTY-SIX
“Little problem,” Daniel shouted from the opposite end of the flooded tunnel. “Al-Farsi’s digging his heels in. Says he won’t get in the water and I’m gonna have to kill him first.”
“And?” Nessa called back.
“And I was wondering if either of you had an opinion on the subject.”
Nessa and Marie were still hugging each other tight, trying to massage the warmth back into their aching muscles. Nessa pulled back just far enough to look into Marie’s eyes.
Marie shook her head.
“Not really,” Nessa said.
The tunnel fell silent. They waited, and watched, as a single glowing phone began its journey across the flood, held high in the tiny pocket of air. It was Daniel, who had found his own method of coping with the cold and the snakes: a steady, rhythmic, almost hypnotic stream of vulgarity.
“—and fuck my life,” he hissed as he emerged from the floodwaters. He flapped his arms and sent icy droplets spattering across the ragged stone. Then he paused, looking at Nessa and Marie like he’d just realized he wasn’t alone. “You both okay? Nobody got bit?”
“We’re peachy,” Nessa said.
“What did you do with al-Farsi?” Marie asked.
“Eh, I told him to get lost. Honestly, the Bast Club’s a Chicago tradition, and I didn’t want to be the guy who got the place shut down because he snuffed the owner. I figure right about now he’s pounding on the secret door, begging Nyx to let him out.”
“What do you think she’ll do?”
“Fifty-fifty odds.” He waggled his hand from side to side. “A lot of useful contraband flows through that club, and a lot of good intel. Losing it would be a waste, and Nyx knows that. On the other hand, she might skin him alive just for kicks. You never know with her.”
They dried out, slowly, as they walked. The tunnel stretched on, bending like a piece of limp spaghetti with no apparent rhyme or reason. Then it ended, stopping dead at a utility door that stood firm on rusted hinges.
“No worries,” Daniel said. He fished a damp oilskin case from his pocket. A long row of lockpicks nestled inside with a dizzying array of heads. Diamonds, spades, needles bent at every angle. He crouched down, squinted at the lock, and chose his weapons.
“So this…rule about concealing magic from the world,” Nessa said, standing at his shoulder.
He slid a tension rake into the lock and tilted his head like he could hear the tumblers move. “Mm-hmm? Yeah. Don’t break it.”
“I understand why the powers that be might be alarmed, but why would other magicians retaliate?”
“Magic is the greatest con game in human history, and we’ve got a ringside seat for the final days of the grift. Get a light on this for me?”
She shone her phone’s light onto the lock while he worked.
“Ninety-nine percent of magicians end up working the criminal side of the street,” he told her. “Maybe it’s the rush of power, maybe it’s the knowledge that you can get away with things that nobody else can. Hell, some people say it’s the magic itself. That it changes a person. I don’t know. The point is, it makes us money. Blow the big secret and it’s game over for everybody. You don’t mess with a man’s cash flow.”
“The final days, though?” Marie asked. “Why do you say that?”
The lock clicked and the door swung wide, screeching on its hinges like fingernails on a chalkboard. Daniel put his picks away. Another tunnel lay beyond the first, running perpendicular, bigger than the last. Big enough for a train, tall and rounded and braced with old wooden support beams every ten feet. Weathered red bricks lined the tunnel walls, some of them engraved with mason marks: 1882, 1885… Daniel led the way along a curving, rusted-out stretch of rail.
“Here we go,” he said. “These must be the old cable-car tunnels. They ran until the early nineteen hundreds. Got replaced by electric streetcars, and eventually the elevated trains took the lead and this whole network got sealed off. Anyway, I say we’re in the final days because there’s no other way it can go down. Ancient wizards and secret occult societies couldn’t have envisioned an age when everyone—and I mean pretty much literally everyone—carries a device in their pocket with a video camera and Internet access. It’s only a matter of time before somebody does something stupid.”
“Such as?” Nessa asked.
“Something that can’t be written off as special effects or a hoax or a mass delusion, which is usually how these things are handled when magicians get sloppy. Somebody’s going to conjure a demon on the Vegas strip, or fight a magical duel on Broadway in front of a few hundred witnesses and a live TV camera. At which point we’re all good and screwed, because that’s when frightened people will react the only way frightened people know how. If you thought the witch burnings in the old days were bad, just wait until they’ve got real witches to hunt.”
“If they’re doing the hunting,” Nessa said, “that means they aren’t nearly frightened enough.”
The pale glow of the screen lit Daniel’s cheek as he gave her a sidelong look.
“Don’t get yourself killed,” he said. “And don’t get me killed, either. I didn’t ask for this job in the first place.”
“About that,” Marie said. “Who is this person we’re supposed to meet, exactly?”
“She’s called the Mourner. Don’t know her real name, or if she has one; you don’t ask. She lives out in the desert, and some people say she’s been out there longer than the sand. The Paiute Indians told stories about her, back in the day.”
“What kind of stories?”
“The kind that scare kids into behaving. You don’t need to worry, I don’t think. She’s got a present for you. A present I got stabbed trying to steal from a bunch of cannibals for her. You’re welcome.”
Marie looked to Nessa. “Your book, the mirror, the card…someone’s been sending us help from a distance. Do you think it’s her?”
“Not sure. Seems a break from the pattern. Going to such elaborate trouble to stay hidden, only to demand an audience in person?” Nessa didn’t bother hiding her suspicion. She wore it like makeup, bringing out the fire in her eyes. “Nothing in this life is free. What does she want from us?”
Daniel shrugged. “Above my pay grade, not that I’m getting paid for this. My advice is, whatever she asks you to do, do it. It’ll hurt less than the alternative.”
“We’re not particularly fond of obedience,” Nessa told him.
“Yeah, I gathered that. Maybe why you got cursed in the first place, ever think of that?”
“Wait,” Marie said. “You know about us? You know what we are?”
“The Witch and her Knight, right? You’re on Carolyn’s list. She could probably tell you a lot more than I could, but I’m on the list too. I don’t suppose you talked to her, before her house got raided?”
“She was already gone,” Nessa said. “Tell us. Tell us everything you know. Do you know where Wisdom’s Grave is?”
“I’m not exactly an expert in interdimensional—wait. Hold up a sec.”
Daniel paused. He pressed his palm to the brick wall. While rats chittered, beady eyes gleaming red from every crumbling shadow, another sound rose up to swallow their scampering footsteps. It was a low, basso thrumming that shook stone dust from the tunnel roof.
“Bingo,” he said. The women followed as he jogged along the tunnel bend. “Where’d al-Farsi say this passage let out? Division Station? Sounds about right. The Chicago underground is a spaghetti bowl of tunnels: pedway, water tunnels, the old cable-car network, CTA. A lot of ’em run tight together. That rumbling sound is an L-train passing by, and it’s got to be close.”
“Doesn’t ‘L’ mean ‘elevated’?” Marie asked.
“Mostly elevated. The system goes underground here and there. Which means we’re a few hundred feet and one flight of stairs from seeing the sunlight again.”
He whooped at the sight of another door, steel painted police blue and set into an arch of brick. Marie spotted a tremor in his hands as he got his picks out again.
“You don’t like it underground, do you?”
“Don’t like being locked down.” He got down on one knee and worked fast, digging into the lock’s innards like he was mining for gold. “Let me get through this and we’ll go topside. You two like Italian? I know a good Italian place on the south side. We can split a bottle of wine and I’ll tell you everything I know about your, uh, situation. I’ll warn you, it’s not much. Might not be anything you don’t already know. For that, we’re going to need Carolyn.”
He pushed open the door. It looked out onto another tunnel, this one walled in bone-white concrete with plastic bars of light to guide the way. They were on the far side of the train tracks, with the station platform a short sprint away: maybe twenty feet to the left, with a staircase in plain view and sunlight streaming down.
Daniel jumped back and yanked the door shut. The flicker of elation on his face shattered.
“What is it?” Marie asked.
“Take a peek,” he said, stepping aside. “Carefully.”
Through a two-inch gap of doorway, she saw what he saw. Nyx. She was standing, idle, just left of the stairway and watching the platform like a hunting hawk. She wasn’t alone. Men who weren’t waiting for a train milled up and down the length of the station; their hard eyes and the bulges under their windbreakers stood out among the commuter crowd.
“Al-Farsi gave us up,” Daniel said. “Told her right where we’d be.”
Marie pointed. “Station’s a public place, with cameras and people. They can’t use magic here, right? I assume that includes Nyx doing…whatever it is that she does.”
“She and her boys can use guns just fine, though. Nyx doesn’t have a problem with shootouts in public—or collateral damage, for that matter. We can’t take them all on by ourselves. Going to need a little help here.”
He held his arm through the open door, lifting his phone high.
“Look at that. One bar. Just enough reception to get a call out.”
“Call in a bomb threat,” Nessa said. “They’ll have to clear the station.”
Daniel thought about it, then shook his head. “Good idea, but it doesn’t get us out. And Nyx knows we’re coming. She’ll just wait on the fringe of the crowd and take her shot the second we poke our heads out. We need an overwhelming force on our side. Something Nyx won’t want to tangle with, at least not here.”
He froze. A flicker of emotions washed over his face—realization, dismay, resignation. And the faintest smile of admiration, like a prisoner who finally understood a sly joke on his way to the gallows.
“Oh, you’re good. ‘It won’t be that simple,’ she told me. ‘Should things turn dire, seek what allies you must.’”
Marie shook her head. “Who told you? The Mourner?”
“See, she chose me special for this job. I just didn’t realize why until now. The fix was in from the start.” He stared at his phone. “This may take a minute. Don’t worry, I know exactly who I’m supposed to call.”
*     *     *
“Pennsylvania Avenue office on the line,” said a nasal voice. “We intercepted a call to SAC Walburgh’s office. Normally we’d route it to voicemail, but the caller is very insistent. Says it’s a matter of life or death.”
“Put it through.”
The line buzzed twice, then clicked. A wash of static hissed in the background, and a train’s air brakes let out a shrill squeal. Then came a man’s voice.
“Agent Black. This is Daniel Faust. I think you’ve been looking for me.”
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They waited, hiding behind the tunnel door, leaving it open just a crack so they could keep an eye on Nyx and her men. Daniel slumped against the faded brick wall.
“Funny story,” he said. “See, not long ago, somebody hit a drug dealer’s stash house out in Dallas. Somebody went to a lot of trouble to make it look like I did it. Which, considering I’ve been legally dead and living underground for a while, was a big problem for me. Only thing I couldn’t figure out is why.”
“Take out their competition, blame someone else for the deed.” Marie gave him a nonchalant shrug. “I saw it happen plenty of times when I was on the job. Usually didn’t work.”
“That was my working theory, but I don’t do business in Texas. And after the frame-up, an old dance partner of mine ‘just happened’ to catch the case. What’s it been, half an hour since I called?”
Nessa checked her phone. “Just about.”
“Wait for it,” he muttered. “She is nothing if not punctual.”
A rapid response unit from the Chicago PD was first on the scene. They hustled down the platform steps two by two, faces shrouded under black balaclavas, rifles shouldered and ready for a fight. A pair of women strode in their wake, one with an electronic bullhorn raised to her lips and her badge held high.
“This station is being evacuated due to a potential gas leak,” Harmony’s voice boomed. “All trains in and out of this station are canceled for the remainder of the day. Please leave in an orderly fashion, immediately. This is for your own safety.”
They had more than local cops on their side. A swarm of black suits hit the station, spreading out, shining bulky flashlights up and down the train tunnels as they covered every angle. Nyx’s men faded fast, caught up in the human wave as an exodus surged toward the stairs.
“Well, shit,” Daniel said. “Here we go. Let’s get this over with.”
Nessa grabbed his sleeve and yanked his hand back from the door.
“Are you insane? Marie is wanted in New York for my husband’s murder! We can’t go out there.”
“It’s okay. Forget the badges, and don’t believe what you see. These aren’t real cops, not like you’re thinking. I’m pretty sure you’ll be fine.”
“What about you?” Marie asked.
He took one long, last look through the cracked door.
“I’ll be pretty far from fine.”
He pushed it open and stepped out with his hands up.
*     *     *
Nyx stood in the heart of the evacuation, stone-still, like a pillar in the middle of a white-water flood. Her lips pursed into a trembling and bloodless line as Harmony and Jessie marched straight toward her.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Jessie said. “Did we interrupt something?”
Harmony nodded back over her shoulder. “You heard me, Nyx. Evacuation. Out.”
Nyx stood her ground. Her hands curled into fists.
“I wouldn’t,” Harmony said. “See, this place is crawling with CCTV cameras. Change into your real form, and you’ll be in more trouble with your people than you will be with ours. Also, I brought Chicago SWAT, our own tactical team, and we’ve got two more elements staged just outside the station entrance. I’m really, deeply curious to find out how much physical trauma—in the form of several thousand rounds of high-velocity ammunition—an incarnate demon’s body can take before you drop. Want to help me with my research?”
A door, set into a tunnel alcove, squeaked open. Daniel emerged with his hands open, empty, and raised to heaven. So did the two women following right behind him.
“Well, praise Jesus and J. Edgar Hoover,” Daniel shouted, breaking into a smug grin. “It’s the all-American red-blooded men and women of the FBI. I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you. We surrender, by the way.”
Nyx slowly bent one elbow, like she was getting ready to throw a punch. One side of her mouth twitched into a grimace. Her entire body was a coiled, razor-edged spring, tensed and ready to explode.
“Do it,” Jessie told her.
She tugged down her dark glasses. Her irises, inhumanly turquoise, gave off a faint and radioactive glow.
“Do it. I want you to do it.”
They froze that way, for the space of a held breath—then Nyx unclenched her hands.
“This one,” she told them, “does not forgive.”
She shoved her way between them and joined the exodus, storming out of the station and into the sunlight.
A pair of suits wrestled Daniel into handcuffs and patted him down. As another agent turned to Marie and Nessa, Harmony held up her open palm.
“Not them. They’re not under arrest. Yet. You two, walk with me.”
Topside, the street had been cordoned off on both ends, blue and white police units turned lengthwise with their emergency lights flashing. A row of black Explorers with tinted windows lined the curb, with a growing crowd milling behind wooden police barricades.
“Someone very much wanted us to find you,” Harmony said. “Good to see you again, Detective Reinhart. It’s been a while.”
Marie looked down at the pavement. Pigeon droppings smeared the stone like splashes of white paint, baking in the afternoon heat.
“I’m not a detective anymore. They took my shield.”
“So I heard. Just so we’re clear, there’s two ways this situation can end. One option, I turn you and Ms. Roth over to the NYPD for prosecution.”
Marie looked up. She held Harmony’s gaze.
“And the other?”
“You give us your full cooperation, you help us get to the bottom of this situation and…we decide from there. No promises. No threats, either. Our flight’s waiting in Springfield, so you have a couple of hours to think about—I’m sorry, excuse me one moment.”
A pair of agents were marching Daniel over to a waiting Explorer. Harmony stepped in, turned him around, and leaned him against the hood. Her fingers ran along the back of his belt. They snagged on something and pried away a hidden prize: a generic handcuff key, fixed in place with a tiny blob of putty.
“He studied under an escape artist,” she told her men. “Always read the target profile.”
“This one can ride with us,” Jessie said. She took Daniel by the shoulder and led him to the next SUV in the line.
“Wait,” Marie said, “if we’re not under arrest—yet, I mean—what about him?”
Jessie flashed a sharp-toothed smile at her.
“Oh, he’s under all the arrest.” She clamped her hand on his head, ducked him down, and pushed him into the back seat. “He’s going to Special Jail.”
*     *     *
The convoy left Chicago. They headed southwest on I-55, leaving the urban expanse behind, full speed toward Springfield. Soon they left the interstate, too, cutting a path between the endless cornfields and postage-stamp towns.
Harmony, Jessie, and Daniel rode together in the second car. Harmony drove. The occasional crackle of radio chatter, the convoy’s lead car warning about upcoming turns and coordinating the route, did its best to fill the chasm of silence.
“Go ahead,” Daniel finally said. “What are you waiting for? Go ahead and gloat already.”
Harmony thought about that. She flicked her gaze to the rearview mirror, studying him for a moment.
“Do you really think that’s the kind of person I am?”
His shoulders slumped. He didn’t answer her. Jessie turned around in her seat.
“Well, I only have Harmony’s stories and your rap sheet to go by, but seeing as she’s the bigger person in this partnership and I never claimed to be a dignified adult…” She snapped her fingers and pointed at him. “Son, you are busted. Booyah.”
“Yeah, thanks. Did your partner ever tell you I captured the ghost of a serial killer and tried to turn him in?”
“I read that report,” Jessie said. “As I recall, the bottle he was trapped in broke; then the spirit got loose and possessed a DEA agent.”
“Well, yeah, that happened, but…I fixed it. We exorcised him.”
“Uh-huh. And he’s been in and out of a mental hospital ever since.”
“Oh.”
Daniel stared out the window. Another nowhere hamlet rolled past, rusted plows and ramshackle barns on the edge of a one-schoolhouse town.
“I saved the world once,” he said.
“You really thought I’d be gloating right now,” Harmony said. Her voice carried an angry edge to it, faint but rising.
“Figured you’d be happy,” Daniel replied.
“I am not happy, Daniel. This isn’t an achievement to be proud of. You know what this is? It’s a waste. You are one of the most skilled magicians I have ever met.”
If he was expecting anything from her, it wasn’t a compliment. He blinked. “Uh…thanks?”
“You’re smart. Creative. You’ve done impossible things. And this”—her hand waved at the air, then slapped back down on the steering wheel—“this is what you do with all that talent. You steal. You kill. You spend half your time running errands for the Vegas Mob, and the other half doing dirty work for the courts of hell.”
She stared straight ahead, into the distance. Clouds parted and the late morning sun glowed against her cheek.
“And here we are,” Harmony said, “and it’s a beautiful day, and we’re going to get on a plane in Springfield and you’re going to a place called Site Burgundy, where you’re going to spend the rest of your life because you’re too damn dangerous to be allowed on the street. And it didn’t have to be this way.”
The SUV swayed, lumbering along a stretch of bad road. The radio squawked.
“Fueling stop ahead, two miles, copy?”
Jessie plucked the receiver from the dash. “Two miles, copy.”
“You’re going to miss me when I’m gone,” Daniel warned her.
“I’ll miss the man you could have been, if you cared enough to try,” Harmony told him.
Daniel slid forward on the back seat. His voice went harder, mirroring Harmony’s.
“No. You’re going to miss me. Because you’re going to figure out just how much of your job I was doing out there.”
“Oh, this I’ve got to hear,” Jessie said.
“I could tell you where to find the remains of an incarnate demon buried out in the desert under a few tons of rock. It’s not too far from the spot where I emptied my gun into a serial killer at point-blank range. The Mancuso family had a cannibal shape-shifter on their payroll. Know what they have now? Nothing. Because me and my crew rolled in heavy and we wiped them right off the goddamn map.”
“And that wasn’t done out of self-interest,” Harmony said, “not at all.”
Daniel snorted at her. “Of course it was self-interest. I am a criminal. I operate a criminal enterprise. And that is the point. I have avenues of information you’ll never get access to. I do the things you can’t. I get my hands dirty out there, every single day, and yes. Yes. I do it so I can get paid. And if the end result is fewer people like me or worse running loose out there, are you really going to complain because my motives aren’t pure?”
Harmony didn’t answer him. He wasn’t sure if she didn’t want to or just didn’t have anything to say. The convoy rolled through a small-town canyon, a main street lined with shops and awnings and signs that hadn’t been updated since the fifties. A lonely stoplight dangled over the intersection ahead, swaying in the breeze.
A white minivan cruised past the convoy in the opposite direction. A little fast for this road, its belly low to the ground like it was carrying heavy cargo. Harmony’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel.
Daniel suddenly realized why she’d fallen silent, and the source of the low-wattage warning buzzer he’d been feeling in the back of his mind.
“Illinois plate,” Harmony said. “X-ray, yellow—”
“Saw it ten minutes ago, going the opposite direction.” Jessie snatched up the radio receiver and raised it to her lips. “Lead car, do not stop for refueling. Repeat, do not stop. We may have a bogey. Pass the word down, then stand by for a license-plate check.”
The light up ahead turned green. The lead car cruised through the intersection.
Then air horns blared like a trumpet on judgment day. A semi truck headed east crashed through the intersection at sixty miles an hour, T-boned the SUV, and turned it into a crumpled ball of steel, blood, and bone.
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Tires ruptured and drew long black streaks on the pavement. The semi screamed to a stop, fishtailing as it pushed the shredded debris of the lead car on its front grill. Its forty-foot trailer turned into a grimy white wall across the intersection. Harmony spun the wheel, hard. The SUV went sideways, still skidding toward the trailer at high speed—and then it lifted off its wheels. Momentum carried it into a roll and it slammed down on its side, throwing Jessie and Daniel against the windows as the glass shattered into fistfuls of glittering buckshot.
Harmony leaned against her seatbelt, suspended by the nylon strap, and gulped down air. She heard more horns blaring, metal buckling, the convoy spinning out of control.
Then, gunfire.
“Jessie,” she gasped. “You okay?”
She shoved hard against the driver’s-side door, swinging it upward and open like the turret hatch on a tank.
Jessie rolled her head in a circle, joints cracking, and popped her seatbelt. “Ready to fuck somebody up. Let’s go.”
“Daniel?” Harmony said, craning her neck to look behind her.
Daniel groaned, his arm slipping against the shattered side window, one sleeve torn and bleeding through. “Nothing broken. I think. Nice driving, slick. You get your license from the same place you got your junior detective badge?”
“Stay put. You’ll be safe in there.”
Even as she said the words, she wasn’t sure she could back them up. No time to think about it. She heaved herself up and out the open door, climbing up onto the side of the flipped SUV, and reached a hand down to pull Jessie out.
The convoy looked like a broken serpent. Fenders and bumpers tangled, ruptured metal fused, three cars joined in a zigzag conga line as they spat oil and radiator smoke. On one end of the street, the semi’s trailer formed an impenetrable wall. On the other, a pair of pickups screeched to a stop and disgorged yellow-eyed shooters like a kicked-over anthill. They jumped from the truck beds, breaking left and right to grab cover behind pillars and sidewalk planters, firing on the move. Harmony’s men were scattered, dazed and wounded from the crash, trying to regroup. A few were already returning fire, taking a knee behind their open doors as slugs pelted the armored SUVs in a copper-jacketed hailstorm.
The crashed semi swung its door wide and the driver jumped down to the street. Nyx. She strode into battle as bullets whined past her, faster with every footstep, a juggernaut building up steam. As blue flames erupted down her back like a lion’s mane, she shed her human disguise. Black, chitinous scales rippled across her flesh and her leathers tore at the seams, burning and falling in tatters, her muscles bending and bulging. She was a praying mantis with the desiccated face of a corpse, trailing oily smoke as her hooves left scorch marks on the pavement. Her tail, segmented and barbed like a scorpion’s, cracked against the air as she chose her first victim.
One of Harmony’s agents had a bead on her. His pistol shots rang out in swift precision, peppering her with bullets that sparked off her scales. The spent, crumpled slugs danced on the asphalt as she charged. He was loading a second magazine, brave but doomed, when she grabbed him by the throat and lifted him off his feet like he was weightless.
His back buckled, then shattered with an ear-popping crack as she wrenched his head around and tore it away. It ripped from his body with a jagged stump of spine still attached, and a torrent of blood billowed like a springtime mist. She threw his head to the street and crushed it under one burning hoof. Then she tossed his mangled corpse aside while she sniffed the air, hunting for her next target.
Harmony put her back to the SUV, bracing her pistol in both hands and calling to her magic. Raw elemental force swirled around her, invisible on the copper wind, as her mind snapped into tactical mode. Breaking down the battlefield, measuring distances and angles and resources. The air was thick with the stench of blood—blood and gasoline. She stepped back as it pooled around her feet, drooling from a rupture in the capsized Explorer’s underbelly and running in a thin trail down the street.
Armored or not, one stray spark and the SUV would turn into a bonfire.
*     *     *
Before the ambush, Marie and Nessa had been riding in a companionable silence. The two men in the front seat weren’t prone to conversation, with them or with each other, and there was only so much either woman was willing to say while they could listen in.
Nessa leaned against Marie’s side. Marie put one arm around her, snuggling close.
Nessa’s gaze drifted to the mirror bag on Marie’s other shoulder. The enchantment had held; no one had even seemed to notice it. She asked a question with her eyes. Marie nodded, patting the bag. They still had the essentials: Nessa’s book of spells, the circuitry-inlaid tarot card, her quill knife.
And a gun.
Nessa flicked a glance at the men. Then back to the bag. Then to Marie, with a new question.
It wouldn’t be hard. They could take the men hostage, force the driver to break from the convoy and drive…anywhere they wanted, really.
“This ‘Mourner’ person,” Marie said. “It sounds like she wants to help us.”
“No such thing as a free lunch,” Nessa replied.
“No. But with…” She paused. The men up front were listening. She had to assume every word they said would be analyzed, weighed, maybe used against them. “With the person we were going to see, you know, missing…she is our best lead right now.”
Nessa gave another pointed look at the bag. “Agreed. Shall we go see her now, then?”
“All units,” the radio squawked, “do not stop for refueling, repeat, do not stop. Mama Wolf thinks we may have a bogey. Please copy.”
The agent in the passenger seat was reaching for the receiver when the semi crashed the intersection. They watched the next SUV spin into a roll, the one behind it fishtailing, tires screaming to a stop. Nessa clung to Marie as their Explorer swerved hard left, spinning out of control. Then they rocked in their seats as the SUV behind them connected with bone-jarring force, crumpled hood to mangled back fender.
Marie couldn’t focus for a second, jolted out of her senses. A horn blared, the hood was billowing steam on the other side of a windshield painted in spiderweb cracks, and the air split with the muffled sound of gunshots from all directions.
“Get down and stay put,” one of the agents shouted as he flung his door open. “The SUV’s armored, you’ll be safe here!”
He jumped out, raised his gun—and a bullet caught him right between the eyes, spitting blood against the window as he slumped to the street. His partner followed, ducking low and returning fire over the hood. Marie squeezed Nessa tight and pulled her down; they huddled low in the back seat as slugs crackled against the Explorer’s hull.
“I’m okay, I’m okay.” Nessa wriggled free of Marie’s grip. She lifted her head, peeking out the back window, then ducked down again. “We are not safe here.”
“I know.”
Marie craned her neck, looking for an escape strategy. The storefronts lining the street were becoming a nightmare of broken glass and splintered wood as their attackers laid down a curtain of gunfire. No alleys, no side streets—they’d been bottled up inside a perfect kill box.
At one end of the street, a white minivan pulled up between the two abandoned pickups, swerving hard and turning its side door toward the fight as it screeched to a dead stop. The door rattled open. Inside, a pair of yellow-eyed men worked fast to set up the van’s cargo. A heavy tripod snapped into place, legs springing and locking, and the two of them lugged over its payload: a gas-operated machine gun, fed by a belt of heavy ammunition. Heavy enough, Marie guessed, to tear through everything and everyone on the street like they were nothing but paper targets.
Marie pulled her stolen pistol from the mirror bag and shoved open the side door.
“Stay close, stay low,” she said to Nessa. “I’m going to carve us a way out of here.”
*     *     *
The back door of the sideways SUV wrenched open with a squeal of twisted metal. Jessie poked her head inside.
“Can you stand up? Have to get you out of here, tank’s spitting gas all over the damn street.”
Daniel grimaced as he inched his way sideways in the wreckage. Pebbles of broken glass clung to the leg of his pants and his torn-up sleeve.
“Get my cuffs off,” he told her. “I can help.”
She reached in, grabbed him by the collar of his shirt, and hauled him out with inhuman strength, pulling him over the edge of the wreck. Harmony was crouched down next to a spinning tire, her back dangerously close to the gas leak, snapping off shots from her Sig Sauer. A couple of locals were on the run, stampeding down the sidewalk in a blind panic. A gunman popped out of cover, opened up with a machine pistol, and raked the civilians with bullets. Harmony took careful aim, one eye squinting shut, and returned fire with a single shot. The gunman pitched to the blood-spattered asphalt face-first. Nyx didn’t bother changing course: her hoof came down on his spine and crushed it like a matchstick as her rampage carried her toward the next SUV in line. The surviving agents were falling back in waves, their nerve on the edge of shattering as round after round pelted the demon’s scales with no effect.
“Is he clear?” Harmony asked, not taking her eyes off the battlefield.
“He’s clear,” Jessie shouted. “Let’s go, we need to move! You got eyes on the other two?”
There they were, up ahead. Marie darted from cover, laying down fire, Nessa right on her heels as they ran for the bullet-riddled door of a liquor store.
And there was the open belly of the minivan, where one of the hunters squared his footing and locked the ammunition belt into position.
The machine gun opened fire with the thrum of a jackhammer. Rounds plowed into the crashed SUVs, chewing through armor, blasting apart engine blocks, and shredding run-flat tires to rubber confetti. Jessie hit the pavement and hauled Daniel down with her, while Harmony threw herself flat behind the wreck.
“Listen to me,” Daniel shouted, “you know what I can do. You need my help.”
Harmony and Jessie locked eyes.
“Do it,” Harmony said.
Jessie uncuffed him. He thrust his hand high. Inside the wreckage, the door of the glove compartment burst open and a stream of playing cards riffled through the air, landing in his open palm.
“Out of curiosity,” he said, “you assholes manage to take down an actual demon yet?”
“No,” Jessie told him. “I was thinking we’d start today. Want in on this?”
“You’re goddamn right.”
Nyx snatched up another agent, grabbing him by the throat. Her coiled fist smashed into his face—and through it, blasting out the back of his skull. She let out a raspy laugh and wore his corpse like a bracelet around her wrist, wriggling her arm to make it dance before she tossed it aside.
Then a stray round from the machine gun sliced her shoulder open, spitting a gout of black ichor across the pavement. The scales rippled, knitting themselves back together, but she spun and screeched at the van. The gunner cringed, holding his fire long enough to give an apologetic wave. He swung the barrel left, out of her path.
“Listen up,” Harmony said. “We’re going to keep her distracted. If the three of us use hit-and-run tactics and cover each other, we should be able to throw her off-balance for a minute or so. Nyx’s biggest weakness—her only real weakness, as far as we know—is that she’s got the patience of a toddler. We can use that and buy some time.”
Daniel latched onto her plan. He cupped his hands to his mouth, an improvised bullhorn.
“Marie! Nessa!” he shouted. “You’re closest to the van, take it out and get on that gun!”
He braced himself for the charge, then froze. He locked eyes with Harmony.
“You realize that if we make one single mistake, Nyx is literally going to tear all three of us to pieces, right?”
Harmony considered that. Then she shrugged.
“Easy solution,” she said. “Don’t make any mistakes.”
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Marie lunged from the back of the crashed SUV with her gun blazing. The muzzle flashed as she laid down a curtain of fire that pinned their attackers down, forcing them back behind cover. Seven shots covered the four-second sprint to the sidewalk; her hammer snapped dry on an empty chamber and she barreled through an open doorway, the door hanging twisted on its hinge, and into a hole-in-the-wall liquor store. Nessa was right behind her. She grabbed Marie’s shoulder and hauled her to the floor a second before a fresh fusillade of gunfire ripped through the shattered window, chopping the air above their heads.
“Are you okay?” they asked at the same time.
They rolled to face each other on the floor, holding each other tight. Marie picked a pebble of broken glass from Nessa’s hair. Maybe it was the stress, the adrenaline, the terror of standing on death’s doorstep, but she had to blurt out a laugh. Then Nessa was laughing too, a high-pitched giggle that ended in a sudden hiccup, and Marie had to squeeze her eyes shut to keep from going into hysterics.
“Not dying here,” she said.
Nessa kissed her. “Not dying here.”
The ambushers had turned the entire street into a shooting gallery, and the liquor store was no exception. Shards of broken bottles lined the shelves, glistening over a lake of spilled booze. It smelled like gunsmoke and gin, a chemical tang that lingered in the hazy air. An unlucky customer was down on the floor in the middle aisle, back-shot, and the cashier lay slumped over the counter.
They heard Daniel shout out to them. Marie risked a quick peek, poking her head up, then ducked back down as a bullet flew close enough to ruffle her hair.
“How bad is it?” Nessa asked.
“Well, they know we’re in here, and every single one of them is getting paid to kill us, so…” Marie shook her head. “The van’s about fifteen feet to the right, and they’ve got backup. There’s at least three shooters using the pickup trucks for cover and they’re all watching the window.”
“Back door, then. Has to be a back door. Let’s run before they think to circle around.”
That was the smart choice. The safe choice—safer, anyway. But as she took another split-second look over the broken windowsill, watching Daniel, Harmony, and Jessie charge into the fray, Marie knew she couldn’t leave.
“They’re not going to make it,” she told Nessa.
Nessa tilted her head, blinking at her, and asked a question with her open hands. Marie sighed.
“We have no idea where Carolyn is. Our only lead is this woman who wants to meet with us, and if Daniel dies, we don’t know where to find her either. And as far as these agents go, they’ve got resources—” Marie pressed herself to the floor as another shot whined overhead, blasting a bottle of whiskey to wet amber shards. “Okay, not super effective resources, but we can use all the help we can get right now.”
“Point conceded,” Nessa said, though she looked anything but happy about it. “Do you have any bullets left?”
Marie knew the answer before she checked her magazine. She tossed the empty pistol aside. Brow furrowed, she took a look around, hunting for resources. Anything they could use to survive. She rolled onto her belly and crawled toward the cash register like a soldier in a trench.
“Worked more than my share of liquor-store robberies when I wore a uniform,” she said. “More than a few bad ones. And I never, ever saw one where they didn’t have some kind of weapon behind the counter.”
Nessa’s dour frown had turned into a look of quiet speculation. Her eyes darted in all directions, taking in the room, drawing mental calculations.
“While you’re doing that,” she said. “I think I have an idea.”
*     *     *
“Hey, Nyx,” Jessie called out.
The demon whirled, blue flames rippling along her spine as her scorpion tail slammed the pavement.
“Not even gonna lie,” Jessie said. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”
Nyx curled her lips back, baring rotten gums lined with the teeth of a great white shark.
“Temple. This one has relished the thought of devouring you, piece by screaming piece.”
Jessie whipped off her dark glasses and flung them aside. They sailed across the ravaged street to land with a clatter. Her turquoise eyes glowed in the sunlight like a pair of radioactive sapphires. She held out one hand, her open palm turned to the heavens, and beckoned with her fingertips.
“Let’s go,” she said.
Nyx charged, reaching for her with a rake of her iron-clawed hand, and Jessie ducked under the swing. She lashed out with a one-two punch, driving rock-hard fists into Nyx’s belly. Then she threw herself into a roll, landing on her shoulder and diving just out of reach. An electronic click echoed to her left. Nyx turned, distracted for a heartbeat, and Daniel held up his phone.
“Sorry,” he said, “just had to get a shot of you getting your ass kicked. I’m sending it to your mom.”
Nyx screeched, like nails on a dozen chalkboards at once, and barreled toward him. She didn’t see Jessie on an interception course, coming at her from the left. Jessie leaped, springboarding off the side of a bullet-riddled SUV, and the heel of her boot smashed into the side of Nyx’s skull. Nyx reeled and Jessie hit the pavement hard, her ankle slipping out from under her. She scrambled on her elbows to get out of reach. Too slow. Nyx’s tail snapped toward her face—
—and collided with an invisible wall. The air hardened, turning pale yellow and crystalline. Harmony held her fingers hooked in a ritual gesture, the elements under her command, as she, Jessie, and Daniel flanked the demon in a triangle formation. Nyx whirled toward her and hissed. The flames along her spine burned hotter, darker, echoing her hunger.
Nyx lunged for Harmony, and a brace of playing cards slashed across her face. One sliced her left eye and the demon stumbled to a stop, cupping her claws over the wound as she bellowed.
“Uh-uh,” Daniel said, tossing his deck from one hand to the other. “I’m Harmony’s nemesis. Nobody gets to fight her but me.”
Nyx whipped her hands down. The wounded eye had already begun to heal, knitting itself back together. She came for him with her claws out, teeth gnashing the air in a piranha frenzy, and slammed face-first into another shield of air.
“Really?” Harmony called out. “‘Nemesis’?”
Daniel dodged out of the way, stealing some breathing room as Jessie rejoined the fray. She’d scooped up a chunk of rubble from the shattered street, and now she brought it down with both hands like a pile driver against Nyx’s spine.
“I have to think I’m your number-one most wanted target,” Daniel replied. “Number two? Top ten? Tell me when I’m warm.”
He cradled his deck in one palm and raced his fingertips across the top, flinging card after card like a pack of razor-edged hornets. The cards sliced into Nyx’s scales, leaving shallow cuts that began to heal a moment later, but the pain distracted her and gave Jessie a split second to dive clear. He was down to half a deck when Nyx barreled toward him. Another shield of air drove her off, staggering her, but Harmony looked pale and her hands were starting to shake.
“Operation ‘keep her busy’ is a success,” Jessie panted, clenching her fists and rallying for another attack, “but I don’t know how long we can keep this up.”
Daniel flicked a glance up the street. Nyx’s hired killers were distracted, focusing their fire on the liquor store, but that would only last so long.
And if Nessa and Marie couldn’t get control of that machine gun, no one was getting out of here alive.
*     *     *
There was a back door to the liquor store. One of Nyx’s hired killers—one of the more clever ones—was already trying to sneak in that way. He was crouched down, working the lock with his picks, when it yanked out from under his hands and the door swung wide.
The last thing he saw was the broken bottle in Nessa’s fist. She stabbed him in both eyes, then raked the ragged shard of glass across his neck. He dropped to the back stoop, clutching at his throat and choking on his own blood while he tried to find enough breath for one last scream.
It was the first time Nessa had smiled all day.
She grinned over her shoulder at Marie, almost feral, and scooped up a shopping bag full of the supplies she’d scavenged. Weapons, assembled in the heat of the moment. Marie had a weapon of her own, one the store’s clerk never had the chance to fire: a pump-action Remington, hidden under the counter. She racked the shotgun and led the way.
The three gunmen using the pickup trucks for cover—one lying on his belly in the back bed, the others crouched behind the hoods—were watching the shattered storefront window for any signs of life. They didn’t see Nessa behind them, flicking a cheap plastic lighter. Or the gleaming arc of a bottle of 151-proof rum as it sailed through the air, a wad of paper towels jammed into its mouth and burning bright.
The bottle broke against the prone man’s back, splashing across the pickup bed and dousing him in burning rum. His screams rose higher than the oily smoke as he rolled and thrashed in a pit of fire. One of the shooters by the other pickup turned, eyes wide, just in time to see Marie standing in the corner of his vision. He brought his pistol up. The first blast of the shotgun hit him square in the chest, flinging him back against the door of the pickup. She racked the pump and pulled the trigger a second time as his partner popped out of cover. He took a fistful of buckshot to the face and crashed to the blood-streaked pavement.
The machine-gunner in the minivan, with his open door facing the wrong end of the street, didn’t have a line of sight. He scrambled to the front of the van, trying to see what the commotion was about, and hit the floor as Marie’s next shot blew the windshield apart.
Nessa lit another towel-stuffed bottle. She sauntered, almost casual, around the front of the van.
“Come out,” she called to him, “hands empty, now. Do it or I’ll roast you alive in there.”
He didn’t take long to think about it. The yellow-eyed killer gingerly stepped out into sight, his hands open and high.
“Of course,” Nessa told him, “either way, never said I’d let you live.”
She threw the bottle. It burst against his chest and he went up like a Roman candle, shrieking as the flames ate him alive.
Marie jumped into the van, set her shotgun down, and got behind the machine gun. She’d never fired a weapon this big, but the principles weren’t hard to grasp. Down the street, past the wasteland of corpses and the smoking ruins of the convoy, Nyx reared back with a screech like a cavern of bats all howling in chorus. Her clawed fist punched through the side of an SUV, rupturing steel as Jessie dodged out of the way. The woman was wobbly on her feet, though, and her companions looked like they were about to drop. They’d done their best to keep the demon distracted and buy just enough time.
Just enough time for Marie to line up the sights.
“Get clear!” she roared.
The humans scattered. Nyx turned toward the sound. Marie squeezed the trigger.
Round after round of belt-fed ammunition—shells designed to shred armor and punch through engine blocks—slammed into the demon’s chest. Ichor sprayed in gouts as Nyx let out an ear-piercing wail, flailing, clawing helplessly at the air. She staggered backward under the impact. The recoil kicked Marie’s aim high, her shots going wild, and she took her finger off the trigger. This time, Nyx’s wounds weren’t healing. Not as fast, at least, with her scaled carapace ruptured like craters on the moon.
Marie took aim, held her breath, and pulled the trigger again. The belt rattled almost as loud as the jackhammering shells, ammunition snaking from the metal canister at her side and feeding the gun’s insatiable appetite for war. Nyx stumbled, fell to one knee, and held up a hand to protect her face. A shell ripped through it, blasting a ragged hole in her palm and baptizing her cheeks with her own black blood.
She ran. Marie tracked her with the barrel, firing in short, sharp bursts as Nyx scrambled on all fours. The demon leaped over the wreckage of an SUV, using it for cover, then climbed up the side of the crashed semi. She left a slug trail of midnight-black blood as she crawled over the top of the trailer, howling, and threw herself to the other side.
Then, silence.
The last gunshot boomed in her wake as the demon fled. The echoes fell like shimmering dust on the ravaged street, then faded away.
There were other sounds now, quieter ones, rising to fill the void of the gun. The soft crackling of flames, carrying the stench of charred flesh and bone. The hiss of wounded engines. The faint groans of men, broken or dying, scattered among the bodies of the fallen.



THIRTY
Daniel picked up a gun.
He’d casually crouched down and pried it from a dead agent’s fingers while Harmony and Jessie were surveying the wreckage. It dangled loose in his hand now, a twin to the pistol Harmony held as she turned his way. They stood there, facing off, ten feet apart.
She kept her eyes fixed on his, but she gave a tiny nod to the gun.
“Out of cards, huh?”
“Almost. Used most of ’em on Nyx.”
“Uh-huh.” Harmony’s other hand pointed to the semi trailer and the long smear of black blood the demon had left in her wake. “Nyx is gone.”
“Looks like.”
“And all of her men are down.”
“Looks like,” he said.
Eye to eye, footing squared, each of them weighed their options in the space of a breath. Daniel made the first move.
He flipped the pistol around, holding it by the barrel, and held out his hand. Offering it to her.
“If it’s making you anxious,” he said.
Harmony looked from him to the gun and back again.
“Keep it,” she told him. “Seeing as you’re almost out of cards and all.”
He lowered his arm.
Jessie strode up with a phone pressed to her ear. “Medical and backup is inbound. We’ve got three choppers on the way, ETA five minutes, and a trauma team at St. Vesuvius is on standby.”
“Good. We need to sanitize this scene. Let’s get a perimeter set up and see if April can requisition a county bus for set dressing. I’m thinking ‘prison transfer attacked by gang members.’”
“Works for me.” Jessie shot a look at Daniel. “What about him?”
Daniel was watching Nessa and Marie. The two women made their way across the battlefield, arm in arm, worn down but still standing.
“You can’t protect them,” he said.
“But you can?” Jessie asked.
“I’m sure you’ve got a very nice black-box facility somewhere off the grid. You can make them vanish off the face of the earth, lock them down tighter than Fort Knox, but that’ll only work for so long. They’ve got a job to do.”
“And that job is?”
“I don’t know yet,” he said, “but some big players are in motion. Bigger than you, bigger than me. You’ve felt it, haven’t you? That feeling of pressure bearing down, like a storm front closing in. Things are about to change.”
Jessie and Harmony shared a glance.
“We’ve felt it too,” Harmony said.
“Remember what I told you, about resources you don’t have? Let me handle this. You know Nyx isn’t going to give up, and once she licks her wounds she’ll be back with a vengeance. I can get these two underground before that happens. Bonus is, she and everybody with her is going to assume you took Nessa and Marie into custody. So they’ll be looking at the left hand, while I’ve got ’em tucked away safe in the right.”
“This hunt,” Harmony said. “Can you get it called off?”
“Technically, no. But the thing about infernal law is it’s made to be exploited. Full of loopholes, by design. And my crew is good at finding loopholes. While we work on that, best thing you can do is put pressure on the daylight end.”
“Alton Roth,” Harmony said.
“You got it. Killing him won’t stop the contract, but if you can tie him and his buddy Calypso up for a little bit, maybe give them some new problems to worry about, at least he won’t have time to escalate things. I imagine there’s some red tape you can sling his way.”
“My crew has a few special talents of their own.”
“On that note, I’m going to need some help from Carolyn Saunders. Don’t suppose you could cut her loose?”
“We don’t have her,” Harmony said, “but we’d love to know where she’s at. Her house was already ransacked when we got there. Looked like a kidnapping.”
“Her timing sucks.”
“We’ll keep an eye out.” Harmony pointed her finger and crooked it back and forth, drawing the space between them. “Just so you know…you and me? This isn’t finished.”
“Sure.”
“But you’re right.” She took a deep breath. “Get them where they need to go. Keep them safe. We’ll run a distraction play and cover for you as long as we can. And one more thing?”
“Name it,” Daniel said.
“It’s a big country. Lots of work on my plate, no shortage of problems to sort out. So you should go back to Las Vegas and stay there. Maybe, if you can manage that, it’ll take me a while to get around to opening your file again.”
The faint hum of helicopters sounded on the horizon, rotors chopping the cloudy sky. Harmony lowered her voice as she and Jessie walked away, but Daniel could still hear her murmur into her partner’s ear.
“He said he was my ‘nemesis,’ can you believe that?”
Jessie snickered. “I know, right? I mean, you told me he was a piece of work, but wow. ‘Nemesis.’ What an asshole.”
Daniel turned. Nessa and Marie stood beside him.
“What now?” Marie asked.
He surveyed the wreckage, cupping a hand over his forehead to cut the sun’s glare.
“Now,” he said, “we’re going to walk a couple of blocks and find a parking lot. Then I’m going to steal us a car so we don’t have to hitchhike all the way to Nevada. From there…it’s time we had that talk that I promised you back in Chicago.”
*     *     *
They rolled west, taking the back roads in an old dented Buick with mud-spattered plates. Daniel drove with one hand on the wheel and one eye on the rearview mirror. Marie rode in the passenger’s seat, window cracked, the mirror bag nestled safe and unseen on her lap. Nessa sat in back. The open country had a way of swallowing time, and it felt like the world had gone empty. Like there was nothing between the flat landscape and the chasm of the sky but the travelers and their wheels.
“Like I said,” he told them, “this is just what I know, and what I know isn’t much. Way back when, and I mean prehistoric way back when, somebody told a story. Maybe it was the very first one, the moment we invented the idea of telling stories. Can you imagine that moment? I mean, think about humanity. We’re storytellers at heart. It’s how we express ideas, how we spread information, it’s how we communicate.”
“It would have changed everything,” Nessa mused. “A seismic shift in our entire species.”
“And moments like that…well, they’re pure magic, in the metaphorical and literal sense. The story made a mark. Left a scar across the entire universe, a scar that couldn’t heal.”
“But what does that have to do with our curse?” Nessa asked.
Daniel’s fingers drummed on the steering wheel. He hesitated, picking his words like a doctor preparing to deliver a terminal diagnosis.
“That’s the problem. See, the story was so magical, so powerful, that the characters all became real, flesh-and-blood creations. A once-in-history fluke sparked by raw magic. An act never to be equaled or duplicated ever again.”
Marie slid deeper into her seat, as if the implication bore down on her with physical weight.
“You mean…” Her voice trailed off.
“I mean,” he said, “you aren’t two people who’ve been cursed. You aren’t people at all. You never were. You’re fictional characters.”
“I’m real.” Nessa edged forward in the back seat. Her angry fingers poked at her own arm. “I am sentient, I think, I feel, I bleed—”
“Yeah, for all everyday intents and purposes, you’re a human being. Sure. But that’s as far as it goes. When normal people die, their souls go elsewhere. You can’t. You can’t because the machinery of the universe wasn’t built for you. All you can do is recycle back into the system. Reborn, with your lines written for you, ready to act your part in the story all over again. It’s not a curse, it’s a side effect of the force that created you.”
“Meaning,” Marie said, her voice soft, “there’s no curse to break. There’s nothing to fix. This is just…what we are. And we’re stuck like this. Forever.”
“But if we could find the person who did this,” Nessa started to say.
“The storyteller? Probably some Stone Age shaman who rotted to dust a million and a half years ago. And even if they were still alive, killing ’em wouldn’t change a thing.” Daniel looked over at Marie. “I’m sorry. This sucks. Hate to be the bearer of bad news, but…that’s just how it is. The story isn’t something that was inflicted on you. The story is you.”
The darkness in Nessa’s heart, carried on wings of shadow, beat against the cage of her chest. Her teeth ground as she fought a tide of frustration and panic, swallowing it all down like poison. There was supposed to be a weapon waiting for them at Wisdom’s Grave. There was supposed to be a face behind their curse, an enemy to fight and kill and triumph over.
There was supposed to be a happy ending this time.
She snatched at his words like scraps of burning paper, desperate to find some shred of hope in the cinders.
“You keep saying ‘you,’” she told him. “But back in Chicago, you said you were on the list, too. Aren’t you just like us?”
“It’s complicated. I’m technically the Thief, but not the real one. I’m in the middle of a little scrap with the Enemy, another one of the first story’s characters, and he worked up some mojo to trick the universe into treating me like the Thief. Before you get your hopes up, it’s temporary. The second I bite the bullet, the real Thief is back in the spotlight. And if he dies first and reincarnates, same situation. This is just some magical sleight of hand to help him out and screw with me in the process.”
“So it is possible to intervene,” Nessa said. “Even for a little while, the universe can be deceived.”
“Wouldn’t change what you are. You are the story. Even if you could find a way to unravel the whole thing for good, that would mean unraveling your existence right along with it.”
Nessa sank into a moody silence.
“What do we know about it?” Marie asked. “The story, I mean.”
“You sure you want to know? It’s kind of a train wreck from start to finish.”
“Tell me,” she said.
“Okay,” Daniel said, “this is all secondhand, but Carolyn’s thing—she’s the Scribe, so it’s not like she has any choice in the matter—is digging up all the first-story lore she can find. Long story short, a lot of people meet a lot of bad ends. For example, the Thief gets stabbed in the back by his lover after a big score, and the Drifter freezes to death at the side of a road. The Salesman, now here’s a fun one, he gets locked up by a tyrant and gets his hands and tongue cut off. And, well…you and Nessa burn. You already knew that part.”
Marie’s mouth hung open. “What kind of story is this?”
“Right? That’s pretty much what I said when Carolyn explained it to me. She thinks it might have been some kind of morality tale. An Aesop’s fables kind of thing, to teach people how to behave. Anyway, the whole deal wraps up when the Paladin and the Enemy square off. Whoever wins gets to decide what happens to the planet, but the bit players—like you two, and me for that matter—are dead and gone long before that happens. It can’t not happen. Think of the first story like a record player with the needle stuck in the groove, playing the same bar of music over and over again. No matter how the characters push against it, the universe will make the story play out from start to finish. It’ll alter the fabric of reality if it has to, just to put everybody in their proper places.”
“A morality tale,” Nessa echoed.
She leaned back in her seat. Her fingertips trailed the empty seat beside her as she stared out the window, drinking in the countryside. Wheat fields and clouds and nothing in between.
“A morality tale,” she said, “created to serve as a warning to the impure. And its creator—after spawning us, after condemning us to an eternal hell—simply died like any other mortal. Forgotten by history while his creations live on to suffer in perpetuity. It’s so unjust that it’s almost funny.”
Her lips curled in a fishhook smile. She giggled.
“It does raise certain moral implications, doesn’t it?”
“How do you mean?” Daniel asked.
“Well, if I was created to be the archetype of the wicked witch, if I was written to exist as a terrible warning…well, then. Clearly I have no control over my destiny and therefore must surrender to all of my natural impulses, no matter how cruel. It’s only logical.”
Her anger, boiling like black tar in the pit of her heart, ran cold. A sense of certainty fell upon her, more certain than she’d ever been in her entire life.
“And you’d best hope we do find a way to change the story for good,” she told him.
He cast a nervous glance at the rearview, meeting her gaze in the reflection. “Yeah? Why’s that?”
“Because if Marie and I are truly condemned to burn,” Nessa replied, “I’m taking the entire universe with us.”
The car fell silent.
They chewed up another hour’s worth of miles. The odometer rolled up while the gas dwindled down. The sign at the side of the road read Welcome to Iowa.
“The Mourner might be able to help,” Daniel said. “She’s tricky, but she knows things. And if we’re lucky, one of my people will sniff out where Carolyn went. I’m just repeating stuff she told me; I’d like a real expert on the case.”
“She was working on something big,” Marie said. “From her notes, it looked like she was talking to somebody on a parallel world, passing information back and forth, but we couldn’t figure out why. Would she be looking for a way to break the cycle, like us?”
“If anyone could do it, it’s her. I mean, what else can I say about Carolyn Saunders? She’s not just the world’s leading authority on the first story—any world’s leading authority—she’s pretty much the modern Shakespeare.”



INTERLUDE
“That,” the interrogator said, “is the first lie you’ve spoken since you sat down.”
Carolyn tried to spread her hands. The chain between the cuffs jerked them short. She gave him a wan smile.
“All right, that’s not exactly what he said,” she told him. “It was more to the effect that I was a perpetual pain in his ass, but I figured a little white lie wouldn’t hurt.”
“Would you like to know just how incorrect you are?”
“Oh, relax,” she said. “This was a bit of much-needed calibration.”
The interrogator squinted at her. His pencil rapped against the legal pad.
“Meaning?”
“Meaning we’ve now established two important facts. I know that you weren’t bluffing—that you can, in fact, determine when I’m lying. And you know, because you’ve finally had a lie to contrast it with, that every word I’ve spoken up until now has been the gospel truth.”
He stared across the table at her. The pencil rapped against the pad. Finally, as if coming to some unspoken decision, he relented.
“No more lies.”
Carolyn held up her open palms.
“As you wish,” she said. “But while we’re taking a little break, I’d like to make a request.”
He gestured to her glass. The withered scrap of lemon floated near the bottom, coasting on a half-inch of stagnant water.
“You haven’t finished your drink yet. I’m not bringing you another one.”
“Not that,” Carolyn said. “Him. You said the King of Rust is on board. I’ve never met a king—of the human or alien varieties—and I’d love to make his acquaintance.”
The interrogator glanced to one side, weighing his decision.
“Maybe. Not now. Once you’ve provided more useful intelligence.” He pointed the tip of his pencil at her. “Continue the story. And I remind you: no more lies.”



THIRTY-ONE
“We should make a detour,” Nessa said.
They’d switched at a rest stop half an hour earlier. Marie drove, Daniel rode shotgun, and Nessa still reclined in the back seat. They’d passed signs for Andalusia, Fairport, Muscatine—and the last one snared her attention like it was lit with neon and a spotlight.
“We should not make a detour,” Daniel said. “The Mourner wants you two in Nevada, pronto. And I like breathing, so we should do what she says.”
Nessa ignored him. “Marie, look. Muscatine. Remember?”
She did. “The Coastland Galleria.”
“You know,” Daniel said, “I enjoy a little retail therapy myself now and then, but this isn’t the time for it.”
“Carolyn’s notes,” Marie explained. “She was making a list of places where reality seemed to be going thin, places where she might be able to get back in touch with her friend on the other side. She was trying to arrange an expedition to Coastland when she was taken.”
Nessa rubbed her chin. She leaned forward in her seat, energized for the first time in miles. “Or maybe she did go, and her house was ransacked in her absence. After all, we found signs of a search, not necessarily signs of a struggle.”
Marie flicked her turn signal.
“We’re going,” she said, as if daring Daniel to argue. “It’s only twenty minutes out of our way. Even if we come up empty and there’s nothing to find, it’ll be worth it just to know for certain.”
It turned out to be closer to forty minutes, after following a tangle of side streets and then an access road that pointed straight out of Muscatine like an arrow. Coastland had fallen prey to the passing of time, the slow decline of the mega-mall, and developers who anticipated growth that never came to be. The outskirts of its territory were marked by half-built developments, model homes with broken windows, and weed-choked lots next to billboards showing happy suburban families.
And at the heart of the blighted growth, the Coastland Galleria. The mall stood majestic and silent, encircled by a vast and nearly empty parking lot. The sun was setting now, the sky going azure beyond the granite facade, but the big-box signs—Sears, Macy’s, a dirty white J.C. Penney—didn’t light up to meet the dusk. Only a fraction of the parking lot lamps, the ones closest to the mall entrances, bothered to ignite. The others sported broken, burned-out bulbs or empty sockets, dangling cold over the wasteland of concrete bumpers and faded yellow lines.
“Are they even open?” Daniel asked.
“Allegedly,” Nessa replied.
A few cars were parked here and there, mostly clustered up front, a few inexplicably rusting away at the farthest edges of the lot. Daniel circled around, taking the lay of the land, and pulled into a spot near the main entrance. Marie half expected the doors to be locked. Instead, they swung wide open at a touch, welcoming the travelers into the stillness beyond.
The tile floor, patterned to look like white bricks bordered in black, stretched down a broad corridor lined with rolled-down metal shutters and darkened glass. Some of the windows had been papered over; others looked in on empty stores stripped bare, offering nothing but dead flies and scraps of electrical tape. Stone planters spaced down the heart of the corridor bloomed with greenery and tiny blossoming palm trees. Marie took a leaf in her hand, rubbing her thumb over its dusty face. Plastic.
The mall’s PA system was on and a song drifted through the air, mingling with the scent of stale popcorn. It took a second for the synthesizer riff and the steady, comforting drums to register in the back of Marie’s mind: “Africa,” by Toto. The cheap speakers turned the familiar song into a muffled memory, draining its power and leaving the notes to echo, ghostly, along the desolate halls.
No one spoke, by some faintly understood and shared consent. This place was a library, a temple, a tomb, and they walked with respect. Or maybe they just didn’t want to stir up any phantoms. This place isn’t for us, Marie thought, though she couldn’t quite define who was supposed to be here. Not all the stores were shuttered. The mall still had a little life, clinging on here and there. Nessa pointed toward one store up ahead on the left, and her usual frown deepened.
“That isn’t right,” she said, the first words spoken since they stepped inside.
Standing signs out front advertised a clearance sale, though from the looks of it, nothing moved inside the store’s cavernous and pale-lit aisles. The sign above the archway, white on black, read Waldenbooks.
“What?” Daniel asked. “The sale? I figure every store in this place is cutting margins to the bone just to stay alive.”
“No,” Marie said, catching Nessa’s meaning. “Waldenbooks. The entire chain went out of business six or seven years ago. This store shouldn’t be here.”
“Maybe they didn’t get the memo.”
They headed inside.
“Well,” Marie said, “we’re hunting for Carolyn, so…”
Nessa nodded toward the science fiction and fantasy aisle. “Worth a look. I’m going to have a word with the clerk.”
“I’m going to loiter close to the exit,” Daniel said, “because this entire situation feels hinky as all hell. Shout if you need me.”
As Marie rounded a bend, the aisles seemed to stretch and narrow. She wandered through a maze of books laid out with no rhyme or reason. Military history stood shoulder to shoulder with philosophy and romance. Her fingertip trailed along a row of cookbooks interspersed with anthropology texts. Cannibalism in Western New Guinea sat beside Slow Cooking for Beginners.
A whimper caught her ear. She turned another corner, finally in the right aisle. At the end of the row, another shopper stood huddled with an open paperback in her hands and her face turned toward the wall. She wore a denim jacket over a dress twenty years out of date, with high tube socks and sneakers the color of faded rubies. She was whispering something in a broken voice, over and over again, like a prayer. Marie edged closer.
“I want to go home,” the woman whispered, “I want to go home I want to go home—”
“Miss?” Marie said. “Are you all right?”
The book fluttered to the floor. The woman moved in a blur, lurching backward, like a filmstrip played in reverse at high speed. She darted around the corner, out of sight. Marie followed, running after her—but the next aisle was empty. No sign she’d ever been there.
Marie looked down to the fallen paperback, lying on the thin yellow carpet with its pages rumpled and cover splayed wide. On the cover, above a storm-swept city where all the skyscrapers were made of interlocking antique keys, an ornate header read The Conqueror Worm. And beneath it: Carlo Sosa.
“Carlo,” Marie murmured. She crouched down and reached for the book, gingerly, as if it might burn her fingers. Her eyes drifted over the lurid copy on the back cover: A lost manuscript. A reporter on a mission. A witch with lethal secrets. As the hand of a goddess falls over New Amsterdam, two star-crossed—
“Hey, Marie,” Daniel said, jarring her from her thoughts. He stood at the edge of the aisle and pointed a nervous thumb over his shoulder. “We should go. Now.”
She looked back to the book. To the empty patch of dirty carpet where the book had just been sitting. She stood up.
“What’s going on?”
“For starters, I just got lost, twice, coming to find you. My sense of direction isn’t great, but I’m pretty sure this place is trying to keep us from leaving.”
The way back to the exit wasn’t the same as the way in. They made one left turn, then another, greeted with more stretches of shelving. Marie jolted to a stop as a bright yellow spine caught her eye.
“It’s a first edition of Swords in the Swamp of Blight,” Marie gasped. “And it’s pristine! Do you have any idea how rare—”
“Keep moving, eyes front. I keep spotting books I’ve been wanting for years, including one that was never published outside of a private printing of five copies. And I know where all five of them are because I’ve been planning on stealing one. This isn’t a store, it’s a goddamn Venus flytrap.”
Nessa was up front at the cash register, trying to carry on a conversation with a blank-eyed and smiling clerk as he methodically unpacked a cardboard box. As they spoke, he took each copy of a book with a sky-blue cover—The Life-Altering Power of Tidying Up—and set it in a stack on the counter. Then he took each book from the stack, one by one, and placed them back in the box.
“—but that’s not the point. The point is, this store should be closed.”
“You’d need to direct that to our regional management office, ma’am. In the meantime, can I suggest you take advantage of our amazing Thanksgiving clearance sale?”
“It’s the middle of April,” Nessa said.
“There’s never a bad time to give thanks, or to stock up on books for the long winter to come.”
Marie tugged Nessa’s sleeve. “We need to get out of here.”
“Traveling somewhere?” asked the clerk. “You need a book on travel, then. Aisle five. We have all the books on travel. You can go anywhere in the world in the pages of a book. You don’t even need to go. You can travel anywhere you want, in your imagination, right here in the store.”
“Thanks for your time,” Nessa told him, backing away from the register.
The clerk’s hips jerked, like his feet were nailed to the floor behind the counter and he was trying to tear himself free. His plastic smile didn’t budge, but his eyes turned wet and pained.
“Time? There’s always time for reading! Please buy something. You don’t even need to read it. You can save it. It’s going to be a long winter. You’ll want books when winter comes—”
They emerged from the store and out into the lonely concourse. The clerk’s voice followed them out, faintly pleading, until it was swallowed up by the music on the PA system.
“Just going on the record with my opinion right now,” Daniel said. “We should get back in the car and get the hell out of here before anything else turns weird on us. This place is…damaged.”
The last song was over, but the ’80s theme kept going. Now the keyboard riffs of “Everybody Wants to Rule the World” washed through the abandoned galleria. Nessa curled her hand around Marie’s and squeezed tight.
“Just proves there’s something here worth finding,” Nessa said. “Secrets worth knowing.”
They came to a four-way intersection and a standing map. Big blocks of color marked out store after shuttered store. They turned left, choosing at random, and the corridor bulged to accommodate a food court. A curling ribbon of stalls stood empty, some with open doors looking in on unlit kitchens where disconnected tubing jutted from the dirty eggshell walls. The court still hosted a forlorn span of tables and chairs, waiting for diners who would never arrive. The mall’s playground was still here, too, sporting swings and a plastic slide shaped like an elephant’s nose, laid out across a carpet of Astroturf. The lights over the plastic grass had died long ago.
In the middle of the playground, a little girl in a flowered dress rode upon a rocking horse. The madly grinning horse bounced forward and back on an oversize, groaning spring. Every time she leaned forward it let out a shrill squeak, scraping against the stillness in a steady rhythm.
“Hey,” Marie said, pitching her voice soft. “Are you here alone? Do you know where your parents are?”
The little girl didn’t look at her. She kept rocking, staring into the distance.
“My mommy said to wait for her. She’s shopping.”
“It’s…really not safe to be here by yourself. Do you know which store she’s in? We can take you to her. It’s okay, I’m a police officer.”
Her tiny hands didn’t move, clinging to the horse’s faded plastic mane.
“My mommy said to wait for her,” she said. “She’s shopping.”
Nessa tugged Marie’s sleeve. Their eyes met, and Nessa shook her head. The squeak—squeak—squeak of the horse’s spring followed them, echoing at their backs as they moved on.
They rounded the next bend, the playground slipping out of sight. The squeaking stopped.
This stretch of the mall ended at the wall-length doors and windows of a Sears store. Would have, if the facade hadn’t been covered in biohazard-yellow plastic from end to end. A single entrance stood under the sign, tented and extended under a rubber-sheathed awning.
“That,” Daniel said, “is not ordinary mall decor.”
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“I’ve seen this before,” Marie said. Her hand reached toward the glossy plastic drape over the entrance, not quite daring to touch it. “Last summer my precinct participated in joint exercises with Homeland Security and the Centers for Disease Control. Terrorist-preparation stuff. This is a CDC-grade containment barrier, for setting up a quarantine.”
“Great,” Daniel said. “So here’s the million-dollar question: is the quarantine in there, or out here?”
“Not in a hurry to find out.” Marie looked to Nessa. “Why don’t we go back the other way? We can maybe save this for later.”
“Prudent,” Nessa said.
She led the way, turning to retrace their footsteps, and froze. A squad of men in concrete-gray urban camouflage, their faces sheathed under gas masks and rifles pressed to their shoulders, clattered into firing position. A cacophony of orders boomed over one another, overlapping voices ordering them to freeze, to show their hands, to not move a muscle. The words were lost in the noise, but the intent was crystal clear. Nessa lifted her open palms, and Marie and Daniel followed her lead.
One of the soldiers swooped in and patted Daniel down, plucking his gun away. Nessa was next, then Marie. His hands, sheathed in tactical gloves, patted against the mirror bag. He didn’t even notice, slipping right past the enchanted tote as his palms moved downward, exploring her waist and then each leg in turn.
He stepped back. “Clean,” his muffled voice declared.
A new figure stepped in from behind the firing line. She was a Latina woman in her twenties, olive skin, short-cropped hair, the same fatigues as the others but no gas mask to conceal her face. The first thing Marie thought of, as the woman sauntered into her personal space, was the FBI agent—Jessie Temple. She had the same eyes. Brilliant turquoise, too bright to be real. She leaned close and her nose wrinkled as she gave Marie’s shoulder a slow, intimate sniff.
“I’ll be goddamned,” the woman said as she lifted her face. “Boss was right. Three-for-one deal.”
Maybe she saw something in Marie’s eyes. Or her scent. She gave her a smile, flashing sharp teeth.
“Relax, sweetheart. Believe it or not, you’re among friends. I’m not going to hurt—” She paused. Then she gave Nessa a sly glance before looking back to Marie. “Oh, it’s not you you’re worried about. You need to work on that poker face. Some tells, you know, they go deeper than the skin. Those are the ones you’ve really got to hide.”
She looked to her men.
“I’ll take them to processing,” she said.
She led the way through the plastic curtain. Marie, Nessa, and Daniel followed, with a pair of riflemen in their wake. The others broke off in different directions on the other side, no sound but their bootsteps and the distant squawk of radio chatter.
On the far side of the quarantine wall, the half-abandoned Sears was strung with a spiderweb of cables and cords, jacketed in a rainbow of colors and sprawling through the store from end to end. Twists of yellow and orange plastic draped along empty countertops, wound around the arms of faceless display dummies, and trailed under racks of clothing. Bright gold signs marked the racks, emblazoned with Store Closing—Everything Must Go. More cables ran up and down the dead escalators, and a sound like a saw carving through sheet metal screeched from the second floor before suddenly going dead.
The overheads flickered. The bulbs strobed in a rolling wave of blackouts, from the back of the store to the boarded-over windows up front. Then they flashed on and off in a storm of random light. To their right, a fluorescent tube burst with a violent pop of air, raining shards of glass down onto the grimy tile floor.
“Rosales,” roared a man’s voice from the top of the escalator. As the light-tempest flickered to a standstill, the bulbs glowing soft and steady once more, he stormed down the steps. He was a scrawny tumbleweed of a man wearing a grease-stained mechanic’s jumpsuit, with bright red hair and a wiry beard.
“Oh,” their escort said with a roll of her eyes, “here we go.”
He converged on them like the wrath of God poured into the body of an underfed Irishman.
“Rosales, come here to me. What is it, huh? Were my instructions not clear, straightforward, and so simple even a pack of fuckin’ bollixes like your men could figure ’em out?”
“Not a good time,” she told him. She took a step to the left. So did he.
“The fuckin’ generators! I told these gobshite langers the fill line is there for a reason. Know what happens when you pour too much petrol in? Well, for starters, the whole damn place could go up in flames. Y’know, just for starters. Now, I’m already doing a job with substandard equipment and all the surplus gear I can nick, which isn’t much. On top of that, having to work with your idiot—”
“Bran,” Rosales snapped. He fell silent, wide-eyed. She pointed. “We have guests.”
His mouth hung open. He fumbled for a pair of goggles, dangling by a strap around his neck. He tugged them on and tapped a button on one side. Beams of crisp blue light strobed from a projector at the corner of the goggles, washing over their faces.
“Oh,” Bran said, his mouth still gaping. “Fuck me sideways, so we do. Pardon my manners, ladies.”
Rosales stood there, silent, a statue forged from iron. Bran slowly walked backward.
“I should…get back to work,” he told her.
She didn’t say a word. She just stood there until he slipped out of sight behind a perfume display. Then she started walking.
“Nessa,” Marie whispered. “Those goggles. Same kind Savannah Cross wore, at the Vandemere Zoo. Exact same kind.”
The procession’s final destination was the women’s clothing department. At the end of a stubby hallway, three changing-room doors stood open. Rosales pointed the way.
“Inside,” she told them.
“There’s been a terrible mistake,” Daniel said. “I don’t shop here.”
She grabbed him by the shoulder and shoved him inside, hard enough to slam him against the opposite wall, then yanked the door shut. Someone had made a simple modification and reversed the hardware: the changing rooms latched on the outside. Nessa and Marie didn’t need convincing; they stepped into the second and third booths. The doors pulled shut, one after another, and the latches clicked. They heard the light tread of Rosales’s boots as she walked away.
A moment later, Nessa’s voice sounded out, drifting through the six-inch gap under the changing-room doors.
“Daniel? Do me a favor? Stop antagonizing people.”
“Sorry.” His voice was a low whisper. “Nervous habit.”
Marie paced the floor, as much as her cramped cell would allow it. Two steps from end to end, with a floor-length mirror on one side and a little lacquered bench jutting from the wall on the other. Her heart was thudding like a rabbit on the run and she had to struggle just to fill her lungs. She sat down. Then she stood up again.
Breathe, she told herself. This isn’t normal. What’s triggering this? Take it slow, break it down.
She traced her anxiety along with her footsteps. The goggles. The second that light pulsed across her face, she was back in Vandemere, bound to a chair by steel straps while Savannah tortured her. She felt the electrodes on her skin, the burning along her spine—
I’m here now, she told herself. Her old coping technique, for when a stray scent or sound evoked the wrong memory and she found herself back in her childhood home. I’m here now. I’m safe, I’m not alone, I’m here now. She patted her thighs, her hips, her shoulders, making her world concrete and real again until the past faded away.
But where was here? She eyed the door. Cheap laminated wood, and that lock wouldn’t hold under one good kick. It wasn’t a prison so much as a means of keeping them out of their captors’ hair for a little bit. They didn’t even bother to keep them from talking to each other, though Marie was certain there was a guard stationed nearby, poised to overhear anything they might say through the gaps under the doors.
Which was why she didn’t mention Daniel’s cards. The soldiers had taken his pistol but not his deck—what was left of it after the battle with Nyx. He didn’t mention it either. On her side, she had the mirror bag and its cargo: Nessa’s book of spells, her quill knife, and the circuit-board tarot card. Nothing they needed right now, but it was good to take inventory. Kept her mind focused and stopped her thoughts from wandering down dark corridors.
She had a distraction soon enough. Rosales came back and shoved a folded bundle of clothing under the changing-room door.
“Get changed, and slide your old clothes back under the door,” Rosales announced, sounding bored. “Yes, that includes underwear. Please don’t make me come in there and force you. I have absolutely no desire to see any of you naked.”
“You sure about that?” Daniel asked. “I mean, a lot of people would pay good money to see me naked, and this is your chance to get it for free.”
A low, angry growl echoed from under Nessa’s door. Rosales didn’t even bother responding.
Marie was surprised that they’d gotten her sizes right without asking. Well, mostly right. The band of the bra was about an inch too small, the underwire poked into her ribs, and she knew she’d hate it by the end of the night, but that was the least of her concerns at the moment. At least they’d picked out a nice ensemble for her. Crisp new Converses that she could move in—run in, if she had to—a cream blouse, and black slacks with a matching blazer and a faintly textured belt.
She turned, giving herself a look in the full-length mirror. Professional, she thought. Like she was back on the job, but with more expensive pieces than she ever wore when she was a plainclothes detective, and assembled with an eye for cut and form she’d never quite acquired.
Rosales unlatched her door. “C’mon out.”
She rejoined Nessa out in the hall. Her eyes widened. Nessa’s fingers traced the neckline of her own new outfit. “You like?”
“I like,” Marie said. “A lot.”
Nessa’s blouse, midnight black, sported cuffs and a Peter Pan collar in stark white. Beneath a broad leather belt with a pilgrim-style buckle, a breezy skirt emblazoned with pale stars and moons drifted down to her Victorian ankle boots. Nessa pushed her glasses up and flashed her lopsided smile.
“A bit on the nose, perhaps, but I do like this look. And you…you are both presentable and scrumptious.”
Daniel had traded his suit for a black turtleneck sweater, matching jeans, and running shoes. Simple and clean. He stretched his arms behind his back and glanced at Rosales.
“So what now?” he asked her.
“Boss wants to meet you,” she said and beckoned them to follow.
A long table cluttered with lab equipment took up a chunk of the former women’s-wear department. A couple of men in urban camo and surgical gloves, their gas masks slung over their shoulders, were going through the trio’s discarded clothes. Marie watched, in passing, as one man plucked a single strand of her hair from her old blouse with a pair of tweezers. He carefully deposited it inside a plastic bag and sealed it tight.
The next stop was back outside, through the biohazard wall and into the desolate halls of the mall.
At the heart of the food court, beside the now-empty playground, a trio of square tables had been pushed together and draped with an ivory tablecloth. A pair of pewter candelabras offered flickering, warm light, casting soft shadows across china place settings and crystal glasses. Masked soldiers stood in silent attendance, their rifles slung, muzzles pointed to the grimy tile floor.
At the head of the table, a man rose and lifted his hand in greeting. He was in his fifties with ruddy, weathered skin and whiskers and windswept hair the same color as his snowy-white three-piece suit. There was something elegant but rough about him, like a claim-jumper who had struck gold and tried to reinvent himself as a wealthy man. He’d traded in his shovel for a cane—ivory, with a silver tip and a handle sculpted like the sweep of a raptor’s talon—that rested against the table at his side.
“O fortuna,” he said as his gaze passed over them. “Like the moon, you are changeable, ever waxing and waning.”
“‘Hateful life first oppresses, and then soothes,’” Nessa said, continuing the poem.
“Ludo mentis aciem!” Their host grinned and tapped a crooked finger against his temple. “As the sharp mind takes it.”
He swept his hand across the table, the flickering lights, the waiting chairs.
“Please, friends, won’t you join me for supper? It’s been too long since I’ve had the pleasure of dining with others of my kind.”
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Nessa took the chair on the opposite end of the table. Marie on her right hand, Daniel on her left. As Marie sat, she thought she saw movement in the corner of her eye. People crossing the food court, a line of people standing at the McDonald’s counter. But there was no one there, no one but their host and his silent, gas-masked guards. She must have given a little jolt; the man in the white suit noticed it and chuckled.
“You may see some…odd distortions around us. Perfectly harmless, I assure you, so long as we’re back inside the Sears by ten o’clock. That’s closing time, you see.”
“What happens at closing time?” Nessa asked.
“Mall security comes out. And given that the walls of reality are a bit fractured here—a fact I’m sure you’ve already ascertained, and almost certainly the reason that drew you in the first place—it’s not healthy to catch their eye.”
Rosales strolled up with a bottle of wine in her gloved hands. She turned the label to their host. He nodded his approval and she poured, a burgundy stream splashing down into his crystal cup.
“This is a Rene Engel Clos-Vougeot,” he said. “My favorite pinot noir, 2002 vintage, an excellent year.”
Rosales carried the bottle from glass to glass, playing sommelier. Nessa fixed their host with a steady gaze.
“We’re looking for Carolyn Saunders,” she said.
“I thought as much. She’s a guest of mine, but not here. Had her relocated.”
“A guest,” Marie said. She gave a pointed nod toward the gas-masked soldier standing on his right. “In the same sense that we’re your…‘guests’?”
“She’s safe and sound, I promise you that, Detective Reinhart. She’s working with us now, happy as a clam. And as you can guess, her research has been very helpful. I know about you, about the recently widowed Professor Roth—or do you prefer Fieri these days?”
“Fieri,” Nessa said. “I’ve disowned my husband’s name, considering how that side of the family is trying to kill me.”
“Understandable. And…ah.” He broke into a toothy grin. “The master thief himself, Donatello Faustus—slayer of ice dragons, wooer of vampire vixens.”
Daniel scooped up his wineglass. “I hate those fucking novels.”
“Oh, let Carolyn have her fun. But I’m being rude, I haven’t introduced myself. My name is Ezra Ulysses Talon. Or, in terms of this inconvenient cosmic drama we’ve all been hauled into very much against our will, you can call me the Salesman. And I’d like to make a deal with you.”
Marie thought back to Carolyn’s secret closet, her clutter of scraps and rumors.
“Talon,” she said. “As in ‘Talon Worldwide’?”
“Quite so, young lady. We manufacture the gear that keeps America’s armies—and a few other places, more or less allied—in fighting trim. It’s a side hustle, really, just a little hobby that keeps the money rolling in so I can focus on my true calling.”
“Which is?” Nessa asked.
“Same as you, same as Carolyn,” he said. “Finding a way to get us off the proverbial hook. I have died…I don’t know how many times, on how many worlds. And thanks to our author—may he burn in eternal hell, if there’s anything resembling justice in this universe—I do not die well.”
“Apparently none of us do.” Nessa sipped her wine. She eyed her glass. “If I hadn’t found a way to send myself a warning from a previous life, Marie and I would already be dead.”
“That makes two of us,” Ezra replied.
*     *     *
At fourteen, two outfits hung in Ezra’s closet: his regular clothes, and his Sunday suit. Both wire hangers dangled empty that afternoon, as the family had come home from church just an hour before. He’d changed back into patched and scuffed denims while his mother labored over a wash bucket out in the yard, stringing linens along a line to dry in the crisp autumn air. It would be harvest time soon, time to strike down the wheat that lined his father’s land like a sheet of rippling gold.
Somewhere along the way from the scythe to the market, the gold turned into tarnished copper. He’d spent countless nights perched at the top of the rickety stairway, listening to his parents down in the kitchen as they pored over bills and tried to make ends meet. Ezra’s father was a loving man, but not a gentle one. His own daddy had raised him with a belt in his fist, and he assumed that was how a man was supposed to teach his children right from wrong. Still, the only thing that could really drive him into a rage was seeing his sons slack off in their studies.
Ezra had found him late last night, slumped alone at the kitchen table with a long-necked bottle of Bud in one hand and a letter from the bank crumpled in the other.
“Good book doesn’t say a man goes to hell through no fault of his own,” his father mumbled. “Damnation’s like salvation. Supposed to come through works. What you earn in this life is what you get in the next one. Isn’t that right?”
Ezra studied him, uncertain. “Yes, sir.”
Bloodshot eyes fixed upon him from across the tiny kitchen. “You got a talent, son. You got smarts, more than your brothers, more than I ever had. I know I’m going to die on this farm, just like my daddy did. Gonna work until I drop. The dirt’ll swallow me whole, and the wheat’s going to rise from my grave. You need to get gone before it happens to you, too.”
He took another pull from his bottle. It clanked down against the scarred wood of the table.
“You don’t have to die on this land. And if you do…damn you to hell.”
Now, sitting on his sagging mattress after church, Ezra was thinking about that. His father hadn’t said a word about it, the memory of their talk obliterated in an alcohol haze, but his words weighed as heavy on the teenager’s shoulders as the fire raining down from Preacher Tom’s pulpit.
Fire, like the violent flash of light he saw from his narrow bedroom window.
He charged down the stairs two at a time, barreling out the back door and sprinting across the yard. His mother’s transistor radio was sitting out on a stump, playing a Gordon Lightfoot song as she tended to the wash. He didn’t have time to stop, to warn her, and his father was off buying supplies in town. This was all on his shoulders.
A fire in the field would cost them the year’s harvest. And they were one bad harvest away from losing everything for good. The farm, the house, the truck—it was all in the bank’s name. Stalks of wheat whipped against Ezra’s face as he tore through the field, lungs burning, calves aching, making his way toward the flash.
He jolted to a stop. Instead of a fire, he found a perfectly flattened circle, ten feet from edge to edge. In the dead center, nestled in a bed of crushed wheat, lay a canister of blue steel. It was warm to the touch, tingling against his curious fingertips.
Up in his room, door shut tight and the shade pulled down, he unscrewed the cap. Visions of flying saucers and bug-eyed Martians from the comics danced through his mind’s eye. A flat, round disk of plastic, like a miniature record, tumbled into his outstretched hand. Then came a heavy sheaf of papers, carefully rolled up and folded to fit. He spread them out on his writing desk, gaze wandering across elaborate schematics and mechanical designs. He was only fourteen, but he knew exactly what he was looking at.
Blueprints.
*     *     *
Rosales returned to the food court, wheeling in a chromed serving cart. A roast, cooked rare and bathing in a puddle of its own juices, joined the table along with bowls of fingerling potatoes and broccoli. She brandished an electric knife with a flourish, the metal catching the glow of her turquoise eyes, and carved into the meat.
“The disk was a DVD,” Ezra explained. “Which, considering this happened back in 1974, was quite a mystery for some time to come. I was ahead of the game, though. When the first LaserDiscs hit the market four years later, I more or less knew what I had. It was simply a matter of biding my time while the optical technology matured, educating myself—and, eventually, writing a codec from scratch that could play the damn thing.”
“And the blueprints?” Marie asked.
“A head start,” Ezra said. “Inventions, nine in all. I’d always been a studious lad—my father’s belt made sure of that much—but now…now I had a focus. After all, I couldn’t build these wondrous gifts if I couldn’t understand them. I threw myself into my work. Mechanical engineering, electronics, early computing. Tech evolved fast, and I evolved with it. More importantly, I had a natural knack for the art of the deal—which, as we know now, is my particular ‘gift.’ My role in this cursed story of ours. I learned as much as I could, and when I reached the limits of my own brainpower, I hired the best of the best to support me.”
Rosales layered slices of roast onto Ezra’s plate. He unfolded a cloth napkin, spread it across his lap, and brandished his fork.
“Those inventions—and the patents I registered to exploit them—became the backbone of Talon Worldwide. The fastest-growing military conglomerate in modern history, thanks to a little help from the great beyond. Then came the day I finally got that damned DVD to play.”
*     *     *
Ezra watched himself on the screen. Almost himself. Twenty years older, maybe, with a deep-lined face and eyes that had seen war.
“I don’t know you,” his older incarnation said. “I don’t know your circumstances, don’t know your name. If you did like you were supposed to, you parlayed those blueprints into a fat wad of working capital—and you’re savvy enough to turn cash into more cash. You’re probably, hopefully, sitting on top of the world right now.”
His doppelgänger leaned against the arm of a tall, leather-backed chair and fixed his gaze on the camera lens.
“But you’d better buckle up, son, because I’m about to ruin your life.”
*     *     *
“You know what he told me,” Ezra said. “The first story, my true nature, the doom that was coming. The treasure at the end of my rainbow was nothing but a pot of…well.”
Nessa speared a stalk of broccoli on her fork. “Indeed.”
“My older twin was trying to crack the barrier between worlds, using cutting-edge tech—which was decades beyond anything we could muster on our planet—mingled with magic. That’s how he sent me that care package. He saw his own clock running out fast, and he wanted to make sure his work would go on.”
“Hold up,” Marie said. “How? If he’s a past incarnation of you, how did he send a package to you when you were fourteen years old?”
He chewed on a bite of roast and wagged his fork at her.
“Ah,” he said, washing it down with a sip of wine, “there’s the part that’ll bend your noodle. You know about the multiverse, yeah? Hundreds, thousands of parallel worlds out there. Some just like ours and a whole lot that aren’t.”
“Sure,” Marie said.
“Turns out, time isn’t linear between worlds. It moves at different speeds, different directions even. Time is, ultimately, a subjective concept. Which means, in practice, it’s sometimes—very rarely, needle-in-a-mountain-of-hay rare—possible to find a world that has another incarnation of one of us, still alive and kicking. I say that my older twin was a former version of me, but in reality, it’s just as likely that I’m his past life. That someday, once I shuffle off this mortal coil, I’ll reincarnate as him. Maybe a dozen lifetimes from now.”
“At which point you’ll send yourself the package you got over forty years ago.” Daniel eyed his empty wineglass. “I could use some more of that pinot.”
“And I’m not the first to make that discovery,” Ezra said.
Marie put it together in a flash. She had suspected it from the start, but thought it was impossible; what they’d just learned about the flow of time between worlds proved her wrong. She met Nessa’s eyes and they said it at the same time.
“Carlo is Carolyn Saunders.”
“Another incarnation of the Scribe,” Nessa said. “No wonder they were sharing information. But she lost contact with him years ago. She was hunting for places where reality went thin, places like this, hoping to regain contact.”
“Which brings us to our current work,” Ezra said, “thanks to my generous twin and the contributions of—the sadly, deceased—Carlo Sosa. Under my direction, the skunk-works division of Talon Worldwide has been hard at work for years. We’re not just learning about parallel worlds anymore. We’re visiting them.”
He laid his fork down and dabbed at the corner of his mouth with his cloth napkin. He gave them a sly smile.
“Want to see?”
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“We did all right, starting with the extra schematics my twin left on that DVD. He wanted to make sure I didn’t get hold of them until I was good and ready to accept the truth. Unfortunately, he also assumed our world was exactly like his own. The plans were prototypes to start with, and they required a few innovations that didn’t exist on our Earth yet—and a couple of heavy metals not found in nature. Our real breakthrough came five years ago. I dubbed it ‘Project Ziggy.’”
The silver cap of Ezra’s cane tapped along the Sears showroom floor. He ducked, one of his hips frozen stiff, under a twisted braid of orange electrical cable. The dead escalators were just ahead.
“Ziggy,” Nessa said. “As in ‘Stardust’?”
He chuckled. “I was born in 1960, but musically, I’m a child of the seventies. We were working the same theory as Carolyn: hunting for thin spots around the globe, hoping we could use them for our interdimensional research. Places like this one. Our scouts found a roadside attraction, out in Montana, where they charged five dollars a head to witness ‘the man who fell to Earth’—a mummified astronaut in a space suit unlike anything of this world.”
Marie heard the clanging of her ghostly sickles against Savannah Cross’s spear-tipped tendrils. You’re birds of a feather, the mad scientist had told her. You and the spaceman. You’ve got the same blood running in your veins.
“We acquired the astronaut and the site where he was found.” Ezra led the procession up the escalator steps. Ridged metal clanged under their feet, the old belt unsteady but holding for now. “As I’m sure you can guess, he wasn’t from outer space. He was from other space. His suit was a prototype form of powered combat armor, equipped with electronics we’d never seen before—but overlapping many of my twin’s schematics. Overlapping them enough that we could begin to reverse engineer the designs and patch the gaps in our understanding.”
“Mummified?” Marie asked. “How old was the suit? How long had he been there?”
“That was our first question. As it turned out, less than a month. The suit’s pilot had been jaunting between multiple parallel realities. On his last jump, just before coming to our world, he’d picked up a nasty bug. Sort of a…necromantic virus. The occult contagion aged him five hundred years in the space of a minute or so.”
Behind them, Rosales added, “It’s sheer dumb luck that the virus burned itself out before anyone cracked his helmet open. If it hadn’t, bye-bye planet Earth. And that’s why we don’t fuck around with this stuff.”
On the west side of the store, in what had been the electronics section, daisy-chained generators chugged and hummed under dimmed lights. This was the heart of the tangled electrical web, where cables twisted in knots and dipped down from screws hammered into the overhead tiles, running along the ceiling.
“Call me crazy,” Daniel said, “but I don’t think this place is up to fire code regulations.”
“Needs must,” Ezra replied. “This is a brand-new facility, and we’re slowly getting up to speed, bringing in equipment a piece at a time as we’re able to free it up. Our main test site is out in Nevada, at Pyramid Lake. Money isn’t an issue, but we’ve found that certain government elements frown upon the kind of research we’re doing, so we have to be as discreet as possible.”
On the far side of the store, the aisles had been cleared, shelves carried off and shoved against the boarded-over windows in order to make some space. At the heart of the open floor stood a circle of solid stone, five feet across and a foot thick. Elaborate sigils wormed across its face, scarred deep into the rock, a bizarre mingling of a Renaissance alchemist’s textbook and the pattern on a circuit board. Tripods stood at three points of the circle, aiming long black canisters down at the stone. More cables snaked along the dirt-smeared tiles; a cord jacketed in bright hazard orange ran straight into the side of the rock, plugged into a carved-out channel.
Bran stood bracketed by a U-shaped cluster of tables, buried behind a tall console and flipping switches like a DJ preparing for his next set. The Irishman wore a pair of headphones, dancing in place as he worked, bopping to one side and swinging his hips as he scribbled down notations on a clipboard. Paper scrolled through a machine on his left, set on an endless loop while a needle scratched out a more or less steady line, like a seismograph on a calm day.
“The suit was equipped with a transdimensional drive.” Ezra gestured to the circle of stone. “It was my idea to refit the technology in the form of a standing doorway, so we could move more than one person across the wheel of worlds. It helped that he’d designed it in a modular fashion. Each place he’d traveled, as far as we could tell, corresponded to a physical key.”
The sleeve of Ezra’s white suit slid back as he raised one hand and twirled his fingertips. Now he brandished a card, slim and black, embossed on one side with a raised pattern of golden circuitry.
“We call them bookmarks,” he said.
Nessa and Marie shared a sidelong glance. Marie’s hand tightened over the mirror bag. The “bookmark” was a virtual twin, on the circuitry side, to the tarot card they’d found at the Bast Club.
“The pilot left notes. Scraps, maddeningly incomplete. His pet names for the worlds he crossed, mathematical extrapolations. And his intent, ultimately, to find his way to our Earth and pay a house call to his dear friend Carolyn. He would have succeeded admirably, if he hadn’t gotten himself killed on the way here.”
“Carlo,” Nessa said. “He was the pilot.”
“Indeed. And his final bookmark was infused with his own blood. He theorized that the blood of the first story’s characters had unique properties, that it could sing out across the wheel of worlds. Like calling to like. He just hadn’t quite mastered the how of it. And I can’t say much, because neither have we. Yet.”
“What about his home world?” Marie asked. “I mean, I assume he didn’t build the suit and the drive on his own. Maybe he had a support team, just like you.”
Bran had finally noticed them. He kept his headphones on and the music pumping, but he flashed Ezra two thumbs up as he danced behind his console. Ezra responded with a tired wave.
“That’s the one destination on his itinerary we haven’t visited. The drive is plug-and-play; slot the right bookmark, it opens a space-time distortion keyed to the target location. His fail-safe, though, which would bring him home in an emergency, is hardwired into the suit’s engines. We haven’t been able to safely extract it, and considering it could very well be a one-way trip for anyone triggering the fail-safe, I’m not about to risk one of my people’s lives on the journey. We’ve had…quite enough of that sort of thing already.”
“Hard to find good help these days,” Daniel said.
“Indeed. Our world, I’m finding, is a small bastion of relative safety in a malevolent universe. Of the original skunk-works team, Rosales and Bran are all I have left. The parallel Carlo called ‘Wuthering Four’ looked like an idyllic and empty countryside; then Dr. Bush brought back a phantom made of sentient sound that laid waste to our entire Nebraska facility. Killed everyone on site and we were damn lucky to contain it. ‘Devlin Two’ was an endless plain studded with massive stone monuments engraved in an alien language. Dr. Jackson was our chief linguist on that project. He spent eight months encamped there, trying to decipher what the monuments said.”
“What did he learn?” Nessa asked.
“We don’t know.” Rosales spoke up, frowning at the circle of stone. “One morning, he apparently cracked the code. Then he butchered every member of his team, cut his tongue out with a surgical saw, then went to work on his own fingers. Bled to death before he finished.”
Ezra coughed into his hand. “We…haven’t been back. ‘White Nine’ was worse.”
“We don’t go to White Nine,” Rosales said.
“An entire team lost within forty minutes of arrival on the other side. All we recovered was the video footage. We scrambled a rescue team, but…”
“I told you we were throwing their lives away,” Rosales said, her voice hard. She looked to Nessa. “We don’t go to White Nine.”
Ezra strolled across the cleared floor, his cane tapping as he walked. He swept it out toward the circle of stone, reminiscing.
“We’ve been plagued since the beginning. Dr. Keynes was brilliant but greedy, tried to blackmail me, threatening to go public unless I paid him a fortune. I had to…regrettably, I must say, have him dealt with. Dr. Burton was brilliant but too adventurous for her own good. She decided she’d rather play a real-life game of Dungeons and Dragons than advance the cause of science. Last I heard, she’d gone native, setting herself up as a warlord in some primitive frozen hellhole. Cross and Bloch stole our research and struck out on their own. God knows where they ended up—”
The suspicion brewing in Marie’s gut ever since she saw Bran’s goggles clicked into clarity.
“Savannah Cross?” she asked.
“You know her?” Ezra’s eyebrows lifted. “Yes. She and Bloch headed up our biomedical team, studying Carlo’s remains. She was the one who hit on the magical properties of his blood. When they packed up and left, they were working on synthesizing it, so they could continue running experiments without using it all up.”
“Are you familiar with a street drug called ink?” Nessa asked him.
“Only what I hear on the news.”
“It’s got a secret ingredient,” Nessa said. “And apparently, the ingredient is Carlo Sosa.”
The implication dawned on him. The tip of his cane thumped against the floor, once, and stood still.
“Oh,” Ezra said. “That’s…that’s not good at all.”
“Hey, boss,” Bran called over, “we gonna spin this baby up or what?”
That put some color in Ezra’s cheeks and a showman’s spark in his eye.
“Indeed we are, my good man. Friends, please step back and clear some room, just for safety’s sake. Bran, target lock on Deep Six.”
“Deep Six, comin’ right up.”
Bran went to work, hunched over his console and pounding the keys like a church organist on speed, as Ezra waved everyone back to the edges of the room.
“Of all Carlo’s bookmarks,” he said, “we found one I’d consider relatively safe for human habitation. One that may prove vital to our work.”
The generators on the far side of the store went into overdrive. They chugged like locomotives careening down a one-way track and the air went hot, almost stifling. Static electricity cascaded across Marie’s skin like droplets of oil sizzling in an iron skillet.
A crackle of blue lightning flashed across the face of the stone circle. Then another, jolting along the carved channels, lighting the ornate sigils on fire.
The iron canisters on the three tripods lit up, projecting beams of red, green, and blue down onto the stone. Bran called out, “Geomantic shift. Telemetry lock in three, two—”
The colors strobed from projector to projector, dancing in sequence, faster and faster. Then they changed. Green became tangerine, red became glittering pink, blue became something paler than moonlight. The colors painted an archway of solid light, stronger and more vivid by the second, as the generators whined.
The archway became an open door. And on the other side, a span of cobalt steel lit by the shifting ripples of light upon water.
“Five by five, boss,” Bran said. “You got twenty minutes of stable hookup at least. Maybe forty if the generators don’t start crappin’ out. You done showing off, or…?”
“Not in the slightest,” Ezra said. He gazed upon the doorway with pride in his eyes and raised his cane. “Ladies, sir, I feel inclined to take an after-dinner stroll. Would you care to accompany me?”
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Marie and Nessa walked through the door hand in hand. One step—one flash of heat, then bitter cold, then heat once more, all in the space of a single held breath—and they stood in a different world.
Their shoes echoed on a floor made from a single, endless sheet of blue steel, arcing into the distance under a webwork of bridges and catwalks. To the left, along a curving wall, yellow glyphs in an alien language seemed to offer guidance accompanied by barbed arrows pointing in every direction. Green growth bloomed in metal planters, the soil a chalky white. The plants themselves were tangled and twisted, vines with broad leaves and scarlet flowers.
To their right, lay the ocean.
The entire right side of the complex, at least sixty feet up to the ceiling, was a solid wall of glass marked every twenty feet or so by raised support struts. Schools of luminous fish, neon yellow and hot pink, swam by the windows and then darted out into the inky depths. Wherever they were, it was too far down to see the surface, or any hint of the sun. Electric beacons strobed in the distance like traffic signals on a lonely country road, thrumming against the watery depths.
Ezra raised his cane and his open hand to the ocean. He regarded the wall of glass with his face tilted back, beatific, a convert in a foreign church.
“Welcome,” he said, “to Deep Six.”
He turned toward them and set his cane down. The hollow thud of the silver tip on the plated floor sent echoing ripples through the broad and silent gallery.
“Not its real name—I assume—but that’s what Carlo dubbed it in his notes. You can see why.”
Marie shot a nervous glance over her shoulder. The return archway held firm and steady, and she could see the dirty tiles and boarded windows of the Sears on the other side.
“So…how far down are we?” she asked.
“Well, that’s hard to answer. This facility is five levels deep, and the bottom floor aligns with the seabed. My men found a few airlocks they could use to send out a submersible with recording devices, but so far they’ve been unsuccessful.”
Ezra stared out, and up, at the ocean.
“There doesn’t seem to be a surface,” he said.
“There has to be a surface,” Nessa told him. “Even if this entire planet is covered in water, it has to end somewhere.”
“We lose contacts with our probes before they get that far. And the local wildlife is, well…here. You see those lights, out in the distance?”
He pointed with the tip of his cane. Marie and Nessa leaned close to the glass, following his lead.
Something moved out there. Marie saw it in the momentary blink of the beacon. Her breath trapped in her throat, as her eyes went wide. It was a tentacle. Uncoiling, sliding rubbery and boneless through the depths, hunting for prey.
A tentacle the size of an ocean liner.
The beacon flicked off, plunging the patch of water into blackness, sparing her from seeing any more of it. She turned her back to the glass, fast, before the light came back on. “What is it?” she asked. “What…what is it attached to?”
“We may be happier not knowing,” Ezra replied. “Fortunately, whoever built this place came prepared for the challenge. Those beacons emit some sort of repulsion field. Not sure how, and I’m hardly going to risk tampering with them, but that…thing has been out there since we found Deep Six and it’s never come any closer than the lights. Doesn’t stop smaller predators, but they can’t get through the glass. One stretch of the base is flooded; we send explorers down when we can, but we generally keep it sealed off for everyone’s safety.”
“Uh,” Daniel said.
“But the facility itself isn’t the real triumph,” Ezra told them. “The builders came here with a purpose. Deep Six was constructed over an existing site, one which—”
“Uh,” Daniel said, pointing. “Excuse me.”
They turned. A woman was floating outside the window. She was impossibly beautiful, carved like a marble statue from ancient Greece, with her golden hair flowing behind her in the brine. At the waist, her flesh faded into a ripple of scales, all the way down to a fish tail that swayed sinuously.
“As I said, the smaller predators get through the beacons.” Ezra sighed and turned his back to the glass again. “Mermaid. Don’t make eye contact. It just encourages them.”
“So how old is this place?” Marie asked.
“The materials we’ve sampled defy our carbon-dating techniques. This isn’t simple steel and glass; they’re incredibly strong, durable materials built to withstand incredible ocean pressure, and they simply can’t be created using the techniques and elements of our world. At this rate we’re going to have to quadruple the entries on the periodic table.”
As Ezra spoke, Daniel drifted toward the window, pulled like a man sleepwalking. His eyes were locked on the mermaid’s and she begged him with her beckoning hands, with her body, calling him to dance with her. They stood close, so close, only inches apart.
Her face tore and erupted, splitting like a cheap rubber mask and blossoming outward, turning to petals of flesh lined with piranha teeth. Two serpentine tongues twisted in her razor-lined maw as she snapped at the glass, going for Daniel’s throat in a frenzy of hunger. He staggered back and fell, landing hard, then skittered backward on his hands. The mermaid gave the glass a half-hearted punch and then pushed herself off, swimming up and away into the dark.
Nessa, Marie, and Ezra stared at him. He stared back.
“Told you,” Ezra said.
Daniel pushed himself to his feet, brushed himself off, and tried to salvage his wounded pride.
“As old as we think this place is,” Ezra continued, “it’s nothing compared to what’s down on the seabed. The entire reason this facility was built, insofar as we can tell. Perhaps some ancient scientists, doing the same work as us. And we have a chance to succeed where they failed. Here, let me show you.”
He walked around the shimmering doorway. Against the wall and under a patch of alien script, a bank of monitors stood on folding tables.
“We’ve set up cameras throughout the facility,” he explained. “Whenever a team is conducting research on site, security forces stand watch from here, just in case. We’re fairly certain the complex is safe, relatively speaking, but we must never forget that this is not our Earth. We are not at the top of the food chain here.”
His fingertips rattled the keyboard. The monitors shifted from views of the cold ocean depths and empty corridors to a vast, dry chamber cast in the hard white glow of standing floodlights. At the heart of the vault rose a cyclopean structure of glistening green stone, gnarled and ancient. Not a product of human design, but its ornate towers and steepled roof still evoked a response deep in the base of Marie’s primal brain.
“It’s a cathedral,” she whispered.
“I am inclined to agree,” Ezra replied.
He punched another couple of keys. One monitor shifted to a view of the towering front doors of the structure, sealed tight and joined by the sculpture of a great and winged being. It was sexless, hairless, with vestigial slits for a nose and mouth, and hundreds of stone eyes carved upon its unfurled wings. The relief clutched a chalice in one outstretched hand. Carvings of great wheels surrounded the winged figure, wheels with eyes and jagged lines hinting at an eternal flame.
“The stone is impervious,” Ezra said. “There are no windows, only the sculpted impressions of arches where windows might stand in a church built by human hands. The doors are sealed by a lock with no keyhole.”
“Someone didn’t want anybody getting in there,” Daniel said. “Or letting whatever is in there out. You know, in my experience—and I do have experience with this kind of thing—that’s a real big sign that you should leave it alone.”
Ezra stared at the screen, lost in thought.
“The first time I went down there, the doors…responded. They trembled before me, but would not open. I’m not so egocentric as to think the cathedral is there just for me.” He looked to Marie and Nessa. “I think it’s for us. If the doors shook in the presence of one born from the first story, what might they do if more of us stand united? And that’s the deal I want to make with you. Help me. Work with me. If we have any hope of unraveling this curse, it’s in there. I know it, in my heart.”
“What do you think is inside?” Marie asked.
“Look at this place. Across worlds, across centuries, we stand at the bottom of an ocean never touched by human hands—but look. The iconography, the shape, the visions of a primal faith.”
Ezra turned, slowly, and locked eyes with her.
“I believe that God has a secret,” he said. “And beyond those doors, that’s where we’ll find it.”
Nessa had been silent, taciturn, but now she spoke up. “Have you heard of Wisdom’s Grave?”
Ezra’s brow furrowed. He thought about it for a moment, then shook his head. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”
“My predecessor, the incarnation who sent us a warning, she told us it’s the wellspring of magic. The resting place of the first witch who ever lived. She said if there was any weapon capable of winning this fight, that’s where we’d find it.” Nessa’s gaze turned to the screen. “Cathedrals sometimes have catacombs, don’t they? Or tombs, for martyred saints.”
“Anything is possible. What do you say we make this an official partnership?”
He held out his hand, smooth and firm, a diamond Rolex on his wrist, and gave Marie a spotlight of a smile.
“Won’t you shake my hand?”
She reached for it. Almost.
But her instincts had been shouting out since she walked into the galleria. Ezra painted a picture with words. Her gut offered up a counterargument. And years on the street, badge in hand, had taught her to trust her gut more than she would ever trust the word of a salesman.
“Tell me something,” Marie said. “At dinner, you mentioned that Carolyn is working with you now.”
“That’s right. Happy as a clam, like I said. She could only accomplish so much on her own. She’s at our Pyramid Lake facility. Let’s seal the deal, and I’ll take you there. We can fly out tonight, as a matter of fact. I understand you’re quite the fan; finally getting to meet her must be exciting. You won’t be disappointed. She’s a very impressive lady.”
He was trying to derail her. She didn’t let him. His hand was unwavering, demanding hers.
“If that’s the case,” Marie said, “then why did you ransack her house? Because the only reason to do that is if you wanted something from her. Something she wouldn’t willingly give you.”
The smile stayed on his lips, but it drained from his eyes. His hand didn’t move.
“I don’t know anything about that,” he said, and he was so good she almost believed him.
On the other side of the doorway, Rosales jumped onto the circle of stone. She poked her head through the shimmering curtain. “Boss. Need you. Now.”
Jarred, Ezra dropped his hand and turned. “What is it? Don’t tell me the generators are acting up again.”
“We’ve got company. Security cameras showing intruders in the mall.”
“After hours? That’s generally a self-correcting problem, but…” He shook his head, frustrated, and pointed his cane toward the archway. “All right, field trip is over. Let’s get this sorted out. Though to be honest, I expect the galleria will sort it out for us.”
“I don’t think so,” Rosales told him. “Our cameras picked up sound, some chatter on their way in. I wouldn’t have believed it from the video, but I recognize her voice.”
“Her?” he asked.
“Dr. Cross. And I don’t know who the guy with her is, but he’s walking around with a fuckin’ katana like he just stepped out of a samurai movie, so I don’t think she’s here to ask for her old job back.”
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At night, the galleria locked itself down. Shutters rolled to seal off the few stores that remained, and the overhead lights along its blighted boulevards went dark one by one. The PA system stayed on. It warbled an instrumental version of a Beatles song, and as inky shadows spread across the dead shopping mall, the tune distorted like a warped record under a slow and broken needle.
A fist-sized chunk of concrete sailed through the main entrance. The door shattered in a cascade of jagged glass shards as the chunk skipped off the brick-pattern tile and came to rest against a planter. A burglar alarm trilled, off-key. A few seconds after it began, the alarm died, shorting out in a spritz of electronic noise. Only the music remained.
Savannah drifted over the threshold, the ragged hem of her robes dangling half an inch above the floor. Scottie followed right behind her. Broken glass crunched under his imported Italian wingtips. His wooden fingers, sheathed under a driving glove, twitched against the hilt of his sword. They were eager things.
“You sure they’re here?” he asked. “This place looks deserted.”
Savannah tilted her rag-wrapped face to the skylights. Her nose twitched.
“Oh, they’re here. I don’t need the machine this close. I can feel them. Their blood is singing. And they aren’t alone.”
Scottie held his sword ready as he took the lead, advancing into the mall.
“Who else?”
“My former employer is here,” she replied.
“Did you like him?”
“Not enough to let him live.”
The beam of a flashlight strobed across their faces. A figure shambled from the dark, half-carved from shadows. He was the suggestion of a man in the suggestion of a uniform, with a badge that ran like drips of mercury down his chest. His jaw opened—and then unhinged, drooping at a broken angle as his tongue lolled. His voice burbled up from a throat choked with cemetery dirt.
“Don’t…belong here.”
He wasn’t alone. More shapes emerged all around them, seeming to melt from the walls, some slipping through metal grates before gelling into physical form. Scottie moved back, sidestepping as he looked for a way out.
“Uh, Dr. Cross?”
“Little ghosts,” Savannah sighed.
Her rags billowed behind her as she boiled through the air. Her nails raked down, claws dragging through a watchman’s skull, and he burst in a cloud of gossamer smoke. She whirled and lashed out with her other fist, punching through another apparition’s chest.
“Foolish little ghosts.”
*     *     *
A klaxon sounded through the abandoned department store, triggered by the security alarm on the galleria doors. It cut out, and then Ezra’s voice echoed over the loudspeakers.
“Listen up. We’ve got some unfriendlies on site, and the mall’s natural defenses aren’t slowing them down. I need everybody to the quarantine wall, pronto. Hold the line and shoot to kill.”
Rosales herded the guests back to the women’s department on the first floor, toward the changing rooms with the flimsy reversed locks. Daniel dug his heels in.
“I don’t think that’s going to keep us safe,” he said. “Tell you what, how about me and my friends take a hike, and we’ll catch up later? Call us, we’ll do a meeting.”
Rosales’s hand cleared her holster in the blink of an eye. The barrel of her .45 pressed to the middle of Daniel’s forehead.
“I don’t have the time or the inclination to play games with you,” she said. “Stay put. If you’re not standing right here when I get back, I will hunt you down. And you won’t like that. Boss wants you alive. He didn’t specify how many pieces he wants you alive in.”
Daniel backpedaled up the stubby hallway, with Nessa and Marie close behind him. Rosales didn’t waste time locking them in. She turned on her heel and charged into the fray, leaving them behind.
“I’m calling bullshit on this entire situation,” Daniel said.
“Seconded,” Marie replied. “Ezra is lying to us. I don’t know exactly what he’s lying about, but nothing about this is on the up-and-up. We need to get out of here. Did anyone see an emergency exit?”
Nessa shook her head. “I was looking, believe me. All the exits are boarded over and reinforced. The only way out is through the security cordon. And even if we can get past the gunmen, and Rosales, we’re hardly home free.”
“You know this ‘Dr. Cross’?” Daniel asked. His gaze darted between Nessa and Marie. “How much trouble is she?”
“Last time we met,” Nessa said, “she nearly killed me. I tore her to shreds, quite literally, and evidently she’s bounced back stronger than ever. I’m not looking for a rematch until I figure out how she did it.”
Marie held the enchanted bag tight against her side. Her fingertips traced nervous circles across the mirrors’ faces.
“We do have one way out,” she said.
“When the time is right,” Nessa murmured, reciting the note they found at the Bast Club, “you’ll know what to do with it.”
Daniel looked between them, not following. Then it dawned on him.
“Oh, no. No. Hell no. We are not plugging that card into Ezra’s machine. Even if it works, which is a long shot—”
Marie brandished the tarot card, turning it to catch the light. The golden circuitry gleamed.
“A long shot?” she said. “It’s the exact same size as the ‘bookmarks’ they found in Carlo’s suit. You can’t tell me that’s a coincidence.”
“A music CD is the exact same size as a Blu-ray. Doesn’t mean you can play them in the same machine. Besides, what if it does work? Are you seriously just going to jump into an interdimensional portal, with no idea where it leads? What if it’s the same place that got Carlo killed? What if you can’t come back?”
“If the alternative is death,” Nessa said, “any odds are good odds. Besides, someone went to an extravagant amount of trouble to get that card into our hands.”
He threw his open hands up. “Fine. Fine. Okay, look, I’m going to hunt for a way out of here. Just…stall as long as you can, okay? If I find another exit before you get the machine working—a not-leaving-this-dimension kind of exit—promise you’ll come with me.”
“Be quick about it,” Nessa told him.
*     *     *
A firing line stood at the quarantine wall, rifles shouldered high, sights trained on the doorway sheathed in yellow plastic.
They waited.
One of the soldiers spoke, his voice muffled by his gas mask: “This a drill?”
The man beside him gave a tiny shake of his head. Behind his mask’s oval lenses, his eyes narrowed. His fingertip brushed the trigger.
The plastic drape exploded open like the lid of a jack-in-the-box. Birds billowed through the doorway in a screeching, mad-eyed frenzy. Ravens, oily feathers, bodies forged from congealed darkness. The men opened fire, shooting fast and blind, their muzzle flash strobing hot white against the flood of shadows as the birds swooped and screamed all around them.
The birds rippled, scattered, and vanished. One last shell casing clattered to the tile floor.
“Mag change!” shouted one of the soldiers, popping his rifle’s empty magazine and reaching for the fresh one on his hip. He wasn’t alone. In the sudden frenzy of the moment, half of the firing line had lost their discipline and their senses. A couple were still standing there, stunned, looking for the vanished birds and trying to put together what they’d just witnessed.
The curtain blew open again, and this time, the man blazing into the store was no illusion. He proved it with a single downward chop of his sword. A rifle tumbled to the floor. So did the arm that was cradling it.
As a soldier fell to his knees, clutching the spurting stump of his shoulder and howling behind his mask, Scottie was already on the move. He spun, his blade trailing garnets of blood, and drove his sword through another man’s stomach. He gave the weapon a vicious twist before ripping it free. He was in the middle of the firing line, throwing the order of battle into sudden close-quarters chaos. One of the troopers on the end hip-fired a burst from his rifle. Scottie gracefully sidestepped just before he pulled the trigger. Three rounds plowed into another rifleman’s chest, sending him crashing to the floor. The shooter joined him a heartbeat later when Scottie whirled like a dervish and sliced him from his neck to his hip.
The last of Ezra’s men fell to the floor in two ragged chunks. Scottie stood over the corpse, his face and his tailored suit drenched in the blood of the dead, a manic grin pasted to his face. Scarlet rolled down the length of his blade in long, syrupy rivulets and pattered onto his shoes. Breathing heavy, he looked up. A new challenger had arrived, standing over by the silent escalators, fifteen feet away.
“Where’s your uniform, soldier?”
“Me?” Daniel asked. The remnants of his deck of cards leaped from his hip pocket, riffling into his open palm. “Oh, I’m not with those guys.”
“Just shopping?”
“I love this place.” Daniel waved an idle hand, taking in the empty shelves and the tangles of electrical cord. “It has everything. Dust bunnies, creepy dead people, white dudes running around and carving people up with Japanese swords. Who could ask for anything more?”
The blade turned in Scottie’s grip. He flicked his wrist. A rainstorm of blood drew a spattered line across the floor.
“I’ll have you know,” he said, “I spent a summer in Osaka when I was studying at Cambridge.”
“This is my not-surprised face. So, uh, out of curiosity, who exactly are you here to kill?”
“Technically? Everybody. That said, I’m really just looking for Marie Reinhart. Seen her around?”
“Maybe,” Daniel said. “What’s she to you?”
“Bitch killed my best friend. And she cut my fingers off.”
Daniel stared at Scottie’s left hand. Then his right. Their eyes met.
“I’m better now,” Scottie said.
“Most people don’t recover from something like that. Don’t suppose I could convince you to let bygones be bygones?”
Scottie’s foot slid to one side, leaving a smear of blood in its wake as he squared his stance. He braced the katana in both hands.
“Don’t think so,” he said.
“Well, that’s going to be a problem for me. Hey, you ever see Raiders of the Lost Ark?”
“Sure. What about it?”
“I’m just saying,” Daniel told him, “you brought a sword to a gunfight.”
“Try me.”
Daniel’s fingertips slapped against his cards. The king of spades fired from the top of the deck, whining through the air in a razor-edged blur, straight for Scottie’s throat.
Scottie barely seemed to move. Just a twist of his wrist, a calm flick of the blade, and Daniel’s card fluttered to the floor in two pieces.
“Oh,” Daniel said.
Scottie took one prowling step toward him.
Daniel spread three cards between his fingertips, dropped to a crouch, and let them fly. Scottie twisted his body to one side, pivoting on the ball of his foot as he brought his sword up. One of the cards shot past him, going wide, and two more joined the decapitated king of spades on the floor at his feet.
“I bet that usually works,” Scottie said. He took another step, slowly closing the gap between them.
“Usually, yeah. More often than not.”
“It’s a cool trick, I’ll give you that. Want to see mine?”
Scottie’s voice dropped to a low, hard whisper, jagged consonants dripping off his tongue like chunks of rusted metal. His blade gleamed in response, rising to the demands of his incantation—then ignited. Orange flames rolled along the steel edge, casting Scottie’s blood-spattered grin in flickering jack-o’-lantern light.



THIRTY-SEVEN
While gunfire and the dying screams of Ezra’s men rang out from below, Marie and Nessa bolted to the dimensional gateway. The machines were abandoned, Bran having fled his post when the invasion began, and the circle of stone stood silent. Marie hovered over the control panel. It looked like the cockpit of a jumbo jet, a cacophony of dials and gauges and switches, half of them unlabeled and the rest adorned with red strips of punch tape bearing cryptic numbers and acronyms. Amber lights along the console still shone, glowing soft and steady.
“We might be able to get it working,” Marie said. “I mean, he didn’t have time to shut the whole system down.”
“Here,” Nessa said. A ribbon cable tethered the main control panel to a plastic-lidded box at the far end of the table. Beneath the hinged lid, a rectangular depression lined with golden pins sat empty, waiting to be fed.
Marie pulled the lid up and set the tarot card, circuit-side down, into the depression. It was a perfect fit. The painted card, the Empress wearing Nessa’s face, stared up at them with stern eyes. The box clicked shut. On the console, one of the amber lights began to throb in anticipation, set into the brushed steel just above a bright red button.
Down below, the gunfire fell silent. Marie wished she could take that as a good sign, but she knew better.
Nessa hit the button. The generators on the far side of the floor began to whine. Lights shone down from the tripods, casting the stone circle in a gathering whirlwind of color.
Their fingers twined, hands squeezing tight, as the faintest outline of a doorway began to shimmer upon the stone.
“What if we can’t come back?” Marie asked.
Nessa’s glasses captured the kaleidoscope of light, a circus carousel in her eyes.
“Is there really anything keeping you here?”
*     *     *
Scottie wasn’t surprised the guy with the cards turned and ran, bolting up the dead escalator. He knew when he was outclassed. No shame in that.
He was still going to kill him, of course. That was a given. He took his time, strolling up the metal steps, flames licking the edge of his blade as he brandished it in a two-handed grip. The generators were firing up as he reached the second-floor landing. They thrummed, chugging away under the flickering fluorescent tubes, and fed raw power along a tangled spiderweb of overhead cables.
A shape darted past in the corner of his eye. Feet pattered behind an empty display counter, then went silent.
So he wanted to play hide-and-seek. Perfect. He’d be good and scared by now, Scottie figured, and fear made the kill that much better. Suddenly he was back in the good old days. Him, Richard, the zoo, a sacrifice on the run. He eased his way along the desolate aisle and murmured under his breath.
“I consecrate this offering to the King of Wolves. Blessed be his delicious ruin.”
Another glimmer of movement flashed through a gap between the shelves. He was headed for the generators. Smart. They were loud, teeth-rattling loud at this range, and he probably thought he could use them for cover. Scottie figured the guy would be circling around, aiming to hit him from behind. That’s what he would have done. He kept his head on a swivel, every step placed firm and deliberate upon the grimy floor, as he stalked his prey.
Metal jarred off to his left, the legs of a clothing rack scraping against the tile as if someone had stumbled right into it. Scottie grinned. Dumbass just gave himself away, he thought. His wooden fingers twitched against the hilt of his sword, feeding on his eagerness. He braced himself at the corner of a display rack, grinning with hungry anticipation, then sprang out of hiding.
He stared at an empty patch of floor. A generator painted hazard orange chugged on the tile to his left, even louder now, rattling hard enough to rock on its metal frame.
“You’ve got to watch those things,” shouted a voice above the din.
Scottie whirled. The guy with the cards stood twenty feet down the aisle, in the opposite direction. A pair of gas cans lay uncapped and empty at his feet.
“From what I’m told,” he said, “it’s really dangerous to overfill a portable generator. Serious risk of causing an explosion.”
That was when Scottie noticed the book of matches in his hand. And the long, thin, razor-sharp trail of gasoline on the tile floor.
A single lit match sailed in a gleaming arc, flicked from the man’s fingertips. It hit the floor. The trail ignited, blossoming as the flames raced toward Scottie like the tip of a burning arrow. He had just enough time for one last breath, and he let it out in a single word.
“Shit,” he said.
*     *     *
As the cones of light from the tripod-mounted canisters shifted in hue, taking on depth and form, so did the blurry impression of an archway at the heart of the stone circle. The portal gazed out into a world blanketed in darkness. No electric lamps, no light pollution to drive away the cloak of stars above. The curve of a cobblestone street lined with dark and shuttered houses stretched away and vanished into perfect shadow.
Marie and Nessa stood at the edge of the ritual stone, side by side.
“You heard what Ezra told us about the other worlds they’ve visited,” Marie said. “Anything could be waiting for us over there.”
Nessa tilted her head as she stared into the foreign dark.
“The universe is a cruel place, Marie. Can you honestly say that this world has treated us well?”
“No,” she said, “but we could be walking into…I don’t know. A zombie apocalypse. Or that magical virus that made Carlo shrivel up like a mummy. Or…dinosaurs.”
“Look at it this way: my impostor went to a great deal of trouble to deliver that card into our hands. Either she’s a friend or a foe. If she’s a friend, we have little to fear. If she’s a foe, and the world on the other side is a death trap, that’s an exceptionally elaborate way of murdering someone, to say the least.”
She gazed sidelong at her. Her hand tightened around Marie’s.
“You coming?”
Marie felt herself tumbling, falling into the labyrinth of Nessa’s eyes. Into a place where there was no room for doubt.
“Of course I am,” she said.
“Who knows,” Nessa said with a wink, “we might settle down on the other side. Maybe open a nice bed-and-breakfast.”
The floor rocked under their feet hard enough to send them staggering as the air split with a thunderclap roar. Marie clutched Nessa’s hand and hauled her close before she could fall. Waves of heat buffeted their backs and flames licked along the ceiling tiles, tendrils of black smoke wreathing around them. The lights went into a spasmodic death dance, flickering wildly, bulbs popping and raining broken glass.
No time to figure it out. The doorway quivered in a burst of static. One of the canister lights blew out and died.
“Now or never!” Nessa shouted.
Their eyes met. Marie nodded.
Now.
Hand in hand, they jumped through the portal.
Ceiling tiles shattered under the groaning, tortured weight of support beams. A chunk of concrete broke free and slammed down onto the console as another shift in the flooring sent a tripod crashing to the stone. With one last blinding flash of light, the gateway between worlds erupted. Then it sealed shut.
*     *     *
Rosales planned ahead. It was part of her job. She had built an emergency exit down on the first floor of the department store, at the far edge of a patch of boarded-up windows, over a month ago. While gunshots ripped through the stale air and her mercenaries died on the edge of Scottie’s sword, she was flexing her fingers around the edges of a chunk of plywood. She took a deep breath and heaved. The wood slowly pulled back, nails popping one by one, wrenched out of place by sheer brute strength.
The chunk of wood clattered to the floor. Behind it, a section of the old glass had been replaced with a simple latch and hinge mechanism that only opened from the inside. It swung open on oiled hinges and a gust of cool night air washed into the store.
“Out,” she told Ezra. Bran followed right behind him. The trio crossed the desolate parking lot, reduced to shadows under the dead lamps, and made a beeline for her getaway car: a vintage four-door Thunderbird, skewed at an angle along a row of empty parking spots. She jumped behind the wheel and fired up the engine while the men, both of them looking shell-shocked, piled into the back seat.
“Still got the thermals rigged under the foundation,” Bran said, showing Ezra his phone. “You want me to blow ’em now?”
“Put that away! God, no. We need Vanessa and Marie alive.”
“Don’t know if you were payin’ attention back there, boss, but we just got hit by a man-shaped Cuisinart. You sure they’re still in one piece as it is?”
Rosales gunned the engine. The car fishtailed as it swerved across the parking lot, away from the mall and aiming for the freeway.
“They’re resourceful. We have to hope,” Ezra said. He looked to Rosales. “And what was that, back there? About Saunders’s house being ransacked? Did you seriously not clean up after you snatched her?”
Rosales rolled her eyes. “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you told me to hire a crew of hardcore motherfuckers, when you actually told me to hire professional maids. I must have misinterpreted your instructions. My bad.”
“And now they’re suspicious. Listen to me, I need their cooperation. That door requires two sacrifices. The Witch and her Knight are the only two characters from the first story who come in a pair. That can’t be a coincidence.”
Bran’s fingers ran through the wiry strands of his rust-red beard. “I dunno, boss. You ever hear of pareidolia? Means seeing patterns where there ain’t any. Sometimes there’s no signal in the noise, you know?”
“You’re worried about nothing,” Rosales added. “You didn’t smell the pheromones washing off Reinhart. You want to control her, threaten her woman. She’ll jump in a meat grinder to keep her safe.”
“And her woman,” Ezra said, “happens to be made of black magic and raw spite.”
Rosales snickered as she hauled the wheel around, pulling a turn sharp enough to shove Ezra against the door. Her turquoise eyes glinted in the dark.
“Not a problem. I happen to know a magic spell that stops anyone from using witchcraft within five feet of me.”
“You do?” Ezra squinted at her. “Since when? What is it?”
“Oh, it’s real easy,” she said. “I punch ’em in the throat. Magic.”
Ezra slumped back in his seat, both hands on his cane as it nestled between his legs.
“Have my jet meet us at the airport. We’ll head back to Pyramid Lake and regroup. In the meantime, I want a deep-dive intelligence sweep underway. If Vanessa and Marie are still alive, I’m going to need leverage on them once they resurface. All the leverage I can get.”
*     *     *
Savannah had been sparring with the dead. The ghosts came at her, one after another, begging for oblivion. And she delivered with claw and spear, tearing them into clouds of dust. As the sound of gunfire rattled into silence, she knew Scottie had finished clearing a path for her. She put her fist through an apparition’s cold heart, not even looking at him, and he billowed into nothingness as she strode through the plastic curtain of the quarantine wall.
Scottie had left a trail of bodies, and body parts, all the way to the escalator. She was headed for the second floor when prismatic light bloomed like a mushroom cloud in one shard of her ink-fractured vision. She saw the world in facets now, like an insect. Saw the worlds in facets, spotting places where they overlapped and intermingled, twisting like pretzels made of space and time.
Two of those facets slammed together like crystals turned magnetic. She saw the bridge, the tunnel, like the throat of a worm. And she felt Nessa and Marie sliding out of her reach.
Most of her body was ink now, knitting her shattered bones and holding her jellied organs more or less in place. And every drop of it thrummed, electric, the alchemical reagents in the drug resonating with Savannah’s will and desire. She had pursued Marie into a construct of the past, chasing her in spirit once before. Could she do it now, in totality, crossing worlds with nothing but her blighted body and her magic?
Only one way to find out, she thought. Her spine twisted as she tilted her head back and closed her midnight eye.
Her neurons sparked and her ink-clogged veins heated up, turning to trails of fire. She savored the pain and let it drive her hunger, fixing her focus on the faint iridescent trail Marie and Nessa had left across the wheel of worlds. A sphere of air around Savannah began to shimmer like a heat mirage, then boil.
Then her body and soul boiled along with it.



THIRTY-EIGHT
A thunderclap spat Nessa and Marie out onto a cobblestone street. They landed hard, sprawling on the smooth-worn stone, as the gateway flashed at their backs. Then it imploded. Their ears popped as cool wind rushed over them, sucked in by the portal like a giant’s dying breath.
The portal collapsed, drawn down to a pinprick of light that mirrored the canopy of stars above. Then it snuffed out.
Marie groaned, shoulder aching, as she pushed herself up to sit. Nessa leaned against her.
“Well,” Nessa said, “we lived.”
The street was old, rustic, lined with humble houses, stucco walls, scalloped clay rooftops the color of salmon. It looked like a slice of old Tuscany, maybe, someplace off the tourist roads. Candles flickered, here and there, behind shuttered windows and heavy drapes. Just around the bend, where the street sloped downward and widened, black iron posts marked every corner. Oil lamps dangled from their hooks, warm yellow light pushing back the darkness.
Marie was more focused on where they’d landed. She pointed.
“That…could be a problem.”
Half of the ritual stone had come across with them, shattered down the middle and jutting from the cobblestones. A length of orange-jacketed electrical cord snaked from the rock and ended in frayed rubber and twisted copper wire. A patch of the tile floor, like the dirty scales of some exotic serpent, had fused with the street a few feet away. Half of the broken control console and a length of metal table stuck out from the dun-colored wall of a house.
“Whatever caused that explosion must have overloaded the portal,” Nessa said as she got to her feet. “Interesting side effect. Right now, I think our first priority is getting our bearings. We need to figure out where we are and find some shelter, in that order.”
Marie took a long, slow look around, turning in place. Her gaze fell upon a bell tower in the distance, rising up above the city streets, with the sliver of a crescent moon looming in the sky at its back.
“I…I think I know where we are,” she said. “I just have to make sure.”
Nessa eyed her, curious. “Lead on, then.”
They jogged toward the lamplight. Marie hunted for a storefront, a business, anyplace that was still open after dark. She found what she was looking for down on the corner. Lights burned soft behind a long glass window, illuminating a carefully placed display. Maps stood posed upon artists’ easels, ornate and hand-painted, depicting distant lands and sea dragons to devour the blank spaces. A hammered-copper marquee above the front door read Lamon and Rossini, Cartographers.
A tiny bell chimed over the door, dangling from a length of string, as they stepped inside. A pair of desks took up most of the shop, each one with an easel and a clutter of inkpots and brushes, while more framed maps covered every inch of the navy-blue walls. A young woman, fresh-faced, humming to herself, swept the hardwood floor with a straw broom. She glanced up at the sound and adjusted one shoulder of her patched and pale cotton dress. Her welcoming smile faltered, just a bit, as she took in Nessa’s and Marie’s clothing.
“Good evening, friends,” she said. “I’m afraid Master Lamon’s gone home for the evening. I’m Zoe, his apprentice. But if there’s anything I can help you with…?”
Her question trailed off as she stared at the strange arrivals. Marie spread her open hands.
“We’re…traveling merchants,” she said, “and I apologize, this is a strange question, but it looks like the ship we booked passage on might have…misled us. Can you tell us where we are, exactly?”
Zoe’s eyes went bright, her amusement flooding back. “Of course! You’re in Mirenze. City of coin, tarnished jewel of the Empire. I confess, you gave me a start, dressed as you are—haven’t seen clothing of that cut before. Where are you from?”
Marie just stood there for a second, wobbly on her feet. Swords Against Madness had been her favorite novel ever since she was a little girl. Now she was living in it.
“We’re from, ah—” Nessa said, trying to fill the silence. She nudged Marie with her elbow.
“Belle Terre,” Marie said, snatching at the first distant name she remembered from Carolyn’s books. Distant enough, she hoped, that she couldn’t be proved a liar. “This look is all the rage right now. You’ll probably be seeing more of it soon. After all, like everyone says, all roads lead to Mirenze.”
“That they do.” Zoe laughed. “And even if you’re off course, there’s scarcely a finer city to find yourself off course in. You’ll be able to find passage wherever you’re headed, land or sea.”
She paused, then flicked a glance to the darkness outside the window.
“Just to be certain, though. Does that mean you haven’t been told about our…nocturnal peculiarities?”
Marie shook her head. “Such as?”
“When night falls, a web of lamps stretches all the way from—here, let me show you.”
She pulled open a drawer filled to overflowing with maps, parchment rolled and bound tight with bows of string. She seemed to know them all by heart; she picked one up in her ink-stained hands, pulled the string, and unfurled it upon one of the easels. It was a map of the city, sprawling along the curve of a coastline, with tangled streets and lovingly detailed spires in sepia ink. Zoe pointed with the dry nib of a calligraphy pen.
“Here’s us. From Pepper Street to the Western Annex, lamps are placed at every corner. They extend to about…here.” She drew an imaginary line midway across the map. “The lights cover the entire waterfront and basically anywhere travelers like yourself might need to go after dark. Don’t leave the light.”
“Why not?” Nessa asked.
Zoe tapped the pen against her chin, thoughtful, like she was weighing a diplomatic response.
“There is an…unspoken arrangement in place. I don’t mean to be evasive, but it’s generally not something we discuss with outsiders. Suffice to say that the city militia doesn’t go beyond the lights, and neither should you. It isn’t safe. And dressed as you are…well, the militia is skittish around outsiders who look different. Especially women. Be careful, all right?”
“Thank you,” Marie said. “We’ll keep it in mind.”
The smile returned to Zoe’s eyes. “Wonderful. And for what it’s worth, I hope you enjoy your stay! Now, if there’s nothing else, I really should be locking up for the night.”
As they left the shop, Nessa leaned close and murmured in Marie’s ear.
“So? Spoilers. What’s in the dark?”
Marie frowned and glanced back over her shoulder. “I have no idea. Carolyn never wrote about that. But going by that map, she was right on the broad strokes and wrong on the details. Like, according to Swords in the Hour of Desolation—”
“How many of these books are there?”
“A lot.” Marie ducked her head. “Anyway, she said Mirenze’s docks are on the east side of the city, but Zoe’s map puts them on the north side. We can use my memory of the books as a general guidepost, but we’d better not rely on it.”
“Wonderful. So, what do people around here do for money, and how can we get some? We’re going to need a place to sleep and something to eat before long.”
They rounded the bend, returning the way they came, and froze. A pack of men in olive tabards, with truncheons and iron manacles dangling from their belts, were combing over the wreckage from their arrival. Two of them poked at the torn electrical line like it was a snake that might bite them, while another three hauled on the metal table, trying to wrench it free from where it had fused with the side of a house. A sixth, dangling a lamp from a metal pole to shed light on the scene, spotted them.
“Ho, strangers!” He pointed their way. “Halt and present yourself in the name of the militia!”
Nessa and Marie didn’t need to say a word. They shared a glance, looked to the narrow mouth of an alley off to the left, and ran for it. Their shoes pounded the cobblestones as they raced down the jagged, twisting corridor, and the air was thick with the stench of rotting garbage and tossed-out chamber pots.
“I probably don’t need to ask,” Nessa panted as they ran, chancing a quick glance over her shoulder, “but according to the books, they burn witches in Mirenze, don’t they?”
“Big time,” Marie gasped. They burst out onto a side street, running parallel to the coast. They were beyond the friendly glow of the streetlamps now. Full dark, lit only by the carpet of strange stars and what remained of the moon. They stumbled to a stop, catching their breaths as they kept their ears perked, listening for the sound of pursuit.
“I think they let us go,” Nessa said.
She didn’t have to guess why, not when she could barely see her hand in front of her face. They were on the dark streets. The places the militia didn’t go at night.
“Looks like—” Marie paused, getting her bearings, and traced the curve of the street with her fingertip like a sailor reckoning the stars. “Looks like if we go this way, we’ll meet back up with the roads by the waterfront.”
“Do we want to?” Nessa asked. “Maybe we’re better off taking our chances in the dark.”
Marie couldn’t argue that. She stared upward, looking for an alternative, and pointed.
“The bell tower. Should be a church nearby.”
“And considering these people burn witches, is that a good thing?”
“If they’re open, we can plead sanctuary. I’ll give them the ‘lost merchants’ story—”
“Marie,” Nessa said, “you are not good at lying. Let me handle that.”
“If nothing else, we might be able to wrangle a cot for the night and something to eat.”
They set off toward the bell tower, using its silhouette against the stars as a landmark to guide their footsteps as they headed farther into the dark. They’d traveled maybe a quarter of a mile when Marie heard rustling behind them. She turned, eyes sharp. The street was empty.
Ten more steps, and the rustling was closer.
“Nessa, did you—”
“Uh-huh.” Nessa stopped in the middle of the street with her hands on her hips. “Who’s there? Show yourselves.”
And they did, slinking from the shadows all around them, emerging from alleyways and dark corners. Figures in robes of skin and fur and masks of pallid bone, each carved to resemble some sort of animal. They circled Nessa and Marie in a slow, prowling pack, cutting off any chance of escape as they closed the net around them.
“It insists,” said a woman in a wolf mask, giving a husky chuckle.
“And so it receives,” said another, her mask beaked like a falcon. Blades of bone dangled from her wrists on leather thongs, like a pair of lethal talons. “How polite we are to our prey.”
There were eight of them now, eyes wide and hungry behind their masks.
A man, a mole snickering behind his fat-cheeked and bone-whiskered disguise, said, “We are kind to fools. But what manner of fools are these, dressed so strangely? If we peel their skin, will their insides be as unique as their outsides?”
A cold wind gusted down the boulevard, kicking up leaves and stray rocks. Wooden shutters rattled as stray night birds took flight, squawking. Then a hush fell over the street like a heavy wool blanket on a winter’s night, stilling every sound, every movement, every thought and emotion save one.
Fear.
The masked figures slowly parted the circle, shoulders hunched and heads bowed to make room for a new arrival as she strode, imperious, from the shadows. She wore a dress of snowy white velvet that matched the bone of her mask, carved in the shape of a mouse. An ermine cape with a ruffled fur collar trailed in her wake. Opera gloves sheathed her arms to the elbows, and each white finger ended in a tiny metallic claw, glinting in the moonlight.
“Mole, I’m disappointed. I taught you better than that. I taught you all better than that. Did you look upon these women with all of your eyes, or just the two you were born with? Did you smell with your heart? Did you touch with your intuition?”
The woman in the mouse mask stood face-to-face with Nessa. She studied her, taking some silent measure, and lowered her voice.
“If you had done that,” the woman said, “you would know to bow in the presence of greatness. The Owl and her knight have returned to us at long last. Just as I promised they would.”
“I’m sorry,” Nessa said. “Have…we met?”
“We have, and I’ve been waiting so long. I was starting to worry this night might never come.”
She reached up, careful with her claws, and took off her mask. The woman underneath was somewhere in her early forties, her face showing the first real lines of age, her eyes the kind of tired that only comes from seeing too much of the world.
“I’m Hedy,” she said. “I’m your daughter.”



THIRTY-NINE
On a desolate rooftop, along a stretch of salmon-colored shingles, the air began to shimmer.
An arm draped in tattered rags wrenched itself through a crack in the world. Then another. And a third, a spear made of gnarled bone prying open the gap. A woman’s form, drenched in black slime, forced its way out one agonizing inch at a time. Her flesh bubbled and ran like melting wax, hot as the occult chemicals that boiled in her veins.
Savannah flopped onto her back and lay there, staring up at the canopy of strange constellations.
“Memo to myself,” she whispered. “Unaided interdimensional translocation is viable. It also hurts. Excessively. Think I may have boiled off three to five percent of my body mass in transit. Internal organs slightly rearranged. Conclusion: find a better method of travel in future.”
She rolled onto her belly, then pushed herself up onto her hands and knees, prowling along the rooftop. Tiny droplets of ink spattered the tiles in her wake, sizzling and casting off wisps of gray smoke.
She dropped flat. In the street below, masks of pallid bone caught the moonlight, shimmering like moths’ wings. Roth and Reinhart were with them. The procession moved as one, heading away from the distant lamplights, and Savannah followed.
*     *     *
“I have so many questions,” Nessa said.
“And I hope that I have answers,” Hedy replied, “but we’d best keep moving. We aren’t the only hunters who come out after sunset.”
Nessa walked alongside her, marveling. Answers at last. The truth at last. Hedy hung her mask on her belt, turning her bare face to bask in a crisp night breeze.
“So it was you,” Nessa said. “The book of spells, the tarot card—it was all your doing.”
A frown creased Hedy’s brow.
“Tarot? I’m not sure what that is. But no. If I had a way of reaching you, I would have done it ages ago. Believe me, I’ve tried. I’ve tried relentlessly. I only knew that you and Marie would reincarnate, and I hoped you’d either return to our world or find a way across from another.” She looked them up and down. “And I’m guessing it was the second option.”
Marie glanced at her outfit. “I thought we could pass as foreign merchants.”
“With those fabrics? What do you even call that?”
“Polyester,” Marie said.
“Fascinating. But I don’t think that story’s going to pass muster, not unless you got much better at lying—”
“She didn’t,” Nessa chimed in.
“That settles that, then. Change of clothes for both of you, as soon as we get home.”
“So, just to clarify,” Nessa said, “you’re…my daughter?”
“Not by blood, if that’s what you mean. When we bring a witch into our fold, we declare our allegiance. A fledgling might be our brother, our sister, our cousin. These bonds are true as blood. Truer. You accepted me as your apprentice, and then…you adopted me. A declaration rarely made, and never lightly.”
Nessa studied her as they walked.
“You must have shown great potential,” she decided.
Hedy stared straight ahead. Her voice rode on a high-tension line, strained as she fought to keep her emotions under control.
“You made me great. As you promised you would. And I did my best to carry on your work. You really don’t remember anything? Anything at all?”
“No,” she said. “I’m sorry. This must be difficult for you.”
“Difficult?”
Hedy brushed a curled finger across her eyelashes. A tiny damp pearl caught on her knuckle as her voice quavered, on the edge of breaking.
“I watched you die,” Hedy said. “I was there. And I couldn’t save you. I couldn’t…”
She trailed off. She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and lifted her chin.
“But everything is going to be all right now.”
Quick feet pattered up a side street. A woman dressed in sleek brown leathers, a rapier on her hip, raced over to Hedy and jolted to a stop. She was in her forties, sallow-eyed, with short-cropped hair and sweat glistening on her freckled cheeks.
“All three advance scouts reported in,” she said, gulping down air. “All clear tonight. Shouldn’t be any problems between here and the homestead.”
“Thank you.” Hedy glanced to Nessa. “This is my knight, Gazelle.”
Gazelle was staring, wide-eyed, jaw slack as she caught her breath.
“It’s…it’s them. It’s really them.”
“Did you think I was lying?” Hedy asked, the edge of a playful challenge in her voice. “It’s them. Tonight, we feast. We’ll break out the good wine for a change.”
“This world has wine,” Nessa said. “I’m liking it more already.”
“We are not entirely uncivilized,” Hedy replied. “So, what did you mean before? You thought I was sending you things?”
Marie walked just behind them, and Gazelle fell into stride alongside her. The other knight kept giving her shy little glances.
“Someone’s been steering us from the beginning,” Marie said. “We only saw the message that you and—that you and the last Nessa recorded because we were sent a mirror that could show it. Someone put a book of spells in a used bookstore and propped it up for Nessa to see—”
“And impersonated me over a year ago to hide the device that ultimately helped bring us here,” Nessa said. “Whoever they are, they’re playing a very long game.”
Hedy blinked at her. “You found practical writings in a bookstore? Is magic so common in your world that grimoires are spread freely? Does everyone practice the art?”
“It barely exists in our world,” Nessa said, “outside of dreamers and the self-deluded. And those who do practice hide like rats.”
“I’m afraid our current circumstances aren’t much better. We’ve had some setbacks of late.”
The jumbled peasant houses gave way to the barred windows and stone walls of a commerce district. At the end of a slumbering street, Ionic columns carved from stout oak held up an open roof. Under the shade of the long rooftop, barrels lined long racks alongside towering wooden tubs and copper-screwed presses. Engravings on the portico, barely legible in the dark, read Fieri Olive Oil Company.
“I had to rebuild the coven from scratch,” Hedy said. “It was just me and Gazelle in the beginning. Soon I realized we’d need a sound base of operations, one that could go unnoticed in the daylight hours. And, ideally, garner some legitimate income in the process.”
“Sound indeed,” Nessa said. “I approve.”
Hedy’s smile lit up the shadows. She led the way to the last wooden vat under the roof of the colonnade. The flagstone floor was sticky under their feet, drizzled with layers of ancient stains, and the air carried a sharp tang like old vinegar. She turned a wooden tap in the base of the vat—twice right, three times left—and pulled. The empty vat split along a seam in the wood, and the halves rolled aside on concealed metal casters to expose a stairway yawning beneath.
“Home sweet home for the moment,” Hedy said. “Mind your step. Mole, Butterfly, stay behind and stand watch until the scouts get back. Everyone else, with me.”
The stairway ended in a vaulted door. Jagged sigils had been carved into the wood, hundreds of them in a cascade, like a curtain of twisted snowflakes. Marie couldn’t read them, but they looked like a warning. Like sea dragons on the corners of an old map, marking the places still uncharted and wild.
“What did you mean when you said you’ve had setbacks?” Nessa asked.
Hedy pressed her palm to the knife-scarred wood. The door groaned wide.
Her coven had made their lair in a natural cavern, deep beneath the city’s streets. Beadlets of cold water dripped from a spear bed of stalactites. Water poured down along one wall, a shimmering curtain over slimy rock, collecting in a curving stone trough that ran along the length of the cave. Candles had been lit. Hundreds of them, white and black and scarlet, fixed with clumps of melted wax to the trough’s edge and outcroppings and wherever else they would fit, twinkling in the dark.
Hedy pointed to the waterfall, her blade-tipped gloves glinting in the candlelight. She played tour guide instead of answering Nessa’s question. “We tapped into a cistern, over on Salt Street, and channel the water in. Fresh and cold as a stone, all we need. The entrance is warded against scrying, and we have enough provisions stocked to hold out against a siege.”
She rapped her blade-nails upon a long communal table at the heart of the cavern, lined with rough-hewn benches on either side.
“And we have enough provisions for a proper feast, when the hour calls for it. And this hour does. Gazelle, see to it. Tell Boar I want her to use that recipe she’s been working on, with the good spices. And don’t spare the fresh greens either.”
Gazelle clicked her bootheels, gave her a sharp nod, and darted toward an archway carved in the cavern wall. The woman only seemed to have two speeds, dead still or fast-forward. Marie caught her shooting one last curious glance her way before she slipped out of sight.
Some of the enthusiasm faded from Hedy’s eyes. Her voice dropped, soft.
“Not in front of the others. I…I made a mistake, Mother. And I may have doomed us all.”
“How can we help?” Nessa asked. No hesitation.
There was something different in her lover’s bearing, Marie thought. Normally Nessa had to be cajoled into helping anyone. Now she took on the gait of a corporate executive, called in to rescue a failing franchise. She strode at Hedy’s side, eyes sharp behind her glasses, taking in everything and everyone as if she was jotting down the tiniest details on a mental list. Hedy led them in the opposite direction, down a narrow tunnel where the earthy walls were corrugated like the bones of some prehistoric beast’s rib cage.
It opened onto another cave, the stone bearing the marks of pick-axes where it had been dug out and widened by hand. A four-poster bed draped in furs sat upon the naked stone, alongside a finely woven rug and an ornate end table with an oil lamp. Condensation dripped from a stalactite above, pooling onto the bed’s silken canopy, drawing distorted water stains on the rich fabric. Opposite, tables lined the cavern walls, mismatched and jumbled together, piled high with odds and ends and strange devices. Gears and springs formed heaps alongside glittering stones and crystal shards.
“My quarters, and my workshop,” Hedy explained. Her voice was tight, her hands fluttering. “Leadership has its privileges. And its burdens. Though I think the coven is happy to have me not working on my inventions in the common hall anymore. They occasionally explode. Only occasionally, but really, it only takes one time—”
Nessa put her hand on Hedy’s shoulder. Hedy fell silent in a heartbeat.
“Talk to me,” Nessa said.
“Since…since you died, I’ve focused my research on the Shadow In-Between. Looking for a way to find you, to reach out to you.”
Nessa tilted her head. “Shadow In-Between? I’ve heard that phrase before.”
“It’s where we draw our magic from,” Hedy said. “The liminal space between everything that is and everything that might be. That’s where we recorded the message for you. Anyway, there are these…people. They call themselves the Sisterhood of the Noose.”
“Another coven?” Marie asked.
“Nothing so elegant.” Hedy’s nose wrinkled like she smelled something foul. “They’re a murder cult, and they sell their services to any man willing to pay. They claim to worship a creature called the King of Rust, though I’ve seen no evidence that such a thing exists. They recently acquired an artifact—a candle that burns without respite and never melts down—and claimed it was drawn from a rupture in the Shadow In-Between. Well, obviously, I wanted it for my studies.”
“Of course,” Nessa said. “What did you do?”
“I did precisely as you taught me. I saw what I wanted and I took it.”
Hedy led them over to the end of the row of tables. Wineglasses, carved from flawless crystal, stood stacked in an ornate pyramid. Each held a measure of water, their surfaces jarred by occasional ripples from nowhere. A single thin black candle stood in a brass holder at the heart of the pyramid, its wick burning bright.
“I’m using purified water to measure dimensional instability,” Hedy said, gesturing to a thick open book alongside the display. It was lined with charts and graphs penned in a cramped hand, a flood of numbers and dates. “The candle…isn’t entirely here. Or more to the point, I think it exists in multiple worlds at the same time, in multiple points of space.”
“I’m not seeing a mistake,” Nessa said.
“The mistake was not covering our tracks well enough.”
Hedy folded her arms across her stomach. She stared at the glasses. One shivered, letting out a tiny chime that rang through the cavern.
“They want their candle back,” Marie guessed.
“A month ago, we were twenty-seven in number.” Hedy’s face was carved from stone as she watched the candle flame dance. “Now there are only sixteen of us left. We didn’t cover our tracks, and we underestimated their strength.”
“Accidents happen,” Nessa said. “We make mistakes—”
“On my watch,” Hedy replied. “By my command. And eleven of my people, my students, are dead. We tried sending a messenger, offering to return the candle in exchange for a truce. They returned the messenger. They’d flayed him alive, and his stomach was swollen with bits of his own cooked flesh. The Sisterhood is waging a war of extermination. And they’re going to win.”
She turned, facing Nessa and Marie. She held out her open hands.
“Tell me you brought a little hope with you. Tell me you found Wisdom’s Grave. Tell me you have a coven of your own and numbers to add to mine. Give me…something.”
Their faces, their silence answered her question. Hedy’s shoulders slumped.
“I’m sorry,” Nessa said. “We aren’t any closer to finding it. And it appears that finding it wouldn’t save us from this cycle of death and rebirth. It isn’t a cycle; it’s woven into the fabric of what we are.”
“You don’t know that. Not until we find it. Generations of this coven have joined the hunt for Wisdom’s Grave. Not for nothing. I don’t believe it was for nothing. I won’t believe that.”
“And I don’t have a coven,” Nessa said. “On my world…I’m just a schoolteacher, nothing more.”
“I won’t believe that either,” Hedy said. “You are the Owl.”
“Yes. But I’m still learning what that means.”
Voices echoed up the winding tunnel, loud and raucous, followed by the sound of a copper bell ringing out. Hedy pushed herself away from the worktable and clapped her hands.
“You were both brought here for a reason,” Hedy said. “I’m not giving up hope.”
The strength of her voice didn’t match the resolve of her words. Her gaze went distant. She took a deep breath and pushed her shoulders back.
“Right. Dinner. Masks on, ladies.”
Her mouse mask still dangled from her belt, untouched. She just lifted her chin high, turned her eyes to cold steel, and led the way out.



FORTY
The surviving members of Hedy’s coven lined the grand table as the feast was laid out. Roasted venison, carrots and greens, sliced cranberries marinating in a blood-red glaze. Wicker-wrapped bottles of wine were marched out, their wax seals cracked and corks pulled, burgundy liquid splashing into mismatched goblets at every place setting. They dined upon dishes of lacquered wood and glazed glass like paupers at an attic-sale banquet. The utensils were crude but the meat was rich, spiced with a flavor like hot curry, and the vegetables were fresh and crisp.
Fresher than the supermarket, Marie thought, realizing they must have been scavenged from local farms. She sat at the end of the table, near the cistern waterfall, and a cool mist caressed her face as she lifted her battered goblet of red wine.
The witches doffed their masks, and aliases turned to names as the conversation flowed along the table’s length. Boar became Sebastiana, Mole became Lamberto; Gazelle, for her part, was still Gazelle. She’d abandoned her birth name or simply didn’t care to use it. She sat close to Marie, still rarely engaging her in conversation but never far with her sidelong glances.
Hedy’s shattered resolve had been whisked away with a broom and dustpan, replaced by an air of bravado. She regaled her followers with encouragement, with praise, singling out each and every one of them when the moment was right for the spotlight to move along the table.
“Dire Mother,” said Violetta, a butterfly mask dangling from the belt of her moth-eaten robes, “now that the Owl has returned to us…have you asked her the question? May we hear her reply?”
“Question?” Nessa asked.
“An important tradition,” Hedy told her. She looked across the table to Violetta and lifted her goblet. “One of our most important traditions. But no, not yet. There’s a bit of a treat in store first. Two gifts, one for the Owl, one for her faithful knight, and both are long overdue. Celso, fetch the box.”
A broad-shouldered man with scraggly black hair, one eye concealed under a brown leather patch, approached with a box. Teak, with delicate bronze hinges and a twist clasp in front. Hedy took it from him, nodded her thanks, and turned the box toward Nessa.
“I’ve held on to this for a very long time. Though I must apologize for the poorness of the gift. It’s not so much a present as it is…well, let’s call it the rightful return of your stolen property.”
She turned the clasp and raised the lid. Inside, upon a bed of crushed black velvet, a mask of white bone glistened in the flickering candlelight. It had a savage beak and eyes that could swallow the world, surrounded by layers of intricately carved feathers. The face of a horned owl.
Nessa’s lips parted. She reached for it, slowly, her fingers dangling half an inch above the bone as if dancing on a layer of static electricity.
“I feel…” she murmured.
“Yourself,” Hedy replied. “This was your most prized possession. Some of your old power, your old life, still clings to the mask. May it feed and strengthen you in this one.”
“Let us see,” called out Violetta. She lifted her glass high and nudged the woman beside her with her elbow. “Let us all see! Put it on!”
The rest of the coven took up the call, toasting, glasses clinking along the table as every eager eye turned Nessa’s way. Nessa flashed a rare grin and pressed her fingertips to the sides of the mask.
Then her eyes rolled back, her breath gusted from her lungs, and she collapsed onto the table. Her goblet tipped and spilled, a river of red winding along the gnarled wood, staining her fallen hair.
*     *     *
“You said she’s been sick for a while?”
Nessa lay in Hedy’s bed, tucked into the furs, bundled up to her chin as she slept. Marie’s short-chopped fingernails dug into her palms as she watched the covers slowly rise and fall with her lover’s breath. Hedy stood beside her.
“Since the zoo,” Marie said. “I mean—it’s a long story. Nessa’s husband died, and his friends blamed us for it. We had to fight our way out. Ever since, every single time she uses magic, she’s been having these…episodes. Nausea, dizziness. But she told me it was nothing.”
Hedy studied the sleeping woman like a doctor making a prognosis.
“This book, the one she learned her craft from. Show it to me.”
Marie produced it from the mirror bag. Hedy leafed through the pages. Her fingers trailed along spidery lines of text, tracing diagrams and sigils, faster by the moment. She finally looked back to Marie as she slammed the cover shut, her knuckles trembling and white. Her voice quaked with barely restrained fury.
“Who. Wrote. This.”
“I don’t know. Like I told you, Nessa found it in a used bookstore. But it was meant for her to find. I mean, there’s a message that addresses her by name.”
“Clearly.” Hedy spat the word and turned to stare at Nessa.
“Why? What’s wrong with the book? We wouldn’t have survived half this long if it wasn’t for the spells it taught her.”
“The problem isn’t what it taught her,” Hedy replied. “The problem is what it didn’t teach her.”
After that, she refused to speak another word until Nessa woke.
She stirred, groaning, and Hedy was at her side like a shot. She cradled Nessa’s head, lifting it gently so she could slip a second pillow underneath, and held a wooden cup to her lips.
“Water,” Hedy said. “Drink up, you’ll feel better.”
On her other side, Marie clasped Nessa’s hand—weak, clammy, beaded with sweat—in both of hers. Nessa drank the entire cup and then nodded, wincing as she shifted on the pillows.
“I’m all right,” Nessa said. “I just…had an episode.”
Hedy turned away. Ostensibly to put the cup down on her bedside table, but Marie saw her wiping at her eyes with the side of her hand. It glistened, wet, when she turned back again, hiding her anguish behind a wall of anger.
“It’s not an episode,” Hedy said. “You’re sick. And I know exactly what’s wrong with you.”
“You have my undivided attention,” Nessa said.
“Like I told you, we draw our magic from the Shadow In-Between. Fundamental cosmic energy, the power of potential, the primal essences of creation and destruction.”
“With you so far,” Nessa murmured.
“It is not safe. It is the farthest thing from safe imaginable. Accidentally allowing raw Shadow into your body—even a tiny bit, no bigger than a grain of rice—is a death sentence. When I teach a fledgling, the first year of lessons is nothing but warding rituals, charms against the Shadow, methods of protecting herself from its influence. It’s the foundation of every single spell we cast, an essential first step.”
Nessa’s brow furrowed. “I don’t remember anything like that from my book.”
“No. You don’t. Because it isn’t in there.”
Hedy rapped her knuckles against the cover of the book.
“This isn’t a grimoire,” Hedy said. “It’s a murder weapon. And you were the target.”
The furs rustled as Nessa sat bolt upright. Her eyes opened wide. Her hand clutched Marie’s in a death grip.
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying you’re infected.” Hedy tossed the book onto the side table. It landed with a thump beside Nessa’s glasses. “And there is no cure. There are ways to slow down the progress of the affliction, tonics, potions, but nothing that can stop it.”
Hedy’s words choked off. Her lips moved, but nothing else came out. She had to turn her back on them, staring at the rough stone wall, before she could speak again.
“You’re going to die.”
“But…that’s…” Nessa shook her head, like she couldn’t understand or she was fighting with all her might not to. “How? Could it have been a mistake?”
“No,” Hedy said, her back still turned. “The spells in that book are written at a mistress’s level. No one without decades of experience or staggering raw potential could even understand them, let alone hope to weave them. It’s impossible that anyone could grasp that level of witchcraft and not know about the most basic warding charms. Whoever wrote that book intended for you to fail. They poisoned you, stabbed you in the heart with a venomed dagger, and every single spell you’ve cast has driven that blade deeper.”
“Poison,” Nessa echoed.
She slumped back on the bed. She stared up at the water-stained canopy. Her hand, in Marie’s, went slack.
“How long do I have?”
“Impossible to say,” Hedy told her. “Untreated, if we hadn’t figured it out, you would have been dead in a month or less. I know a recipe for a tonic that will slow the disease’s progress. You created it, ironically enough.”
“But there’s no cure.”
“No,” Hedy said.
She walked away. Up the tunnel, head bowed in broken silence, leaving Marie and Nessa alone together. Neither spoke, not for a long while. They just listened to the slow, steady drip of water off the stalactite, pattering down on the bed’s silken canopy.
“Faust was wrong,” Nessa said at long last.
“How do you mean?”
“This idea that we’re by-products of the first story ever told. That we have no tormentor to wage war against.” She let out a bitter laugh. “Clearly we do. You know, it’s funny. I always looked askance on the traditional notion of hell. Burning forever in a lake of flame. Do you know why?”
“Tell me,” Marie said.
“Because humans can become accustomed to anything. Anything. Yes, it would be unspeakable agony at first, but how would the lake of fire feel in a hundred years? Five hundred, a thousand? Eventually it would be your new normal. An annoyance, like a fly buzzing too close to your face. You’d forget what not burning even felt like. And so, I always thought a true hell would need a creative torturer at the helm. Someone who could mix things up, so the prisoners could never reach that point of cold comfort. Finding new and more clever ways to punish them for their sins.”
Nessa’s head turned on the pillow. She met Marie’s gaze.
“And that’s what happened. We must have been getting too comfortable with the same old routine, so somebody mixed it up for us. They sent me a book that offered all the power I craved, all the secrets I hungered to understand, all the tools we needed to carve a way out of this eternal nightmare. And they gave it to me with a ticking time bomb attached. The very act of reaching for something better, the sin of hope, is what killed me this time around.”
“You aren’t dead yet,” Marie said.
“You heard her. There’s no cure. And the only thing I’m good at, the only skill that makes me useful, will kill me that much faster.”
“That is not the only thing you’re good at. And just because she thinks there isn’t a cure doesn’t mean we shouldn’t look for one.”
“With what? We have no way back to our own world, Hedy’s coven is half-dead and won’t last another month by the sound of it, and Wisdom’s Grave is just as far away as it was when we drove away from Manhattan.”
Her hand patted Marie’s. Then she slid it under the furs and turned her face to the water-stained canopy.
“I need some privacy. Please.”
“Nessa, I’m not leaving you—”
“Please.” Nessa squeezed her eyes shut. “Marie, I…I love you, you know this, and I want to spend as much time as I have left at your side. But right now…right now, I just found out I’m going to die. I’m going to be dead soon, and everything we hoped for, everything we dreamed of, was nothing but a sick joke. I need to cry for a while, and I don’t want anyone watching me, because my pride is the only thing I have left. Please don’t take it from me.”
Marie rubbed Nessa’s arm through the furs. Then she rose, turned her back, and left her there.
Out in the covenstead cavern, Hedy sat upon an outcropping of damp stone beside the cistern waterfall. She’d put her mouse mask on, head bowed, bone flecked with cold mist. One of her students tried to put a comforting hand on her shoulder. She slapped it and waved him away. No one spoke.
Marie settled onto a bench, halfway along the communal table. It was still scattered with smeared plates and empty, toppled bottles of wine from the feast. She sat amid the litter, propped one elbow on the table, and rested her heavy head against her fist.
When they first arrived, when she realized where she was, she thought they were setting out on a storybook adventure. Now the adventure was over. She felt like Robinson Crusoe, and the only two women on the island capable of building a raft were too broken to take one more step. Hedy’s hopes had been shattered. Nessa’s stolen from her by the cruelest trick Marie could imagine.
And here she was. Useless to either of them, out of ideas, out of options.
I’ll stay at her side until the time comes, she thought. She couldn’t use the word die, not yet, not even in her own mind. And then…and then she’d find a way to see herself out. These “Sisters of the Noose” hounding the coven sounded like worthy opponents. After all, the Witch and her Knight always died close together. That’s what the story decreed, and that’s what the universe would demand. The only choice Marie had left was who she’d go down fighting against.
Gazelle sat down beside her.
“Can we talk?” she asked. “Openly. One knight to another.”
“You’ll have to go find a real knight, then,” Marie said. “I’m a pretty lousy excuse for one. I had one job. Keep Nessa safe. And she was getting poisoned all this time, right under my nose.”
“I know.” Gazelle waved a hand. “We all live in a cave together. Word travels fast.”
“After Hedy spent all those years hyping us up, I assume you’re pretty disappointed.”
“Some of the others are, true,” Gazelle said. “But I’m not. I’ve been waiting a long time to see you again, Marie. I owe you a debt. Will you let me repay it?”



FORTY-ONE
Gazelle scrounged up a half-empty bottle of wine and a pair of rough wooden cups. She poured for both of them.
“Many years ago—too many, when I look in the mirror—I was an apprentice who made a very foolish mistake. Our coven split in a violent schism. And I, of little faith and too much fear, chose the wrong side.”
“What happened?” Marie asked.
“Well, my faction largely ended up splattered across a chunk of arctic tundra. I ran. That’s what I’m good at. And I ran right into the arms of the opposing team. They were going to kill me on the spot. And not kindly. The prospect of blooding one of their youngest, by ordering her to slice my face off while I was still alive and screaming, was touted as a possibility.”
“Jesus,” Marie breathed. “How’d you get out of it?”
“I didn’t, not on my own. One of their number spoke up in my defense. At great risk to herself, no less—but she saw something she considered unjust and she wouldn’t be silenced. The others came around to her point of view, and I was given a rare second chance.”
Gazelle clinked her cup against Marie’s.
“You were the woman in question, by the way. You saved my life.” She raised her cup. “Cheers.”
Marie sipped her wine. It was more bitter than sweet, going down in a wash of black pepper and almonds.
“Your liege still scares the hell out of me, just for the record,” Gazelle added. “Anyway. I missed your big exit. Nessa sent me on a year’s wander, to find myself, and you were gone by the time I returned. I wanted to do…something in your honor, so I asked Hedy if I could become her knight.”
“It does,” Marie said. “Honor me. A lot. So how did I die, last time around?”
Gazelle flashed a grin. One of her canines was longer than the others, faded to a coffee-stain yellow.
“Fighting. You sent twenty men to the shores of hell the day the Owl died, and it took twenty more to bring you down. They still tell stories about you to scare wayward children. You know, eat all your vegetables or the Blue Knight will come for you. We should all be so famous.”
“Fat lot of good it did.” Marie’s fingers drummed against her cup as she stared into the scarlet wine-froth. “Nessa’s given up, Hedy’s given up, it’s just down to us. And what can we do? I don’t know any magic. I don’t have any tricks up my sleeve. I’m useless.”
Gazelle reached out. The tip of her index finger hooked Marie’s chin and turned her head so their eyes could meet.
“How dare you?” Gazelle asked. She sounded more tired than reproachful, worn down but still standing. “Don’t you understand how this works? Marie…what is the Knight’s role?”
“I wish I knew. I’ve been trying to figure it out since we started this journey. At first I thought it was to uphold the classic virtues of knighthood—”
“Slay your liege’s enemies, hound them without mercy, and bathe in their tears?”
“See?” Marie jabbed a finger at her. “That’s what I’m talking about. Now in my world—no, in one corner of my world, in one particular time in history, it was more along the lines of ‘respect all weaknesses, and constitute thyself as the defender of the defenseless.’”
Gazelle shrugged. “I suppose that’s one way of doing it. If you really want.”
“What I mean is, there are lots of times and places and…well, now I know there are lots of worlds, and knighthood stands for something different everywhere we look. So how can I be the Knight, if nobody agrees on what that’s supposed to mean?”
“I’m no expert,” Gazelle said, “but I think that means it’s up to you. A knight is supposed to be larger than life. A champion. And what’s the one commonality in all your lifetimes, no matter where or when you find yourself?”
“Nessa,” Marie said.
“Nessa.” Gazelle waved her cup in a circle and tossed back a swig of wine. “You know, back in the day, the Owl would have…her little fits, she called them. She’d sink into a mire of her mind’s creation and sit in the dark, still as a stone, staring at nothing. Hedy tells me that you were the only person who could pull her out of those lightless depths. You were the one who gave her hope when she couldn’t find any on her own. Maybe that’s your most important job right now.”
“What if there isn’t any hope left?” Marie asked. “Nessa’s been poisoned, we aren’t the saviors Hedy thought we were going to be, we’re cut off from our own world, and it sounds like the Sisters of the Noose are getting ready to kick your doors in. I’m not seeing a silver lining.”
“You’re a questing knight, Marie. And this looks like a quest to me. You know, I wasn’t one of the Owl’s apprentices, but she was never shy about sharing her lessons with all of us whelps. Painfully, sometimes, if we didn’t pay proper attention. She sat me down once, when I was frustrated by a simple cantrip, and shared a truth that I’ve never forgotten. She told me that all magic, real magic, begins in your heart. It employs the mind, but it all ignites with a spark, right here.”
Gazelle poked a bony finger against Marie’s breastbone.
“Witchcraft begins in passion. In hunger. In fury and darkness. When you approach the altar of magic, you can’t just come with a wish cupped in your open hands. You have to bring the fire.”
“But I’m not a witch,” Marie said.
“Every woman who fights for what she loves, every woman willing to war, and die, and burn to shape her world is a witch. Some just know more secrets than others. Nessa’s in the dark, Marie, and she can’t find the light without your help. Her fate, and yours—and I hate to say it, but ours for that matter—is all on your shoulders now.”
Gazelle locked eyes with her, arched a single brow, and raised her cup of wine.
“What are you going to do about that?”
It was an impossible challenge. Lethal enemies at the gates, another inside her lover’s body and killing her from within. They were marooned a universe from home. Marie drank her wine. Her thoughts drifted to the stories she’d read as a child. Tales of knights backed into the most bleak and desperate corners, and the one thing her childhood heroines all had in common.
They fought back, and found a way to win.
Break it down, she told herself. This isn’t one vast problem, it’s a handful of them, all slamming us at once. All I need is a crack in the wall, one weak spot where I can start digging us up and out of here.
When she found it, deep inside her heart, it looked a little like a spark. The spark of a bonfire about to ignite.
*     *     *
“We’re not going to die here,” Marie said to Hedy.
Hedy’s mask glistened with mist from the cistern waterfall, and her slumped shoulders were stained and damp. She barely raised her head.
“Marie, I just found my mother again, after decades of searching for her. And she’s going to die, and there’s nothing I or anyone in the world can do about it. Your determination is inspiring to some, I’m sure, but—”
“In this world,” Marie said. “Look, you said you’ve been doing experiments for years, trying to cross dimensions, right?”
Hedy nodded, silent.
“And you’ve made progress, right?”
“Not enough. That candle we took from the Sisterhood felt like it might have been the breakthrough I needed, if I had time to run experiments, but that’s not going to happen.”
“Tell me something. Were you assuming that every parallel Earth is just like this one? Not in terms of history, I mean, in terms of how magic works.”
Now Hedy looked up at her. Her eyes were small behind her mouse mask, curious and narrowed as she studied Marie’s face.
“To build a functional model, yes.”
“Okay. So, when you do this stuff you have to do before casting a spell, to keep the Shadow from getting in, is it obvious to anyone watching? Is it, like, something you have to say out loud, a chant, or a hand gesture or something?”
“Depends,” Hedy replied. “There are over two dozen practical warding techniques. Some are more subtle than others. And it isn’t strictly always required—the most basic spells, the cantrips our fledglings learn, are too low-powered to run much of a risk.”
Marie’s mind was racing, putting together memories, ideas, angles of attack.
“We met some other magicians, in our world,” she said. “And here’s the thing: none of them said a word about any of that stuff. They didn’t warn Nessa, either, even when one of them found out she learned magic from a book, which is apparently super rare where we come from. I mean, that’s a topic that would normally come up, right?”
“I would think so.”
“Hedy, what if people from our Earth don’t get infected by Shadow?”
Hedy sat up straight. Her fingers drummed on the mossy, water-slicked stone beside her.
“There would have to be a reason. I can think of three or four possibilities just offhand, and they’d all have to be subjected to testing. But Nessa was infected on your world.”
“So why her and no one else? You said there’s no cure, that there’s nothing you or anyone else in the world can do about it. No one else in this world. What if that’s the point? That you haven’t found a cure because it’s something unique to our Earth?”
“Getting Nessa home would be a first step in finding out. But I can’t do that. It’s beyond me.”
“It’s beyond the resources you had,” Marie said. “You have us now. Maybe the things we know about our own world, the things we can tell you about how we got here, hold the key you’ve been missing. And I’m not just talking about getting Nessa home. Level with me. The Sisterhood. They’re closing in, and they’re whittling you down. Can you beat them?”
Hedy’s eyes flicked across the cavern, to the stray witches milling around by the feast table, others drifting in and out of the tunnel leading to the larders. She dropped her voice to a whisper.
“No,” she said. “I’ve been putting on a brave face for the others, but…no. By this time next month, we’ll all be dead.”
Marie’s hand squeezed Hedy’s damp shoulder.
“Then let’s just leave. All of us. They can’t kill what they can’t catch.”
She remembered Nessa’s words to her as they opened the gateway, and echoed them now.
“Is there really anything keeping you here?” Marie asked.
Hedy rose from the sodden stone, graceful, chin high as she basked in the icy waterfall mist.
“No,” she said. Then she put her fingers to her lips.
Her shrill whistle echoed off the cavern walls. Everyone jolted to a sudden stop. Bare faces and masks of bone turned her way, and more poked their heads from tunnel mouths, scurrying up to attend. Hedy strode to the heart of the covenstead with Marie on her heels and raised one hand high.
“Hear me,” Hedy called out. “All endeavors are canceled, all schedules wiped clean. I will be seeing each of you with new assignments, and I expect you to treat them as if your lives depend on fulfilling them. Because they do. As of this moment, we have one and only one goal.”
She lowered her arm and put her hands on her hips. Her eyes blazed with the glow of a challenge to be won.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Hedy said, “we’re going to find ourselves a new home.”



FORTY-TWO
“So this ‘electricity’—” Hedy said. She marched up the tunnel to her workshop, Marie at her side.
“It’s the same stuff that’s in lightning.”
Hedy snapped her fingers. “I knew it was possible to harness lightning! I just never had the time to dedicate toward exploring it. Pleased my theories are vindicated. So this card—this ‘bookmark’ that their machine used, it was covered in—what did you call them?”
“Circuits,” Marie said. “And a tarot card—a card used for divination—painted on the other side. But Carlo Sosa’s cards, the ones they took from his suit, were bare on the back, so I think that bit was just to get our attention.”
“And the circuits were made of gold?”
“Gold is conductive,” Marie said. “Electricity can flow through anything, but through a nonconductive substance it doesn’t go very far. Other metals work, too. Copper is good.”
“Copper is easier to lay hands on. But this still only helps in theory. Without seeing the actual patterns on the card, I can’t begin to guess at how it worked.”
Marie had been pondering that. A memory sparked.
“I know a way.”
Hedy tilted her head at her as they walked. A leather satchel clanked on her hip, laden with glass vials.
“But you don’t have the card,” Hedy said. “As far as you know, it’s still in that machine on the other side.”
“Nessa learned a spell—her book said it was an old lover’s game played by witches—the Knot of Venus. I don’t suppose ‘Venus’ is a thing in this world, but basically it let us—”
“Walk in each other’s imaginations. In your memories.” Hedy nodded. “We call it the Knot of Aeclyptus.”
“Memories. And nothing said you have to be lovers to make it work. Nessa and I both got a good long look at the card. Cast the spell, walk back through our minds, and you can literally see it for yourself.”
Nessa lay under the furs, red-eyed, staring up at the silken canopy. Her head lolled on the pillow as Hedy and Marie approached her bedside. Hedy reached under the flap of her satchel and plucked out a long, slim glass vial. Clear broth flecked with minty and pepper-red herbs floated inside.
“First dose of your own remedy,” Hedy explained. “It won’t stop the progression of the disease, but it should slow it down considerably.”
Nessa pushed herself up as she uncorked the vial. She gave it a sniff, dubious, then wrinkled her nose and tossed it back like a shot of whiskey. Her eyelashes fluttered.
“Tastes like…apples?”
“Good,” Hedy said. “The illness has a…well, let’s call it a point of no return, and it’s marked by your senses leaving you one by one. The ability to taste is always the first thing to go. I need you to warn me, right away, if that happens.”
Nessa passed the empty vial over to her, looking suspicious.
“And after the senses?”
“Usually?” Hedy corked the vial and slipped it back into her satchel. “Sanity. I did make a slight modification to your original recipe, by the way. We need you up and fighting, so I tossed in some ground kholkab root. It’s a mild stimulant.”
Nessa’s eyes went wide. Marie watched her pupils blossom.
“Oh,” Nessa said. “Oh. I think I like this.”
“In retrospect,” Hedy said, “‘mild’ might be a slight understatement.”
Marie took Nessa’s hand.
“We’re not giving up. Hedy’s going to find us a way back home. We’re all going home. And then we’re going to find a cure. But we can’t do it without you, Nessa. This coven—they’ve been demoralized, beaten down, they’ve spent weeks watching their friends die one by one. They need inspiration.”
She leaned in and kissed Nessa’s cheek before murmuring in her ear.
“They need the Owl. Can you do that?”
A slow, lopsided smile crept across Nessa’s face.
“Marie,” she said, “fetch my glasses.”
*     *     *
Marzio Catalano was the paymaster of Mirenze’s armory. He’d spent his life as a middleman in the ranks of the Imperial army, coasting along with the absolute minimal effort—too diligent to be busted down to a footman’s pay, and too bland to be promoted. That suited him fine. He had quarters of his own, a comfortable mattress, and he went to sleep every night with a full belly, satisfying all of his life’s ambitions.
He woke from a nightmare he could barely remember, rubbery tentacles drawing him down under black waters. As his eyes adjusted to the dark, he stared at his open window and the canopy of stars beyond.
He remembered latching it before he went to sleep. A cold wind gusted across the wooden sill. It washed over his linens and sent a shiver down his spine.
Faces loomed from the darkness. Masks of bone, staring down at him, and hands bearing long-bladed knives.
“I…I upheld our bargain!” he stammered. “My men don’t light any lamps beyond the docks! I’ve given you over half the city streets. What more do you want from me?”
Another figure emerged from the shadows, standing at the foot of his bed. She wore no mask. As he gazed upon her pale face and tangled hair, Marzio’s panicked fingers clawed at the mattress.
“You,” he breathed. “It’s impossible.”
“Did you believe that mere steel could slay the Blue Knight?” Marie asked.
“I saw…I saw you burn.”
He had been there that day, as a young soldier. He’d watched the witch fall, dead on the pyre. He’d watched the knight make her final charge. And die, of a thousand cuts, before they threw her limp body onto the flames. Even back then, he’d had enough sense to hang back from a fight and let others do the hard work—and given the number of men who died that grim day, hacked to pieces by the Blue Knight’s blade, he credited his life to that decision.
“My vengeance has been delayed for too long,” Marie told him. “I have come to lay waste to all that you hold dear. To turn your city into a tomb, home only to the festering dead. Your cathedrals will be reduced to piss-pots for the hounds of hell and your cemeteries prisons for countless screaming and anguished souls. But. There may be a way for you, and your children, to escape my wrath.”
Marzio lay frozen, caked with icy sweat. He struggled to find his breath, and he spent it in a single word.
“Anything.”
“You have access to the city’s treasury. Tomorrow morning, you’ll put in an emergency request, claiming a shortfall in the soldiers’ wages. You will call for a wagon laden with gold and copper ingots, as many as the horses can haul, and direct the driver to the alley just north of Pepper Street. The driver will leave it there and depart.”
“But…when my superiors find out, they’ll think I stole it. I’ll be court-martialed.”
Marie loomed over him like a tombstone, her shadow falling across his face.
“Would you prefer the alternative?”
The coven had arrived through the window. They left by the bedroom door, after Marzio swore upon his grave and his mother’s and his grandmother’s that the order would be placed come first light.
“That was…interesting,” Hedy said to Marie.
“What was?”
“That speech. Didn’t seem like you.”
“Oh.” Marie chuckled. “It wasn’t. It was a monologue from a Carolyn Saunders novel. Skullthrax the dragon said it.”
“Well, it certainly had the desired effect,” Hedy replied. “What’s a dragon?”
*     *     *
Nessa perched on the edge of a chair in Hedy’s workroom. She had an open book on her lap and raised a sheaf of parchment in each hand, the papers rustling as she waved in greeting.
“I’ve been reading everything,” she said. “All the things. I have notes and suggestions. Also, I think I need more of that tonic. Or just the kholkab root. Probably just the kholkab root.”
Marie gave her a look. “You need to go easy on that stuff. I can’t prove it, but I’m pretty sure it’s basically cocaine.”
Hedy led in Violetta, the witch clad in a long purple gown and her butterfly mask. She cradled a violin in her arms like it was a newborn child. With a wave of Hedy’s hand, she drew her bow across the strings and played the first confident note of a waltz.
Hedy held her hand out to Nessa.
“Dance with me?”
Cheek to cheek, arm in arm, the music and the magic took hold. The world washed away on a cascade of sound. Nessa’s pounding heart slowed to match Hedy’s own, strong and steady. The rock of the cavern melted, turning to store shelves and grungy tile and tubes of fluorescent light.
They stood hand in hand, facing a ghostly portrait of Nessa and Marie as they prepared to activate Ezra’s machine. A moment frozen in time, like a misty hologram. Marie’s image brandished the tarot card. Hedy walked around her, studying it from every angle.
“This…some of this makes sense to me. The machine’s beyond me, obviously, but these aren’t purely mechanical designs. The circuits are glyphs. Sigils of power.” She pointed to the stone circle at the heart of the room. “This is harder.”
Nessa looked to the rock. It was a hazy, blurry smear. “Why are some of these images sharp and some washed-out?”
“Because we’re standing in your memory,” Hedy said with a smile. She pointed to Marie. Her face was clear, distinct, more vivid than anything around it. “This is where your attention was focused. You did take a good look at the card, so I can see what you saw, but apparently you only made a cursory glance at the ritual stone.”
“I may have a way around that,” Nessa said. She paused. “And while we’re here, just the two of us…I’m sorry.”
Hedy glanced up from the card. “For?”
“You expected some kind of hero, after waiting all these years. A witch-queen, a savior to lead you out of the woods. And I’m just…Vanessa Fieri, professor of anthropology. From the West Village. And originally from a trailer park in Hoboken.” Nessa dropped her empty hands to her sides. “I can’t imagine what kind of a letdown this was.”
“Mother.”
Hedy crossed the span between them. Wreaths of white mist wound between their feet.
“I have been beleaguered, battered, bereft of hope. Until now. And I have you and Marie to thank for that. Yes, I waited decades for you to come back to us. Not to save us. Just to see you again. It’s strange, you know. You’re the age you were when you left us, and I’ve…gotten older.” Hedy glanced down at her hands. At a long vein standing out against once perfectly smooth skin. “But you’re still my mother. I’m still your daughter. And don’t think for a second, just because you’ve been reborn, or that you haven’t had the same experience, the same path as before, that I’m disappointed. Can I show you something?”
“What’s that?” Nessa asked.
“I’d like to show you some of my own memories. My memories of you. I want you to see the witch you once were, the terror you once were. And could be again. If you wish it.”
Nessa reached out. She took Hedy’s hand.
“I do,” Nessa said.
*     *     *
As the sun went down over Mirenze, the sky painted with long streaks of wispy gray over shimmering turquoise, half the coven was liberating an Imperial wagon loaded with copper and gold. On the opposite side of the city, under Nessa’s direction, a party dressed in workmen’s clothes set out to find the spot where Nessa and Marie had landed in this world.
Just as when they arrived, a big chunk of the ritual stone—still bearing its engraved sigils, the ones lost to Nessa’s memory—jutted from the cobblestones. They set upon it with hammers and chisels, chips of rock flying as they carved it free.
“’Ere now, what’s this?” demanded a horseman in militia armor. He trotted up to the edge of the gathering, a party of foot soldiers in tow. “Nothing here is to be touched, by orders of the Church!”
Without his mole mask, the witch Lamberto was a heavyset, sweaty man with a greasy comb-over. He stood up and swaggered over to meet the new arrivals.
“Hey, signore, you’ve got your orders, I’ve got mine.” He wagged his chisel over his shoulder. “City says it’s an eyesore. Disturbing the locals. It has to go.”
The horseman glared down at him. His stallion snorted and stomped an iron-shod hoof against the cobblestones.
“It is a heathen artifact and a sign of dark magic. It needs to be investigated, and its perpetrators brought to account.”
“Account? You want accounts?” Lamberto waved a stack of rumpled parchment at the horse’s nose. “I’ve got accounts from the Department of Public Works, the Department of—and now your horse is eating my paperwork. Great. You just love to make life hard for an honest working man, don’t you?”
The horseman pulled back on the reins, dragging his steed away from its impromptu meal. Lamberto kept waving the paperwork at him, now half-mangled and covered in horse spit.
“Well…where are you taking it?” the rider demanded.
Lamberto looked at him like he’d asked the stupidest question he could imagine. “The church, for safekeeping. For crying out loud, where do you think I’m going to take it? To a coven of witches or something? Oh, sure, that makes sense. Here you go, witches! Here’s an evil magic rock, so you can do evil magic with it! Where am I going to take it? Are you even hearing the words coming out of your own mouth?”
“Fine.” The horseman wheeled around, turning his back. “See that it arrives safely. I’ll be checking up later. And if I were you, I’d see a priest to be cleansed after laying hands on that unholy thing.”
“And if I were you, I’d teach my horse not to eat paper. See? We all have valuable suggestions.”
*     *     *
Standing slates lined the far walls of the covenstead’s cavern. As Hedy worked, they slowly sprouted sigils in white, spreading across the writing boards like a virus. Now she stood before the gathered coven, pointing with a long stick of chalk.
“Between the remnants of the portal stone and the memory of the activation card, I’ve identified twenty-seven distinct magical glyphs, most of them related to spells of travel and motion. The ones on this board I’ve deciphered—they’re identical to ones we use in our own craft, or close enough that I could infer their meaning.”
Her chalk tapped against the second board.
“These remain a mystery. I’m assigning each of you to teams, and each team will receive a single glyph to research. Open every book. Turn over every stone. If the materials you need reside within the city, or a day’s ride, take them.”
One of the witches, squinting behind a feline mask, raised a slender hand.
“What about the vault under the city cathedral?” she asked. “We know they’re sitting on a trove of banned books. Maybe almost as many as the Black Archives.”
“As I said. If you need them, put a raiding party together and take them.”
“But you always told us to stay away from that place. That you didn’t want us in open conflict with the Church.”
“The rules have changed,” Nessa said, her voice rising from the back of the cavern.
The gathering parted for her as she strode forth. After her mind-walk with Hedy, she’d found some of her old things in a trunk, gathering dust in the dark. Her cloak of brown feathers, tattered and frayed with age, but still draping along her back like wings about to unfurl. Her elbow-length gloves, tipped with razor-sharp talons.
Her eyes burned behind her mask of bone.
“We wage a battle for our very survival, and my knight and I did not come this far—across lifetimes, across worlds—to see you fail. You are not permitted to fail. And this is no time for heroic self-sacrifice, either. We are the Pallid Masque. We survive. We endure. Sacrifice is what happens to our victims.”
She snatched at the air, seizing it in her fist.
“Flood the streets if you must, take what we require, and burn anyone who stands in your path. All treaties are broken tonight, all pacts are null and void. And when all of our enemies have fallen, when they are nothing but dust in unmarked graves, this coven will still be standing.”
Nessa lowered her hand to her side, fist still clenched.
“The Owl commands it.”
Some of the witches stared at her, silent, eyes wide. A few looked to Hedy, asking an unspoken question. Hedy gave them a firm and solemn nod.
“You heard her,” Hedy said. “There’s work to be done. So let’s get to it.”



FORTY-THREE
A day’s ride outside Mirenze, rotting mangroves leaned in a steaming mire. The swamp was sick, poisoned by decay, caked in a miasma that smelled like dead fish and spoiled meat. Black water, blanketed in yellow algae, sloshed around Savannah’s ankles as she made her way through the muck. Serpentine shapes rippled just under the surface, steering around her as they swam after smaller prey.
She’d seen the silhouettes around her for the last hour. Popping in and out of sight, darting behind the behemoth tree trunks before she could get a clear look at them. Finally she came to a dead stop and let out an exasperated sigh.
“I realize,” she announced to the swamp, “that this game of hide-and-seek is useful for heightening a potential victim’s anxiety just before the kill. That, or you haven’t invented television yet and you simply don’t have anything better to do with your time. In any event, I’m starting to get annoyed.”
They emerged from hiding all around her. Women in funeral gray gowns and heavy lace veils, their arms concealed behind opera-length gloves of soggy crushed velvet. Their fingers were inhumanly long, wriggling boneless and tangling around each other like the arms of a sea anemone. One came closer than the rest. Her toes dragged a gentle wake as her ankle boots skimmed the surface of the swamp, floating just above the brine.
“A visitor,” the woman hissed, “disturbs our sanctuary.”
“Yes, yes, let’s get this over with. I’m Dr. Savannah Cross, you’re the Sisterhood of the Noose, and you work for me now. Or, specifically, you work for the Network. But I’m the only Network representative on this hellhole of a planet, so same outcome.”
“Net…work?” Her charcoal veils shivered as she tilted her head. “We serve only the King of Rust.”
“We actually have an entire first-contact manual devoted to handling you backwater king cults and turning you into productive assets, but I’m pressed for time so I’m going to bottom-line this for you. You’re having trouble with a gang of witches. They took something shiny from you.”
“The Pallid Masque,” another woman hissed. “They stole our relic. It was a gift from the King of Rust, bequeathed by an angelic messenger.”
Savannah tapped a black fingernail against her rag-swaddled chin. “I strongly doubt that. More likely you’re a murder-happy cargo cult and you’re inclined to attribute the winds of random interdimensional chance to religious claptrap. But if it makes you happy, fine. I’ve been stalking these witches. I know where their coven is hiding, and I can lead you right to them. But I need help. They have a pair of guests. I want them, alive, for my studies. We team up, you slay your enemies and get your shiny back, I get my test subjects.”
One of the Sisters drifted closer. Her serpentine fingers twisted and snapped at the foul air like tiny whips.
“Your insolence all but seals your fate. Why shouldn’t we slay you now, and divine your last thoughts from the patterns of your entrails?”
Savannah’s ink-smeared eye rolled to the rotten boughs above.
“Okay. Now we jump to chapter seventeen of the first-contact manual. Who is in charge here?”
“I am.”
Savannah’s fist plowed through her chest in a wet blur, shattering the woman’s spine as it punched out through her back. The Sister’s robes tore and a plume of gray blood spattered across the algae-coated muck behind her.
Savannah yanked her hand back. She clutched a heart in her fist, desiccated and hard like a dried-up peach pit. She tossed it aside. Then she gave her open hand an annoyed shake, trying to clean it off, flicking loose bits of gore at her feet. The Sister’s corpse splashed into the swamp water in a crumpled heap.
“Let’s try that again,” Savannah said. “Who is in charge here?”
One of the Sisters muttered something under her veil.
“Louder?” Savannah cupped her blood-streaked hand to her ear. “Couldn’t quite hear you.”
“You are.”
“Excellent,” Savannah replied. “This has been a very productive meeting. Now let’s go get your shiny back. You can thank me later.”
*     *     *
The grand cathedral of Mirenze burned that night.
Bells rang out through the city, torches and swinging lanterns pushing back the dark as bucket brigades scrambled to haul water from the docks. Down in the covenstead, a hundred candles ignited like a constellation of underworld stars. The coven studied in clumps of twos and threes, huddled over books of lost lore and stolen, brittle parchment scrolls, combing for clues. One by one, glyphs upon the left-standing slate were erased and recopied onto the right. The code of worlds cracking, bit by jagged bit.
Marie couldn’t help with this part. She chewed on a cold chicken drumstick, dressed with some hot and sweet peppery spice, and tried to stay out of everyone’s way. Gazelle had joined the study effort—knight or not, she was still a trained witch and could read the same symbols as her sisters and brothers—but she broke off long enough to tug Marie aside.
“The night you arrived,” she said, “there were supposed to be two gifts. The feast was…obviously, a bit derailed when the Owl collapsed. Anyway, Hedy’s too busy to leave her workshop—she’s interrogating every single scrap of lore we can send her and piecing it all together—so she asked me to deliver this personally.”
She held out a box of teakwood in both hands, a twin to the one that housed Nessa’s old mask. Marie set her drumstick down on a stray plate and balanced the box on her lap.
“These were not easy to find,” Gazelle explained. “They ended up in the hands of a ragpicker, who sold them to an antiques dealer, who sold them to another antiques dealer, and they wound up as far as a private museum in Belle Terre before we finally tracked them down.”
Marie twisted the brass clasp and opened the lid.
“Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, wow.”
In depressions lined with velvet, perfectly cut, a pair of sickles gleamed in the shifting candlelight. They were twin razor-sharp crescent moons, with long handles wrapped in cords of black leather.
“Your old weapons,” Gazelle said. “The Owl had them custom-forged, just for you.”
Marie picked up one of the sickles. The leather felt cool and firm against her palm, the steel perfectly balanced in her grip. She gave it a slow, experimental swing. The blade sliced through the air and it pulled in her hand, eager, as if the weapon wanted to lead her in a dance.
“What do you think?” Gazelle asked. “Any of it coming back to you?”
Marie turned the sickle, catching her own distorted reflection in the steel.
“Memories, no. Just a feeling. I’ve never held a weapon like this in my life—not this life—but I seem to…know it? Where I come from, we mostly use firearms.”
Gazelle squinted at her. “Firearms?”
“Like a cannon, but you can hold it in your hand.”
Gazelle’s mouth dangled open as she pictured it.
“I want one,” she said.
“I don’t doubt that you do.” Marie traced the hazy memory of a training routine in the air. The blade twisted, swinging up in slow motion, then across and down, slicing the bowels of an unseen foe a slow inch at a time. “But these…these are special.”
“You know, you have…well, a few thousand more years of experience than I do, but I’ve been carrying a weapon longer than you this particular time around.”
Marie tore her gaze from the hypnotic blade and looked to Gazelle. “Yeah?”
“Mm-hmm. So. Are you too proud to learn something new?”
“Never,” Marie said. “Are you asking me to spar with you?”
Gazelle stood up. Marie followed suit, cradling the box under her arm.
“I just want to be able to say, whether we win or lose at the end of all this, that I taught the Knight herself a trick or two. Might even save your life someday. Or a different life, who knows?”
Marie smiled and gestured to a patch of open floor in the heart of the cave.
“Let’s go,” she said.
*     *     *
Hedy sat bleary-eyed at a worktable, scattered papers and an open book to her left, her pyramid of wineglasses—the black candle endlessly burning at its heart—to her right. She slumped against the table on one elbow, struggling to keep from drifting off.
She tapped a small tuning fork against one of the glasses, three tiers up. It rang out, humming a perfect chord, but the water inside of it stayed perfectly still. Down on the bottom tier, the water in a different glass rippled like an invisible finger batted against the surface.
She put down the tuning fork, picked up her quill, dipped it in a pot of ink, and scribbled the results. Again. Like she’d been doing for the last nine hours. Her notations filled page after page of her notebook, interspersed with lines-long mathematical equations as she tried to turn her piecemeal experiments into hard and reliable truth.
“How do we look?” Nessa asked, standing behind her.
Hedy gave a little start. “I’m not asleep,” she stammered.
Nessa’s hand rested upon her shoulder.
“I know. Can I take over for you?”
Hedy dipped her quill. “Better if one person compiles all the data. Less chance of error or overlap. And at the end of the day—well, it’s not that I don’t trust you to do it right, more that I don’t trust anyone but myself.”
Nessa fell silent for a moment, watching her work.
“Did I teach you that?”
“You did,” Hedy said. “You were not wrong.”
Nessa pulled over a chair. Hedy set her quill down. She picked up the tuning fork.
“Between my own research and what you’ve brought me, I’m coming closer to a functional model of a dimensional gate. Marie got me thinking. She told me that, at least according to what you heard, this Carlo person infused a portal ‘bookmark’ with his own blood. Sounds like he had a host of theories about the blood of characters from the first story, first and foremost, that you’ve got some truly potent stuff in your veins. Anyway, I’ve been jabbing her all afternoon, taking samples. She’s been a good sport about it.”
“She always is,” Nessa said.
“Watch this.”
Hedy picked up a tiny vial of smoked glass. She tipped it over the topmost wineglass of the pyramid. A single drop of blood hit the water and billowed like scarlet ink.
The flame of the black candle, normally steady as a rock, danced and flickered. Ripples spontaneously broke out in the tower of glasses, like a handful of pebbles thrown onto the surface of a placid lake. The crystal glasses shivered and chimed, letting out an angelic peal of bells before falling silent once more.
The last ripple faded.
“Marie is here now,” Hedy said, “but she’s spent her entire life on your world. Her thoughts, her hopes and fears, they all form a…tether of sorts, pulling her home. Now, the candle is a constant. I suspected it before, but now I’m certain it occupies space in more than one dimension at the same time. If I can harness that stability, while using Marie’s blood as a catalyst—”
“You can open a doorway to bring us all home.”
“Theoretically.” Hedy set down the tuning fork. She picked up her quill. “Theoretically. One-way, and for a very brief window of time. And it’s going to require a massive surge of power. Probably no challenge at all, where you come from, but we don’t have…what was it? Marie tried to explain it to me. Fountains, where you turn a tap and electricity pours out of the wall?”
“She was being metaphorical, but not far off the bat.” Nessa tapped her fingertip against her lips. “Lightning. We need lightning.”
Hedy turned in her chair. She met Nessa’s gaze.
“Supposed to storm tomorrow night,” she said.
“Can we be ready by then?”
“The almanac calls for clear weather all next week,” Hedy replied. “And I’m not sure we have another week.”
“That answers that, then.”
“That answers that.”
Hedy turned back to her work.
“You don’t have to hover over me like that,” Hedy said.
“Does it bother you?”
“No.”
Hedy rapped her tuning fork against a glass on the bottom tier. She watched the ripples. She jotted down a few notes.
“Just wrestling with how ridiculous it is that I’m at least a decade older than you,” Hedy said, “and I still see you as my mother.”
“I don’t imagine I was an especially caring and doting mom last time around.”
Hedy chuckled. “You might be surprised. Not in a way that would make sense to outsiders, maybe, but…you had your moments. You were capable of great cruelties—”
“You showed me a few of those, in your memories.”
“And I hope you enjoyed them.”
“I did,” Nessa said.
“But never toward me. Never toward your family. You might be teasing at times, playfully malicious perhaps, but for me, for the rest of the coven, you were always there for us. And you might have denied to your grave that you cared…I mean, technically, you did deny it to your grave…but I knew the truth. You always made sure that I knew you were there for me. And you might let me stumble, but you’d catch me before I fell.”
Nessa fell silent. Hedy put down her quill. She picked up the tuning fork.
As another chime rippled through the candlelit cave, as another line of numbers joined the waterfall of ink, it jarred the ghost of a memory. Words Nessa had never spoken in this lifetime, but they came to her like the lines of a play written just for her. She leaned forward, and her arms coiled around Hedy’s shoulders as she embraced her from behind.
“Well,” Nessa said, “don’t say ‘I love you.’ Because I won’t say it back, and then you’ll feel most foolish indeed.”
Hedy smiled. She leaned back against Nessa and closed her eyes.



FORTY-FOUR
Gazelle cupped a hand over her brow and pointed to the horizon. The sun had risen, casting a clear and strong light upon the cobblestones.
“Look at that,” she said. “The sun himself wants to join our coven.”
Marie squinted up at the sky. They walked side by side with long-legged strides, taking in the crisp, cool morning air as they headed for a blacksmith’s shop at the end of Falconer Lane. Black smoke belched from a chimney in the squat brick hut, the bellows already hard at work.
“How do you figure that?” Marie asked.
“He’s being chased, too.”
Gazelle’s finger drew a line across the far horizon. Another line met it, razor-thin, cold and gray and dark. A storm front, distant now but headed straight for the city.
“I see,” Marie replied. “Do we let him in?”
“Don’t think so. Men are welcome in the Pallid Masque if they prove themselves capable of doing a woman’s work, but we have to draw a line somewhere.” Gazelle smiled at her, sidelong. “We do our best work by moonlight. The sun isn’t much for subtlety.”
“Have you seen the plans Nessa and Hedy drew up? I don’t think ‘subtle’ is on the menu tonight.”
A wave of sweltering heat roiled out to greet them at the blacksmith’s door. The peg-studded walls inside the shop were a dangling showroom of the trade, from horseshoes to pick heads to farmers’ hoes and shovels. A hammer clanged out, iron against hot white gold, and the bellows whooshed under an apprentice’s blistered hands.
“Steady on the heat!” shouted Puffin, a broad-shouldered woman draped in a thick leather apron and elbow-length gloves. Her hammer rang down, battering bright metal into a spear-tipped rod. “We’re on a deadline, my boys. Most important one of your lives, for a customer more discerning than any governor or lettered lord. No mistakes today.”
Hedy stood at the front counter, putting the finishing touches on a letter. She signed it with a flourish and folded the parchment with a sharp crease. The letter nestled in a narrow box, along with three thumb-sized ingots of gold from the stolen pay wagon.
“Gazelle, just in time. I need you to run this box to Lamon and Rossini’s, that cartographer’s shop just off Orchid Road. It’s for the woman. Put it in her hands and leave. Don’t answer any questions, and don’t wait for her to open it.”
Gazelle clicked her heels together, snatched up the box, and darted off. She didn’t ask any questions. She never did when Hedy spoke. Hedy glanced over at Marie.
“I’ve been watching over someone from a distance,” she explained. “Daughter of an old friend. After tonight, whether we succeed or fail, she’s on her own. I’m not worried, she’s industrious—but even an industrious girl can use a little extra gold in her purse. Goodness knows I could have at her age.”
“How are the preparations going?” Marie asked.
Nessa leaned against the wall, arms crossed, watching the work unfold with a look of barely restrained glee in her eyes.
“Full steam ahead. Puffin’s apprentices just found out they’ve been working for a witch all this time. They seem to think we’re going to eat them if they don’t work fast enough. Can’t imagine who put that notion in their heads.”
A shirtless teenager, his muscles glistening with sweat, shot her a nervous glance as he leaned into the bellows with all his weight.
“Focus.” Puffin’s hammer punctuated the word with a crash. “It’s not about speed; it’s about attention to detail and consistent work, just like I always taught you. You boys do your part, you’re going home with fist-loads of sweet metal to weigh those pockets down. Enough to see your families through the winter, that I promise you.”
“But if not…” Nessa said, leaving the implication dangling.
Marie walked over and slipped her arm around Nessa’s waist, pulling her close. Nessa nuzzled her forehead against Marie’s shoulder.
“How do you feel?” Marie asked, her voice soft.
“Apparently I was quite the chemist in my last life. After I take the tonic? Amazing. Like I can battle the entire world. About a half hour after that…less amazing. But I’m sustaining. No fainting spells, barely nauseous. I can almost pretend I’m not sick.”
“We’re going to beat this thing,” Marie told her. “After coming this far, all the mountains we’ve had to climb…I’m not letting it end this way.”
Nessa’s arm tightened around her. They watched as Hedy conferred with the blacksmith, going over elaborately drawn plans and their supply of precious metal. Hedy never stopped moving, her eyes sharp and gears turning, as if she was locked in a game of mental chess with the universe itself.
“We have a daughter,” Nessa said.
“How do you feel about that? I mean, after your…the thing that happened—”
“The miscarriage. You can say it, Marie. And yes, when the doctors told me I couldn’t have a baby, part of me was relieved. Apparently it’s taboo to speak that truth aloud, like I’m derelict in my duties as a woman, but it is the truth. And Richard had been badgering me into giving him a child—a son, to be specific—from day one, but I never mistook his desires for my own. I am not naturally possessed of any great maternal instinct.”
“I can’t picture you changing diapers,” Marie said.
“Or any of it. I’ll tell you what would have happened. I would hand my child off to a nanny for most of its young life. I would be present, if cold, for holidays and birthdays. They would grow up resenting me, a resentment that would evolve from repressed reproach to outright hatred as they matured. They would bloom into an educated, cultured, emotionally frozen and perfect monster.”
“It sounds like you’ve given this a lot of thought.”
“Quite a bit,” Nessa replied. “My final verdict is that I am not so cruel as to inflict myself upon an innocent child.”
“But Hedy,” Marie said, catching the unspoken words that trailed off the end of Nessa’s voice.
The forge-fire shone, reflected in the circles of Nessa’s glasses. Her eyes were beds of glowing coal.
“She’s amazing, isn’t she? She’s brilliant. Some of the things in her workshop would stun our world’s scientists, and she did it all without electricity, or functional plumbing for that matter. And I helped to raise her. To shape this beautiful creature. I have this…ferocious pride, like a fist in my chest, squeezing out the air to make room. Is this what motherhood feels like?”
“I think there are good parts and rough parts,” Marie said. “To be fair, you got to skip all the hard work. Brilliant or not, I’m sure Hedy went through her terrible twos like every other toddler.”
“I have no regrets,” Nessa said. She watched Hedy for a while, nestling in Marie’s arms. “She’s ours.”
“Yours. I don’t have an official claim to stake here, much as I’m enjoying you enjoying this.”
“Maybe we should make it official, then,” Nessa mused.
Marie blinked at her. “Nessa?”
Nessa turned to face her, staying close, her long fingers trailing along Marie’s arms. She looked up to gaze into Marie’s eyes.
“We’re taking terrible risks tonight. Good chance, to be perfectly honest, we won’t get off this planet alive. And if we do make our way home, finding a cure for the poison in my veins is just one of the fights waiting for us.”
Marie counted them off. “We need Carolyn Saunders. Ezra is slick, but he slipped up one too many times. He’s holding her hostage. I don’t know why, or what his real game is, but we’re going to have to square off with him and everybody he can muster for a fight. Then there’s the bounty on our heads. I hurt Nyx; I didn’t kill her, and you know she’s going to be back. On top of that, we know Savannah Cross is still alive and out there, somewhere.”
“And after all that,” Nessa said, “the good Senator Roth is long overdue for a reckoning. Not to mention whoever gave me that damned spell book and set me up to fail. Our battlefield will be long and wide and deep, Marie. I think we could use something to look forward to. A bit of extra motivation, to see us to the dawn.”
Marie didn’t ask what she meant. She already knew. The words sat, frozen upon her lips, until Nessa spoke them for her.
“Marie Reinhart,” Nessa said, “will you marry me?”
Marie pulled her into a crushing embrace, swallowing her in her arms, her lips pressed to the curve of Nessa’s neck until she could find her voice again.
“Yes,” she whispered. “Yes.”
“Then hold that thought,” Nessa told her. “Hold it and clutch it like a talisman. When our work is over, and the last of the killing is done, that’s when we’ll be wed.”
*     *     *
The old governor’s manse was once the tallest building upon the highest hill in Mirenze. Technically, it still held the honor, despite being a burned-out shell, its salmon shingles shattered and its wooden eaves turned charcoal black. Fat birds clucked and took flight through the cavernous great hall, nesting along the exposed timbers, and their white droppings spattered the singed remains of once-opulent rugs.
It was late afternoon, and the storm was rolling in.
Humid pressure hung in the air, squeezing Marie’s sinuses with the promise of a downpour to come. Clouds painted the sky funeral gray. Every now and then a distant peal of thunder echoed from the east, a little closer each time. The coven hauled in their gear in wheelbarrows and burlap sacks, spreading out under Hedy’s stern direction as she pointed them this way and that.
“We have one shot at this,” she called out, her voice sending pigeons fluttering overhead. “This is the last storm we’re expecting for a week, and we may not have another week to wait. So follow the plan, to the letter, and if you’re not sure about anything, ask me right away. No room for mistakes tonight.”
Lamberto huffed and puffed behind his mole mask as he shoved a wheelbarrow laden with copper spikes along the rotted floorboards.
“Due respect, Dire Mother, but we can’t make the lightning strike.”
“No,” Hedy said, “but we can give it the juiciest target in all Mirenze. And when it comes down, we can stand ready to greet it.”
“Still feels like we’re taking a lot on faith.”
“So have faith,” Nessa called out.
Her voice rang off the charred timbers, the panes of half-shattered glass in the tall arched windows. The mansion was a fallen palace, and she strode into its heart like an owl-feathered queen, eyes blazing behind her mask of bone. She moved with absolute purpose, absolute dominion over everything that lived and breathed within its walls.
“Have faith in me,” Nessa told him. “That should be all you require to triumph.”
“Are you ready?” Hedy asked her.
“I’ve been studying my part of the ritual, memorizing it. I should be quite capable of handling the work now that you’ve taught me the warding charms that were conveniently left out of my spell book. It’s a perfectly manageable task.”
“Only you,” Hedy said, “would describe an untested, experimental ritual to open an unstable gateway between dimensions as ‘perfectly manageable.’”
“And you have one simple job tonight: prove me correct.”
The circular stairway, winding along the outer wall of the entry hall, groaned under their footsteps.
“Careful,” Hedy said. “No one’s been up here in a while. The flooring should still be more or less sound, at least where it hasn’t already caved in, but take it slow.”
“What happened here?” Marie asked.
“The previous governor of the city. He committed suicide in his study. Doused himself in oil and set the whole place aflame. His successor didn’t bother trying to rebuild; he just moved the official governor’s residence to a villa closer to the waterfront. This place has stood vacant ever since, which makes it perfect for our needs tonight.”
“Still,” Marie said, “kind of a tragedy.”
“A very small one.”
From the second-floor landing, Hedy led the way through a nest of burned-out rooms. Scraps of charred oil paintings clung to sagging and broken frames. A second narrower staircase ran up to an old attic, half the floor caved in and looking down on the great hall far below. One entire wall was gone, a jagged hole that offered a view of the city’s rooftops.
“Plenty of room,” Hedy said. “Let’s get started.”
They unspooled coils of wire forged from melted gold ingots, laying a pattern upon the blackened wood. A circle, then another to entrap the first, and a five-pointed star with barbed, wicked bends. Boot heels thumped on the roof above their heads as the more agile members of the coven shimmied up the beams, hammering spikes of copper into the groaning eaves and the ridge of the roof. Others looped more wires around the bases of the spikes, running them down like loose electrical cables, and hooked them to the outer edges of the design upon the attic floor.
Night came fast, came early, as the storm blotted out the setting sun. The rain began to fall, gentle at first, fat droplets pattering down onto the broken rooftop. Then came a ripple of jagged light behind the roiling clouds and the first strong peal of thunder over the city streets. Hedy brandished the black candle in her left hand and raised it high, its eternal flame defying the rain.
“Nessa and I will begin the chant and project the sphere of power,” Hedy said. “Marie, I need you and Gazelle to hold the perimeter. If the lightning strikes—”
“When it strikes,” Nessa corrected her.
“When it strikes, we’ll have five, maybe ten seconds at most to herd everyone inside the circle. And then…well, I guess then we’ll find out if I’m any good at this.”
“Damn good and don’t pretend otherwise,” Nessa said. “Don’t forget who taught you.”
Violetta burst up the staircase, breathless. She cradled her violin like a weapon.
“Trouble,” she said and pointed. They followed her line of sight, out the ragged hole in the wall and to the rain-swept city beyond.
There were shadows swarming in the dark. Scampering over salmon shingles, climbing walls like spiders in female form, their boneless fingers clinging to stucco and stone. Closing in fast.
“The Sisters of the Noose,” Hedy said. “They found us. Damn it.”
“What do we do?” Violetta asked.
Hedy looked to Nessa. Nessa gave her a grave, firm nod.
“We follow the plan,” Hedy said. “We fight until we win, or we fight until we die.”



FORTY-FIVE
The pulse of the storm echoed the pounding of Marie’s heart as she thundered down the spiral staircase. No time for caution now, with the sky sounding off like the clash of cymbals in a symphony and their hunters closing in from every direction. The rain boomed down, washing the city streets in an ice-cold torrent. It wormed its way through the charred shingles of the old mansion, flowing down the steps in a finger-wide river, pattering onto the water-stained remnants of rugs and bloating the rotten wood beneath.
Lamberto stood beside the empty shell of a window, crouched low and squinting into the drowning dark. “I see three coming this way—no, four, maybe—”
A figure in gray robes and veils fired through the window in a blur, foot-first, shattering his ribs like glass under her heel. He barely hit the floor before a silken noose snared his throat. She kicked him onto his belly, planted a foot on his spine, and heaved on the noose with both hands. Gazelle’s rapier sang from its sheath and she charged to the rescue.
A second assassin plummeted from the balcony above. She landed on Gazelle’s shoulders and hauled her to the floor as Lamberto choked, his helpless fists pounding the wood.
Marie was five feet away when his neck snapped. His attacker was uncoiling her noose as Marie hit her in an all-out run, slamming into her shoulder-first and throwing her against the wall. One of Marie’s sickles shot up in an underhand swing, tearing into the assassin’s robes, into her belly, and ripping upward one brutal inch at a time. Steaming blood guttered onto their shoes as the creature shrieked behind her veils.
Two voices rang out as one, crying out to the storm. Nessa and Hedy had begun their spell, raising the chant, and the pressure swelled behind Marie’s sinuses as their power rose up on the cold, whipping winds.
A witch in a moth mask went sliding past, dragged by the noose around her throat as if a wild horse was hauling on the other end. Her body buckled over a shattered windowsill, flesh tearing on jagged shards of glass, and vanished into the dark. Up on the balcony, two of their coven-mates were in a pitched battle with a single assassin, who held them both off with a flurry of whistling punches. The Sister spun on her heel and lashed out with a kick that sent one of her targets up and over the railing, plummeting down to break his back on the floor below. He twitched, his feet thrashing, then fell still.
A silken knot dropped down from the rafters, flipped over Marie’s head and pulled taut around her throat, cutting off her air in mid-breath. She wrenched her sickle free, dropping the dead assassin at her feet, and spun as the noose tried to drag her off her feet. Her blade swung against the tether and sawed into it, fibers fraying one by one while she lifted onto her toes and  her vision faded to red splotchy blurs.
The line snapped. She gasped as she tugged at the sawed-off noose and tossed it aside, catching her breath. Gazelle had gotten to her feet, but her back was against the wall, two of the killers coming at her at once. She drove one off with the edge of her rapier only for another to lay into her with a flurry of bone-jarring punches that forced her to her knees. Marie swooped in to even the odds. Her sickles drew blurring lines in the air as they carved twin arcs, meeting in one of the Sisters’ throats—and passing through to the other side. A veiled head went flying as the stump of her neck, swaddled in a shredded robe, spouted a torrent of gray blood.
Marie held her weapons firm, arms crossed over her chest, and hunted for her next target.
There were too many to choose from. The assassins were boiling in from the windows, the broken eaves, leaping off the walls and dancing along the roof timbers like acrobats. The witches were doing their best, fighting to hold every inch of ground, but it was a losing battle. One by one, the coven was dying.
The double doors of the ruined manse billowed open on a torrent of rainwater. Savannah Cross crept across the threshold, hunched and leaving a trail of ink-slime in her wake. The arms that sprouted from her back, thorn-studded twists of raw muscle and metal, snapped hungrily at the air.
One of them zeroed in on Marie, pointing like a finger of accusation.
“That one,” Savannah said, “I want alive. And the one upstairs. We have…unfinished experiments to attend to.”
Gazelle ripped the blade of her rapier from a Sister’s heart, kicking her rag-doll corpse to the floor. She stepped up and to the left in one smooth motion, getting between Savannah and Marie.
“No,” Gazelle said. She turned her head, keeping her eyes on the mutated scientist as she spoke to Marie. “Get upstairs. Cover the attic. We need to buy as much time as we can.”
A pair of Sisters fell in slowly, closing on their flanks, cutting off any avenue of escape. Any but the foot of the winding staircase.
“We have people upstairs,” Marie said. “I’m not leaving you—”
“Yes, you are.”
Gazelle turned to meet her gaze now, eyes fervent as her blood-soaked hand tightened on the grip of her sword.
“If we both stay here, we both die. If I stay, I can cover you long enough to get upstairs. You and Nessa and my liege can still get out of this alive. I can hold them here. I can hold the line.”
“You don’t need to die here,” Marie told her.
“I can hold them. One life, traded for many. This is what we do, Marie. This is what being a knight means. Now go. Please.”
Marie ran to the foot of the spiral stair. She climbed the first step, the second. Then she froze.
“Of course,” Savannah said as she closed in on Gazelle, her pincer arms clacking over her shoulders, “I won’t say no to a bit of preemptive vivisection.”
Gazelle held her ground, knees bent, her rapier braced. Prepared to die.
A blur whistled through the air. A sickle, whirling in a razor-edged arc. It made a wet crunching sound as it punched through Savannah’s skull, buried hilt-deep.
One of the Sisters spun, just in time for Marie’s other blade to carve her throat open. Marie grabbed Gazelle’s arm.
“I’m the Knight,” Marie said. “And I decide what that means. Today it means we’re both getting the fuck out of here, alive and in one piece. Let’s go!”
More assassins swarmed in through the waterlogged doorway, the shattered windows, their robes sodden with stormwater. Marie and Gazelle were halfway up the stairs, waging a fighting retreat, when the lightning struck.
The entire world froze in the space of a white-hot flash.
A clap of thunder devoured Marie’s senses. She felt like she was outside of her body, stunned but still moving, watching herself charge across the balcony and slice down every enemy in her path. The magical energy from the attic became a real, tangible thing: a soap-bubble sphere that cut through the floor, glistening, pregnant with terrible power. Glowing violet runes coursed across its face. She and Gazelle took the attic stairs two at a time, and they were almost at the top when
the bubble

burst.

*     *     *
Fire alarms wailed as an old sprinkler system rattled and shook, its tanks dried out long ago. Daniel ran across the tile floor, acrid smoke wreathing around him and—
—suddenly he was flat on his back, reeling from a world that had gone sideways, lurched beneath him, and wrenched his balance away.
There was a mansion in the department store. Part of a mansion, its timbers burned and waterlogged and draped with wires of copper and gold. A broken bell tower thrust up into the shopping mall’s roof and fused with the ceiling tiles. Daniel pushed himself up, sitting on the floor, staring shell-shocked at the apparition.
Figures moved in the rubble, groaning, hands helping each other up onto wobbly feet.
“Fuck me sideways,” Daniel muttered, rubbing a hand along his sweaty jaw.
“You’re still here?” Marie asked. She had her arm around Nessa’s shoulder as they stumbled out of the wreckage, helping her walk. “How long were we gone?”
“Thirty seconds? A minute? I don’t know.” Daniel jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Mall’s on fire. We should leave.”
More shapes were stirring. Seven, maybe eight more people in all, most of them with their faces shrouded behind carved masks of bone.
“We brought some friends,” Marie told him.
Daniel took a quick head count.
“We’re going to have to steal a bus,” he said.
“Great.” Hedy smoothed her rumpled dress, her leather satchel dangling along one torn and smoke-blackened sleeve. “What’s a bus?”



FORTY-SIX
They stole a bus.
Their new ride, dusty and taxi-cab yellow, slumbered at the end of a row of its siblings in a school-bus depot. Daniel knelt beside the driver’s seat, a plastic panel dangling loose and hands buried in the exposed guts of the steering assembly, while the others kept watch.
An hour ago, the Pallid Masque had numbered sixteen witches. Seven remained. Hedy had been silent since they fled the burning mall. Marie and Nessa gave her space and time to grieve.
“The air is thick in this world.”
Those were the first words she’d spoken since they fled the fire. Nessa gave her a sidelong glance.
“Thick?”
“Can’t you feel it?” Hedy reached up, snatching at the air like she could wad it up into a ball. “No wonder there’s so little magic here. Back home, the Shadow permeates everything. It’s close as breathing. Here it’s…muffled. Distant.”
“Does that explain why people on our world don’t get infected?” Marie asked.
“No. But it points toward possibilities.” Hedy frowned. She pointed at the bus. “This thing…it really moves? Like a wagon? And there’s no magic involved?”
“The engine works by internal combustion,” Nessa explained.
Hedy’s eyes went wide, as if Nessa had just confirmed an old theory. Before she could speak, Daniel cut her off.
“Once upon a time,” he said, “there were big, scary monsters called dinosaurs. The dinosaurs all died, and over the centuries their bodies transformed into a very special magic potion deep beneath the ground, called oil. Now, our scientists—which you would probably call court wizards where you come from—take that oil and refine it—”
“You are an adorable child, and if I need you to speak again, I promise I will let you know.” Hedy turned back to Nessa. “Small explosions in a controlled chamber, driving pistons which in turn rotate the wheels?”
“Bingo,” Nessa said.
“Knew it was possible. So much to learn in this world, so much to understand. I need information. I need books.”
Nessa held up her phone. “Oh, we can catch you up to speed even faster than that. Let me tell you all about the Internet…”
Wires sparked in Daniel’s hands, and the bus finally revved to life. The engine growled, throaty, ready to roll.
“Here we go,” he called out. “All aboard. Next stop: fabulous Las Vegas.”
Marie stood beside him as everyone climbed aboard. Most of the witches were wide-eyed and silent as they took uncertain steps along the rumbling rubber mat that lined the center aisle.
“Pyramid Lake,” Marie said.
“What?” Daniel said “No. Vegas. The Mourner said to deliver you and Nessa alive and intact, assuming I want to stay alive and intact. And I do. I really do.”
“She can wait. Ezra is holding Carolyn at Pyramid Lake, and no matter what he claimed, she’s not there of her own free will. And he knows we need her; we can’t take the chance that he’ll move her deeper into hiding. We have to go on the attack.”
“On the attack. Against the guy who owns one of the biggest arms manufacturers in the world.”
Marie crossed her arms and stared at him.
“Fine,” Daniel said. He hauled on the door lever, and it folded shut like an accordion. “We’ll argue about it on the road.”
The bus lurched forward, almost throwing Marie off her feet. Then it wheeled around like a beached whale trying to thrash its way back to the water. It fishtailed until it finally straightened out, long yellow nose wobbling toward the open depot gate.
“Have you ever driven a bus before?” Marie asked.
“Once,” Daniel said.
“Did you crash it?”
He glowered at the windshield.
“Yes.” He paused. “But in my defense, I was breaking out of prison at the time.”
“Uh-huh.”
“People were shooting at me. There were helicopters. Under the circumstances, I was a great driver.”
“Next time we pull over,” Marie said, “I’m taking the wheel.”
*     *     *
For one dizzying, blinding moment, Savannah thought she had been reborn into hell. Thick black smoke choked her exposed lungs as she wrenched herself through a crack in the world, one agonizing inch at a time, and flopped onto a filthy tile floor. Flames roared in her ears, and her body, what remained of it, was already boiling—boiling off into the ethereal web between worlds, fueling her passage.
She’d felt the bubble in space-time erupt above her head, and she’d felt it collapse with a pop that echoed across a hundred Earths. The energy sucked her in, an implosion in the fabric of the universe, and she clung to its tail like a spider on a web strand doused in gasoline.
Her body rebuilt itself, piece by piece. Broken bones snapped together, knit by tendrils of bubbling ink. Her fractured skull pressed outward and forced the blade of Marie’s sickle out of her brain with a slow, burbling splorch. It clattered to the floor under Savannah’s slumped head. She felt her ink-blood surge, flooding the wound, forming neural nets and connections as it took the place of her failing organs.
Can’t do that again, she thought, when the pain finally dulled to a bonfire roar and allowed her to think clearly again. Lost…nine percent of my biomass, at least. I think my spleen is missing. Definitely ruptured a kidney. One more transition like that will kill me for certain.
Her bones rattled like dice as she rose to her feet. Her robe’s ragged hem swayed drunkenly and her hips wobbled, her spine clicking into place in a web of muscles turned to black gelatin. She paused long enough to crouch and scoop up the fallen sickle. She’d be returning that to its proper owner in good time.
Fire licked along the ceiling tiles of the shopping mall, wreathing the air with specters of smoke. Savannah strolled through the conflagration like a curious tourist. She couldn’t leave until she found what she was looking for—and there he was.
Scottie Pierce was still alive, against all odds, flat on his back with one hand scorched like charcoal and his useless fingers—ivory bone showing through the sloughed-off flesh—clutching at the air like a plea to heaven. His designer clothes were burned away in spots, fused to his body in others, fibers knitted into raw burn tissue. He was trying to speak with half an upper lip and a throat reduced to a tube of scarlet gristle.
Savannah crouched at his side, leaning in. “What’s that?”
It took him a while to form the words and force them out, wheezing, but he managed.
“Kill me.”
“Oh. Oh, Scottie. No. I don’t believe in wasting valuable resources. I realize that was never a problem for you, seeing as you were born into an obscene level of wealth, but I assure you: spend enough time in the halls of academia, scraping and begging for grants, and you learn to appreciate everything you have.”
She ran her gloved hand through what was left of his hair. A tuft peeled away on a strip of lobster-red skin and dangled from his scalp by a thread of flesh.
“I can fix you,” she told him. “I can fix you the way Adam fixed me. The ink, Scottie. The ink is life. You’ll see.”
He looked to her hands, hunting for a vial, a syringe. Nothing.
“We’re going to have to do this the…crude way,” Savannah said. “I apologize for that, but I promise, you’ll thank me later.”
His head twitched, a look of confusion on his flame-seared face. She leaned over him, almost intimate, as if she was about to give him a kiss.
Then she slid two fingers down her throat.
*     *     *
Marie drove the next leg. She kept the school bus steady and smooth, across the border from Iowa into Nebraska and through the heart of Omaha.
The coven had migrated toward the back of the bus, sitting in a tight clump. Half of them were glued to the windows, the other half hanging on Nessa’s every word or the latest discoveries Hedy made on the Internet. For people getting a crash course in modern civilization, they were coping surprisingly well.
Daniel grabbed a seat up front. He nodded back over his shoulder.
“Your friends are nice,” he said.
“Was that sarcasm? I can’t tell.”
“That was sarcasm. Also, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say your girlfriend is coked out of her gourd.”
Marie took a quick glance in the security mirror. Nessa was standing in the aisle, holding court, and bouncing on the balls of her feet while she drew grand gestures in the air.
“That’s just her tonic,” Marie said. “Don’t worry, it wears off pretty quick.”
“I reserve the right to be as worried as I want. So what’s your strategy here?”
“Drive to Pyramid Lake,” she said. “Find Carolyn Saunders. Hope she has some answers for us.”
“You’re putting a lot of faith on that woman’s shoulders.”
“You think it’s a bad idea?”
“I’ve met her,” Daniel said. “So yeah, I do.”
They stopped at a thrift store outside Omaha. The remnants of the Pallid Masque traded their garb for modern dresses and secondhand suits, while Daniel told the clerks a story about how they’d lost their luggage coming back from a renaissance fair. Then they found a burger place next to a highway rest stop, and the new arrivals got their first taste of American cuisine.
Everyone felt like getting some fresh air, so they camped out at a cluster of picnic tables under a clear, cool Nebraska sky. Marie drifted past, sucking down a Diet Coke with too much ice through a straw, taking in the swirl of conversations. At the end of one table, Hedy—transformed in a modern blouse, slacks, and a vest with bright copper buttons—was interrogating Daniel. She’d fallen in love with a vintage newsboy cap at the thrift store, and it perched on her head at a jaunty angle.
“—never heard of it, honestly,” he was saying. “These wards you’re talking about weren’t part of my training.”
“All right,” Hedy said, “cast a spell. Show me what you can do.”
He glanced over his shoulder, making sure no outsiders were in sight, and plucked his depleted deck of cards from his breast pocket. With a twirl of his fingers, the jack of hearts leaped from his palm and spun around them, shot up into the open air, and then dove down again, landing back in his hand.
“No,” Hedy said. “Cast a real spell. Something powerful.”
He blinked at her. “That…is a pretty powerful spell. I mean, that took me years to master.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“Cards are pretty much my thing,” he said. “You’d be amazed what you can do with a little creativity and a deck of enchanted cards.”
“And your abilities are…below average, would you say, when it comes to this world’s magical community? Average?”
“I would not say that. Even if it was true. Which it isn’t.” He looked wounded. “I’m a pretty big deal.”
Hedy jotted some notes down on a convenience-store spiral notebook. Her pen—the first one she’d ever had that didn’t require an inkwell—rapped against the page as her brow furrowed.
“Let’s try a different tack. Have you ever seen a magician conduct a stronger-than-average ritual and experience unpleasant side effects? Loss of sanity? Physical transformations?”
“Sure. Ran up against a sorceress who was mainlining magical energy from another dimension. Ended up turning into a plant-monster covered in snakes and she declared herself a goddess. So, you know, totally loony tunes.”
“Did she survive?”
“Nah,” Daniel said. “I mean, the transformation didn’t kill her. There was a helicopter and a machine gun and a fall from a penthouse window involved. And fire. A lot of fire.”
“Of the current magical community,” Hedy asked, “are there any members who exhibit abilities far outside what you’d consider the norm?”
“Well, there’s the Mourner. You know, the woman I’m trying to deliver your buddies to, so she doesn’t skin me alive and use my skull for a decorative wine decanter. She’s pretty ancient by most accounts, and she can bend space in ways I can’t begin to figure out.”
“Fascinating. And has she exhibited any physical effects?”
“Nobody knows,” he said. “Nobody’s ever seen her face and lived to talk about it. She wears heavy veils, elbow-length gloves, floor-length gowns. Her fingers are about twice as long as they should be, though, and they wriggle like snakes. A little disconcerting when she’s holding a teacup.”
Hedy put her pen down.
“You just described a Sister of the Noose.”
“Don’t know what that is,” Daniel told her.
Hedy pushed herself up from the picnic table, tucked her pad under her arm, and tugged Marie’s sleeve.
“I need to speak with you and Mother. Alone. My initial theories seem to be panning out.”
“Is that a good thing?” Marie asked.
“It is not,” Hedy said.



FORTY-SEVEN
Hedy, Nessa, and Marie sat in the front rows of the bus, split along the aisle and facing each other across the black rubber mat. They kept the door cracked, a thin whisper of cool air wafting in to cut the heat.
“The magicians of this world are children,” Hedy told Nessa. “Feats they consider a show of occult prowess are on par with the cantrips you taught me when I was a child.”
“Seemed impressive to me,” Nessa said.
“Of course it did. You grew up here. ‘No magic at all’ was your baseline expectation, so when you finally experienced some for yourself, it changed everything.” She wriggled Nessa’s phone at her. “At the moment I’m pretty impressed by electric lights, horseless wagons, bacon cheeseburgers, and this game on your pocket machine where you have to make the little candies line up in a row. I expect that by this time next month I’ll be rather more jaded. I theorize that the development of magic on this world was stunted, on some level early in its history, by how…muffled it is. It isn’t altogether cut off from the Shadow In-Between, but on my world it’s everywhere. You can just reach out and taste the power. Here, it’s more like fumbling around in a dark closet, hoping to grab hold of something before you bump your nose against the wall.”
“So, smaller spells, and less energy to power them with,” Marie said. She didn’t need to be a witch to follow Hedy’s line of reasoning. “There’s nothing special protecting people from Shadow infection on our world. They just don’t get in as many situations where it’s a risk.”
Hedy nodded. “And on the rare occasions when they do, I suspect they die—or are killed by their fellow practitioners—before anyone realizes what went wrong. Given Nessa’s natural talent, it wasn’t hard for our mysterious enemy to hand her a book of high-potency techniques and zero safeguards, all but ensuring she’d become infected.”
Nessa slid back against the cheap vinyl seat. Her gaze went distant as the implication set in.
“So we’re absolutely no better off than we were on your world. There’s no special trick, no extraordinary quality to this place that wards against Shadow infection. Nothing I can use to cure myself. Magic is simply weaker here.”
“I wish that was the end of the bad news.”
“Tell me,” Nessa said.
“I’ve been looking up local herbs and flora, trying to replicate your tonic recipe. Two of the key ingredients don’t seem to exist in this world. It’s entirely possible that plants with the same properties can be found, but without a functional laboratory and time to experiment…”
“Time denied to us,” Nessa said. “How many vials of tonic do we have left?”
“I had prepared more, but when the Sisterhood attacked I only had time to shove a fistful into my satchel, and one of those broke when we crossed over—”
“How many?”
“Four.”
The number hung in the air between them. A sentence handed down with the final ring of some cosmic judge’s gavel.
“Four,” Nessa echoed. “I have four days to live.”
“You have four days before the infection resumes its course,” Hedy said. “That’s not the same thing. There’s no telling how long you’ll be able to withstand its effects.”
“And how useful will I be when my senses start fleeing me, one by one? When my mind abandons me?” She looked to Marie. “How far are we from Pyramid Lake?”
“If we drive in shifts and don’t stop for anything but gas, and if nobody gets in our way, we can make it in twenty hours.”
“So a day, more or less. Which gives us three days to rescue Carolyn, find Wisdom’s Grave, and learn the truth—the entire truth—about this eternal curse. Oh, and punish Alton Roth, hunt down whoever sent me that spell book and make them pay for what they’ve done to me, and wash our hands in the blood of anyone who gets in our way.”
“More or less,” Hedy agreed.
“We’ll try our best,” Marie said. She reached across the aisle and put her hand on Nessa’s knee. “And even if we don’t make it, there’s still one thing we can do.”
“Carve our mark,” Nessa said. “Leave a scar on the wheel of worlds, deeper and more terrible than the one that birthed us into existence in the first place.”
“We can make them remember our names,” Marie told her.
Nessa’s gaze flicked to the window. Her eyes narrowed behind her glasses, hard and cold, spurred by fresh determination.
“Get everyone on the bus,” she said. “Time we were on our way.”
*     *     *
They hugged the border between Wyoming and Colorado. The endless flat table of the American heartland shattered like stone under a giant’s fist and the shards rose up to become hills, mountains, cliffs of stone, and serpentine rivers. Barreling down a highway carved through the scrubland, speckled with sagebrush, Nessa uncorked a slim vial and tossed it back.
One dose of her tonic gone, three to go.
Utah brought more hills and rolling plains. The bus rolled through Norman Rockwell towns and across wide empty vistas like a vision of the American frontier. The salt flats echoed old dreams, old promises, passed down through the generations.
“Once upon a time,” Nessa mused, staring out the window as the endless landscapes drifted by, “people would sacrifice everything for a shot at going west. They’d abandon their homes, their careers, their families…all for the scant hope of striking gold.”
Marie sat beside her, nestled close. She put her arm around Nessa’s shoulder.
“People do crazy things sometimes,” Marie said.
Nevada brought sand, and jagged mountains rising proud in the distance, eroded by wind and time. The afternoon heat turned the school bus into an oven, and even with every window down and the tiny fan on the driver’s perch whining at top speed, all the passengers could do was sit there and bake in their own sweat.
The sun started its merciful descent, dragging the temperature down with it, as they closed in on the southern edge of Pyramid Lake. Reservation land, empty and barren as far as the eye could see, painted with long shadows under a cloudless azure sky.
Daniel called back from the driver’s seat. “Any idea where, exactly, this place is supposed to be? I doubt there’s going to be a road sign pointing to the sinister secret weird-science base.”
They rolled into Nixon, a postage stamp of a town, with a scattering of houses around a tribal fish hatchery and a Paiute historical museum. Nessa pointed the way off the beaten path, toward a general store that stood at the end of an old dirt road. The rough-hewn timbers and hickory porch made Marie wonder if old prospectors had come this way once, stocking up before setting out in search of gold. A faded tin sign in the window advertised Orange Nehi soda, pulling them a little farther into the modern world. Just not too far.
The bus idled outside while Nessa and Marie went in. Remaindered and off-brand products lined the dusty shelves, like a dollar store at the farthest edge of the earth. Chips with dodgy mascots, snack cakes made of pure industrial chemicals, small bags of cookies labeled Not for Individual Sale. The man behind the counter had a broad, shovel-flat face and ashen hair tied back in a ponytail.
“Big bus,” he said, nodding to the window. “Y’all with a church group?”
“Something like that,” Nessa said.
He checked their hands like he was hunting for Bibles.
“Missionaries?” he asked.
“Something like that.” Nessa stepped up to the counter with Marie at her shoulder. “But we’re not looking to spread any good news. Seen anything…unusual around the lake these last few weeks?”
“Unusual? It’s Pyramid Lake, lady. I grew up a quarter mile from here. Trust me, it’s never usual. If we don’t have divers and fishermen going missing every spring, we’ve got campers running out of here spooked, claiming they heard ghost babies crying under the water.”
“You believe that?” Marie asked him.
“I believe that drinking and scuba diving is a bad combination. And drinking mixed with old campfire stories makes tourists stupid. I’ve been boating and swimming in that lake my whole life. Never got grabbed by a ghost baby once.” He gave her a broken-toothed smile. “Maybe they just don’t like outsiders.”
“We’re looking for some outsiders ourselves,” Marie said. “They probably rolled in heavy. Trucks, maybe construction equipment. They’ve been making themselves at home somewhere along the shoreline. And I’m just guessing, but I’d bet they’re not making anybody—especially not the local residents—feel welcome.”
His smile faded. He studied Marie and Nessa with new eyes.
“They got permits. Greased the right palms, made the right friends. We’re not supposed to talk about it. They’re good for the local economy, or so I’m told.”
“Sounds about as real as the ghost babies,” Marie said.
“Neither one’s putting anything in my wallet. You got business with those folks?”
“We’re actually with the Environmental Protection Agency,” Nessa said. “We’re deeply concerned about the impact these people are having on the local ecosystem. They’ve been ignoring our strongly worded letters and phone calls, so we’re just going to have to shut them down for good.”
“Huh.” The corners of his eyes crinkled as he pointed to the store windows. “Well, if that’s so, you’ll want to head up the road that way for about two, three miles. You’ll come to a barbed-wire fence and a gate across the road. If you’re inclined to ignore that fence and that gate, and if you turn left from there and follow the shoreline, I imagine you’ll find what you’re looking for. But you didn’t hear that from me.”
“Thanks,” Marie said.
“Happy hunting.”



FORTY-EIGHT
Marie lay flat on her belly on an outcropping of rust-red rock. The rough stone, like pumice, rubbed against her chin as she trench-crawled to the edge.
The bus was a quarter mile behind her, abandoned at the side of an access road with its lights out and its nose pointed back toward Nixon, in case they needed a quick getaway. A polite fiction. Everybody knew the stakes tonight. Retreat wasn’t an option.
Talon Worldwide had made camp on the shore, half Boy Scout jamboree, half occupying army from a science fiction dystopia. Their tents were geodesic domes, military-olive plastic with spines of blackened steel. Standing lights pushed the shadows from the lake’s edge. Their neon-blue beams painted jagged pathways between the domes, a maze without a Minotaur.
Or maybe they were just in the middle of importing one. A transparent walkway jutted out over the lake, its glass underbelly licked by dark waters, ending in a broad flat disk about fifteen feet across. And at its heart, the shimmering arch of an interdimensional doorway stood open and abandoned. Off to one side, the control console—looking like a DJ booth as envisioned by Dr. Frankenstein—hummed erratically. It spat stray sparks onto the glass floor, where they flickered and died like ashes from a cigarette.
A couple of delivery trucks, branded with a stylized interlocking TW, slumbered side by side with their engines cold. No drivers. Marie frowned, taking in the entire camp with a slow sweep of her gaze from left to right and back again.
There. Movement down below. A pair of guards on patrol, walking slow and stiff-backed in their urban camo uniforms, stout bullpup rifles dangling from shoulder straps. Still, not enough for a camp this size. Another man emerged from the olive plastic flap of a dome tent, carrying a paltry meal on a plastic tray. A sandwich on white bread, an apple, and a single-serving carton of milk. Marie tracked him with her gaze, all the way to the shore’s edge.
A transparent cube stood on the sand, about the size of a prison cell, with see-through walls and a stark overhead light. The only accommodations were a chemical toilet, a thin cot, and a folding card table with a laptop computer. Carolyn Saunders paced back and forth inside the cell, stalking like a caged panther. She whirled as the guard approached with his tray. He slid open a translucent bolthole in the cell door and passed it through. Marie strained, trying to hear, but Carolyn’s words didn’t carry all the way to the bluff.
Her middle finger translated just fine. So did the carton of milk as it exploded against the wall of the cell. Carolyn stomped off with the rest of her tray, sat on the edge of her cot, and jammed the sandwich into her mouth.
Nessa slithered along the rock, nestling at Marie’s side. “What do you think?”
“I think it’s all wrong,” Marie whispered. She pointed, drawing battle lines with her fingertip. “Three—no, there’s another—four men down there, covering the entire camp. No sign of Ezra, either. They opened a gateway, out on the water, but nobody’s manning the console. Where is everybody?”
“Inside the domes? Sleeping?”
“It’s not that late,” Marie said. “And if they’re awake, you’d think we’d hear voices from inside. Smell somebody cooking, maybe. All I smell is diesel fumes. And nothing explains that open gateway.”
“Not the sort of thing one leaves unattended, no.”
Nessa nodded down the bluff, toward the transparent cell on the shore.
“Assuming that’s not one-way glass, we do have a witness who can tell us what happened here.”
They inched back from the ledge and regrouped with the others, huddling just out of sight.
“We’re well past the point of pretending Ezra is a friend,” Nessa said. “He’s imprisoned Carolyn, and it stands to reason he’d do the same to us. His entire line about how she’s happy to be working with him was a bold-faced lie.”
“And his men?” Hedy asked.
“If they aren’t our friends, they’re our enemies. And what do we do to our enemies, Hedy?”
The women locked eyes. Hedy nodded, resolute. She looked to Gazelle.
“Stay here with the rest of the coven, and guard the bus. We may need to leave in a hurry.”
*     *     *
A pair of guards circled the nose of a delivery truck, making their rounds. They walked a spiderweb path through the encampment, following twists and turns drilled into them by endless routine. They had the easy gait and tired eyes of men who were trained for battle but expected boredom.
A playing card whistled through the shadows like a razor blade. The guard on the left took it right between the eyes as it carved through flesh and bone, jutting from his forehead and drooling raspberry down the curve of his nose. He fell to his knees, then crashed face-first onto the sand. The other scrambled for his rifle, swinging it up, hunting for a target as he drew a breath to shout—and then Marie stepped up behind him and grabbed a fistful of his hair. Her sickle carved his throat from ear to ear and she kicked his legs out from under him, leaving him to choke on his own blood as he twitched and died at his partner’s side.
*     *     *
On the far side of the camp, near the translucent prison cell, another pair of guards walked with long, confident strides. One had a radio on his hip, silent save for the occasional burst of raw static. They rounded a bend, circling around one of the geodesic-dome tents, and stumbled to a surprised halt.
Nessa and Hedy stood in the path before them, back to back, and the air around them shimmered like a heat mirage. They each extended one graceful arm, perfectly mirroring one another, and turned their open palms toward the canopy of desert stars.
Then they both leaned in, as one, and blew a kiss.
A gust of icy wind turned opaque, glittering, as it washed over the men. One froze where he stood, shuddering like he’d grabbed hold of a high-voltage cable. The other turned and tried to run. He made it three steps before he froze, too, his flesh and bones betraying him.
When the wind dissolved and the glitter faded to starlight, two green-glass statues in the shape of men stood upon the sandy path.
*     *     *
The remnants of a bologna sandwich dangled limp from Carolyn’s mouth as she stared in looming surprise. She rose from her cot and walked to the front of her cell.
Nessa, Marie, Hedy, and Daniel converged on the doorway as one.
“About time you people got off your asses,” she said, wolfing down the last of her sandwich. She abandoned the apple on the cot behind her, untouched.
Daniel leaned in, studying the electronic keypad next to the cell door. “Nice to see you too, Carolyn. And you’re welcome. One second, let me figure out how to crack this thing.”
“The code is three-nine-two-six. Dumbasses punched it in right in front of me. You’re welcome.” Carolyn looked to the others. “Okay, so. The Witch, the Knight, and…a plus-one?”
Nessa put a proud arm around Hedy’s shoulders.
“My daughter,” she said.
The keypad bleeped as Daniel typed in the code. The door whirred like an airlock, pneumatic seals hissing.
“Where is everyone?” Marie asked. She gestured to the silent camp at her back. The translucent door slid open and Carolyn stepped out, stretched, and took a deep breath of fresh air.
“Possibly hunting for you. Ezra pulled everybody out except for a skeleton crew about an hour ago. He knows you’re coming, by the way, so we need to move fast.”
“He might reasonably assume it,” Nessa said, “but he can’t know for certain. We parted ways in the middle of a raging inferno; he doesn’t even know if we’re dead or alive.”
“Oh, he knows. I’ve narced you out twice now. By accident.”
Nessa’s eyes narrowed. “Explain.”
“I go into a fugue state on a regular basis, and while I’m under, I write about the other characters in the first story, sometimes their past lives, sometimes what they’re up to right now.” Carolyn pointed to the laptop in her cell, the screen flooded with black text on eggshell white. “It’s kind of my thing, as the Scribe. Can’t help it. Not that I usually mind. I mean, that’s where ninety percent of my book ideas come from. Anyway, Ezra had me cooped up and writing so he could keep tabs on all of us.”
“What does he know?” Nessa asked. “Exactly what does he know?”
“Only that you and your girlfriend are coming to bust me out. Some of my fugue dumps are more detailed than others. He doesn’t know you brought company. We need to hurry, but we can’t leave just yet. Did he tell you about Deep Six? And the cathedral down on the ocean bed?”
“He showed us,” Marie said.
“Then you know we need to get that door jimmied open.”
“What’s inside?”
“No clue,” Carolyn said. “Tell you what I do know: it’s something very big, very old, and I very much don’t want that asshole Ezra to get his hands on it.”
“Whose side is he on?” Nessa asked.
“He’s on Ezra’s side. He’s scared out of his mind—I mean, to be fair, finding out that you’re destined by fate to be tortured, mutilated, and rot in a prison cell would do that to most men. He’s grabbing at straws, making deals with anyone who might offer him a way out, and loyalty is not one of his defining qualities. Did you see that bodyguard of his?”
“Rosales?” Nessa pointed to her face. “With the turquoise eyes?”
“That’s the one. I only know one way to get a set of peepers like those, and it’s not from winning a good citizenship award. She acts like she works for him, but I’m not entirely sure that’s the right way around.”
Marie watched the camp. Her line of sight jumped from dome to dome, the motionless flaps. Silence, beyond the rustling of the night wind and the distant chug of an electrical generator.
“This is a trap,” she said.
All eyes were on her. She turned to the shore and pointed to the glass walkway and the disk that stood on steel struts over the water.
“Why leave to look for us, when he knows we’re on our way? Carolyn is the perfect bait and he left her dangling right here. It’s a big, open desert, and no matter how many men Ezra has with him, there’s no chance he could watch every angle of approach. For that matter, we drove right in on the access road. The most obvious route, but no guards. Didn’t see Ezra’s people coming or going. Then there’s the portal. Why leave it open? We know those things draw a ton of electrical power, not to mention they’re ridiculously dangerous. There isn’t even a single technician keeping an eye on it.”
Nessa rubbed her chin, nodding slowly. “Let’s look at it from Ezra’s perspective. What does he want most?”
“Whatever is inside that cathedral,” Marie said.
“And he told us that he thinks the door is keyed to…us, collectively, as the characters of the first story. And considering what we glimpsed out in those ocean depths, there’s no guarantee that what waits within the cathedral walls is friendly. Or sane.”
“Safer to have us do all the work,” Marie said. “So he pulls back, leaving a few token guards to put up a fight. We save Carolyn, we go down to open the doors for him—”
“And he swoops in to pluck the prize from our hands. Clever. But he doesn’t know we brought our own army.” Nessa put her hand on Hedy’s shoulder. “Go back up the bluff, rally the others, and spread a net. Keep to the shadows. When Ezra and his friends arrive, we’ll draw their attention. When we do, hit them from behind with everything you’ve got.”
Hedy’s lips pursed, tight. “I should be with you.”
“You should be leading your coven, Hedy. I didn’t come to steal your title or your responsibilities. They need your direction. Keep watch, hold the line, and if anyone tries to stop us, rain down hell on their foolish little heads. We won’t be long.”
Hedy put her hand over Nessa’s and squeezed. Then she darted off. She skirted around a dome and slipped away into the dark. Nessa looked to Marie.
“Ezra thinks that God has a secret. And it’s been locked away, down in that ocean cathedral, for a very long time.”
“Do you think it’s Wisdom’s Grave?” Marie asked.
“Perhaps. Whatever it is, it belongs in our hands, not Ezra’s. I have a philosophy when it comes to secrets. They belong to me. All of them.”
Nessa flashed a cold and eager smile.
“So. Shall we blaspheme?”



FORTY-NINE
The glass dock rattled under their footsteps as they left the beach and walked out onto the lake. The midnight waters roiled below, as if offering a glimpse of terrors to come.
Then they stepped through the portal, one by one, and emerged into the depths of an alien ocean.
Beyond the towering curve of the glass wall, out in the dark, beacons strobed and cast a baleful yellow glow. And just past the beacons, caught in freeze-frame flickers of light, a vast and slithering titan hungered for prey it couldn’t reach.
Carolyn led the way through an open bulkhead and down twisting metallic corridors painted Halloween orange and nightingale blue. Stenciled signs pointed the way in a forgotten language, with letters drawn in barbed lines and spirals. More bulkheads, these sealed shut and barred with lengths of reddish, coppery chain, lined a tunnel that ended at a circular platform.
“Our next stop is the bottom of the ocean,” Carolyn said. “Ezra thought that if he got enough of us together in one place, the cathedral doors would just pop open. So, we’ll see.”
“Has he been able to find any of the others?” Nessa asked.
“A few. The Drifter died a couple of years ago in Nova Scotia, best as I can tell. The Psychopomp is working as an actress in LA. Just did her first sitcom pilot. Little too high-profile to snatch right now. The Killer is out in Baton Rouge, carving up newlyweds; Ezra wasn’t keen on trying to collect that one. Nobody has any idea who or where the Paladin is, and the Enemy—”
“Isn’t going to help,” Daniel said.
Carolyn hauled on a lever. A klaxon sounded as a wire-frame door rattled down, sealing them in a circular cage. The lift groaned. Rust fell in tiny flakes, a scarlet rain, as the platform began to descend.
“Got that right,” she said.
Marie had been silent for a while. Flicking glances at Carolyn, bouncing on the balls of her feet. Finally, she found her voice again.
“Ms. Saunders—”
“Carolyn.”
“Carolyn.” Marie squeezed her hands together. “I’m a really big fan. Your books changed my life.”
Carolyn stared at the wire cage door and the slow procession of bulkhead-lined corridors on the other side as the lift grumbled its way downward.
“Uh-huh,” she said.
“Swords Against Madness is my favorite book. Like, not just out of yours, it’s my favorite book of all time.”
“Really?”
Marie nodded, fast. “It’s amazing. It made me want to be a knight. It showed me that I could be one. I guess it really set me on the path to becoming who I am today.”
“Damn.” Carolyn turned, glancing back over her shoulder. “Narcissist much?”
Marie blinked at her.
“Remember what I said? I go into fugues. See shit that happened in other worlds.” Carolyn turned away again. “That book is about you. Your girlfriend over there was the witch-queen of the Invalsi. I mean, I made some of it up, like the parts that made you look cool, but come on. I thought I had an ego.”
“Hey, Carolyn?” Daniel leaned back against the cage and crossed his arms. “Could you try not to be an asshole?”
“Oh, I’m sorry. I just spent three days peeing in a prison cell with see-through walls. They fed me nothing but bologna sandwiches and milk. I might not be in the best of moods right now.” She held out one frail arm. Her hand trembled until she dropped it to her side. “Also, I’m going through alcohol withdrawal at the moment. My head is pounding like a five-tequila hangover, and I didn’t get any goddamn tequila. Detox sucks.”
“Probably long overdue.”
“Let’s see you try it,” she snapped.
Nessa put her hand on the small of Marie’s back and leaned in close.
“Never meet your heroes,” she said.
The lift slowed, coasting down—then jolted to a bone-rattling stop. The wire cage rolled open.
The chamber beyond the lift was vast, Times Square vast, with a rough stone floor the color of yellowed fossil. The engineers of Deep Six had built their base upon the floor of the endless ocean, forging a cage of steely walls around the ancient cathedral and pumping out the water until nothing but damp rock and twists of bleached, skeletal coral remained. The clammy air smelled of salt and old, wet rope.
Six geodesic tents formed a corridor beyond the lift gate, three on each side. Marie lifted an olive plastic flap and peeked inside. Scientific equipment—microscopes, seismographs, devices whose purpose she couldn’t begin to guess at—lined folding tables, near a jumble of tripods and open cases stuffed with with video cameras and battery packs. A second tent housed more of the same.
The third stole her breath.
Carlo Sosa’s “space suit” stood upon a raised circle of steel, hoisted upright by a makeshift derrick. At first, she could see how the people who found it assumed he was some kind of rogue astronaut. The suit was dirty-white, puffy, bulked up with pads and hoses that snaked in and out of the fabric like textured eel skin. The helmet, built into the suit, sported a faceplate of cold onyx. Fat curving tubes bristled from the shoulders like the exhaust pipes on a muscle car. A machine built for power and speed.
Hypnotized, her fingers brushed the padded arm. The suit stood peeled open and unbuckled, ready for a pilot. She felt the unyielding metal beneath, the hard and brutal angles. In her mind’s eye she strode down a burning city street, a neon-green display on the visor painting threats and targets.
“I know this suit,” she murmured. She looked back at Carolyn. “Where did Carlo get this?”
“Stole it. Near as I can tell, he was working for another world’s incarnation of Ezra Talon. Probably the same one who sent our Ezra that little care package full of blueprints, back in the seventies. Carlo found out that Talon’s eggheads were working on dimension-jump technology, so he posed as a mechanic, got a job, and took the prototype for a joyride. Dumbass. Us Scribes are supposed to write about adventures, not go on them. Always ends badly.”
“But who was that world’s Ezra building it for?”
Carolyn shrugged. “Probably himself, considering how obsessive his incarnations are about escaping their fate. Don’t know. Can we keep moving? I’d like to get out of here before anything kills me.”
Standing lights, spread throughout the seabed cavern on tripods, cast harsh spotlights upon the towering cathedral. The four stood there, side by side, consumed by its shadow. Glimpsing it on the grainy security monitors, up above, was nothing compared to seeing the real thing. It hadn’t been built so much as grown, one organic monument of gnarled jade stone. Statues of faceless angels perched in the eaves, leaning out to blow horns with twisted tubes and valves no human hands could command. And down below, upon the doors, hundreds of carved eyes bristled upon a relief of unfurled wings. The creature sculpted into the door, split down the middle by an almost invisible seam, was a nightmare of paradise. Graceful, majestic, and cold, its face bore vestigial slits for eyes and a nose as if its creator had only carved them as an afterthought. One hand gripped a sword ridged with sculpted flames. The other, an empty chalice.
The angel quivered, and for a moment Marie thought it might come to life, peeling itself from the door as green stone turned to terrible flesh. She realized it was just the door itself, trembling on concealed hinges in response to their approach. Then it fell still once more.
“So much for the ‘it’ll just open’ theory,” Carolyn said. “Any suggestions?”
Behind them, the lift hummed down. They turned as the wire cage rattled open. The tip of Ezra’s cane rapped light upon the damp rock as he approached, Rosales at his side. A heavy revolver rode in her shoulder holster, barely concealed by a linen blazer, but she didn’t reach for it. Yet. Marie’s fingers tightened around the hilt of her sickle.
“Knife,” Nessa murmured. Marie slipped her free hand into the mirror bag, dangling invisible at her side, and palmed Nessa’s quill knife. She passed it over without a word.
Ezra and Rosales came to a stop, side by side, facing them. Two lines of battle, drawn across the cavern floor.
“My apologies for deceiving you,” Ezra said. “I really did mean well. I really do.”
“Fuck your apology,” Carolyn said.
“You of all people should understand what I’m doing here, Carolyn. You’re the chronicler of all our shared misfortunes. How many times have you written the story of our downfalls and miseries?”
“You aren’t helping,” she said.
“I’m trying to break this damned cycle. To end it. Isn’t that what you all want? Isn’t any sacrifice worth it, if it means freeing us once and for all?”
“From what we’re told,” Nessa said, “it can’t be ended. The story is what we are. Unravel that, you unravel us.”
“You don’t believe that any more than I do. No. We’ve got a common foe, you and me. Someone who gets off on making us dance like puppets. A foe with a name, and a face, and a beating heart. If you didn’t believe that, you would have given up by now. We can be free.” Ezra lifted his cane, pointing to the cathedral doors. “There’s a secret beyond those doors. A weapon, just for me. And I’ve come too far to give up now.”
“I’m disinclined to share,” Nessa said. “But it’s a moot point, considering we can’t get inside.”
“Again, apologies for the deception. I do know how they open. A little experimentation and guesswork showed me the way.”
The silver cap of Ezra’s cane swung to the right and pointed at the empty chalice.
“The angel demands a sacrifice.”
Marie drew the connection. “Blood,” she said. “The doors react to people from the first story. And they want blood.”
“We measured. That chalice can hold about two gallons. In other words…a little less than two bodies’ worth. Early on I thought Carlo’s veins might hold the answer, which is why I had Cross and Bloch working on synthesizing his blood before they took off on me. No dice. Tried drawing Carolyn’s blood and bagging it up—”
“And fuck you twice,” Carolyn said.
“—also a no-go. It’s got to be fresh, alive, straight from the vein. Don’t you see? You’re the only two characters from the first story who come as a pair. Two of you, two bodies for the sacrifice. You were made to open this door.”
“This,” Daniel muttered, “is not going to end well.”
“Listen to reason,” Ezra said. His cane rapped upon the stone between his feet. “I have resources. Manpower. A fortune worth billions. I can free us all. I know I can. So what if you die here today? You’ll just reincarnate again, like you have countless times before. It won’t even hurt, I promise; we’ll use anesthetic, put you under before we draw your blood, you’ll just…go to sleep, and wake up in a brand-new world. Hell, it’s a better death than the one you’ve got coming, you know that much. You’re as screwed as I am on the ‘bad ways to die’ scale.”
He took a step closer. Rosales was his silent shadow, her turquoise eyes hard as flint while her hand inched toward her holster.
“All I’m asking is one life. In the scheme of eternity, it’s a tiny sacrifice. And in return, when I get my hands on the prize beyond those doors, I’ll be fighting for all of us. I’ll break the cycle. I’ll set us all free.”
“There’s one slight problem with your plan,” Nessa said.
“I’m listening.”
“I am, in general and always, disinclined to surrender.”
Ezra flicked his eyes to the side. Rosales gave him the ghost of a nod.
Then she moved, blindingly fast. Carolyn was standing the closest to her, and Rosales snatched her by the forearm. She yanked the woman off her feet, spinning her around, and hooked one arm around Carolyn’s throat. A pair of cards leaped to Daniel’s fingertips, crackling with power, as Marie raised her sickle and squared her footing.
Everyone froze, waiting for someone to make the first move.
“I’ll snap her neck,” Rosales said. “Someone’s going to die down here, and it’s you or her.”
Nessa thought about that for a moment. Then she shrugged.
“Fine,” she said. “Do it.”



FIFTY
No one moved. Rosales’s arm tightened around Carolyn’s throat as she held the trembling woman in an iron grip. She squinted at Nessa.
“What?”
“Go ahead,” Nessa said. “Kill her. But might I suggest not being a complete idiot about it, and bleeding her into the chalice instead? That’ll account for one of the sacrifices we need.”
Carolyn’s mouth hung open. So did Rosales’s.
“What is wrong with you?” Rosales said.
“I’m pragmatic. I’m also a witch. Can I tell your fortune? You’re going to kill Carolyn. The moment you do, Daniel and Marie are going to kill you. At which point Ezra—helpless and alone—will be subject to my tender mercies, and when I’m done expressing my severe displeasure, what’s left of him will feed the chalice.”
She locked eyes with Ezra, and her voice dropped to a serpentine purr.
“Your fate is to suffer mutilation and agony at the hands of a tyrant,” she told him. “Did it ever occur to you, even once, that it might be me?”
Rosales shot him a look, uncertain now. “Boss?”
“Or,” Nessa offered, “here’s a much better plan. There are five eligible donors present. Five people can contribute, and survive, an amount of blood that would kill two.”
“It’s true,” Carolyn croaked, squirming. “I’m a writer. I research these things.”
“Let’s all bleed together,” Nessa said.
*     *     *
Outside the portal, Hedy had pressed her back to the olive angle of a tent just as headlights flashed over the water. A convoy rolled in, four long trucks with their beds shrouded under heavy tarp, and snaked to a stop along the shoreline. She scrambled back up the bluff like a panther, pressed flat to the cold desert stone.
She had watched Ezra and Rosales stride along the glass walkway, out over the lake, while technicians moved to man the abandoned control panel. They didn’t arrive alone. Men streamed from the truck beds with military precision, maybe twenty in all, bracing matte-black rifles. They took cover, some on bended knee, all eyes and muzzles trained on the shimmering gateway.
Their backs were turned to the real threat. Hedy and Gazelle spoke with their hands, and Gazelle passed down the command. The witches of the Pallid Masque, faces shrouded under ivory bone, spread out in the dark.
Hedy almost gave the command to attack. Then she froze. Something was wrong here. Something on the wind, like a distant and half-remembered spice. She locked eyes with Gazelle. Her knight felt it too. She raised one clenched fist to the others. Hold.
They waited. And watched.
Less than a minute later, one slow sweep around the clock, the night erupted in screams and gunfire.
*     *     *
Marie made the cuts. One shallow slice of her sickle’s blade, just along the forearm. One by one, the characters of the first story made their contribution to the angel’s meal, blood pattering into the bowl of the jade chalice.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Nessa murmured to Rosales.
“Do tell.” Her lips twisted in a snarl as she watched the slow procession.
“You’re thinking you should have grabbed Marie instead. That she would have worked as leverage over me. And you’re thinking about doing it right now. Or vice-versa, taking me to control her.”
Rosales’s empty fingers twitched. “And?”
“And you should look at the big picture. We have no idea what’s waiting beyond those doors. Might be the prize Ezra’s dreaming about, or it might be death incarnate. Killing one of us means you have to kill all of us. Which leaves you, standing alone with nobody but Ezra for company, and I don’t think he’s much of a fighter.”
Nessa rolled up the left sleeve of her blouse.
“Our odds are better if we all stand united. There’s time for a reckoning after we get inside.”
Rosales ran her tongue over her teeth.
“Fair,” she said.
“Now give me your blazer.”
Rosales arched an eyebrow. “What?”
“Bandages,” Nessa said. “Obviously.”
Rosales sacrificed her jacket, shredded in strips to form makeshift tourniquets. The others sacrificed blood. Daniel was the last in line, wincing as he leaned over the chalice.
“Just for the record,” he said, “that’s twice I’ve gotten cut up for you two. And I’m not even supposed to be here.”
His complaint was swallowed by the rasp of stone upon stone. Then a hollow, thunderous boom, like an ancient mechanism slamming into motion. He jumped back from the doors. Unseen chains rattled, spinning and spooling.
Nessa’s eyes, fierce and bright, met Marie’s. They stood side by side.
“Here we go,” she said.
The hairline crack running down the angel’s body grew. Then it split, breaking in half as the cathedral doors yawned open. A gust of hot, stale air washed from its cavernous depths, carrying the scent of sandalwood.
Then silence.
They moved as one, by unspoken accord. Their phones lit the darkness, casting narrow beams along the heart of the cathedral. An aisle ran between mammoth pews, everything molded from a single unbroken piece of jade stone.
“Who was this place for?” Marie said, voice soft as if she was afraid to disturb the stillness. “Going from the size of these seats, they must have been…twelve, maybe fifteen feet tall, easy.”
Dust danced along the beam of her light, the pale rectangle tracing frescoes on the vaulted walls. Faceless humanoid figures knelt in supplication, making offerings to great wheels that flew and burned in the heavens above.
The procession went deeper, in silent awe. Then Marie realized the prickling at the back of her neck wasn’t a brush with divine grace. Her cop senses were firing on overdrive. One member of the party wasn’t marveling at the art. Rosales was watching Nessa, dragging her heels to hang back on purpose, and her hand was inching toward her shoulder holster.
Rosales froze as the tip of Marie’s sickle tapped against the back of her neck.
“Uh-uh,” Marie said. She plucked the revolver from Rosales’s holster. “I’ll hang onto this for you.”
“I don’t need it,” Rosales whispered. “You’re all looking a little pale from bleeding out. A little shaky, maybe? Little slow on the draw?”
“Test me and find out.”
She didn’t push it. She doesn’t have to, Marie thought. If they did as we expected, there’s a whole company of mercenaries waiting topside for us.
And if Hedy did as we expected, they’re already dead.
Upon a riser at the head of the cathedral, instead of an altar, a coffin stood. It was a casket of glistening jade, engraved with writing that ringed the surface of the open-lidded box, and more elaborate frescoes. Three mighty and faceless figures stood like immortal judges before a burning sun. Nine more figures cowered, small and twisted and broken, in a pit of flames at their feet.
The explorers gathered around the coffin, standing on tiptoes to gaze at the giant within.
The corpse was so mummified, withered by the ravages of time, that it was impossible to tell what it looked like when it was alive. Human, perhaps. Humanesque, but standing twice as tall as any man, with three-fingered hands and an Easter Island skull. Cobwebs thick as gray felt nestled in the long slits of its eyes and nose, a mouthless and sexless twin to the carving on the cathedral doors.
Chains and manacles carved from bright, smooth sapphire bound the corpse’s wrists. And within the collapsed cavern of its chest, ribs snapped and fallen like the broken bars of a cage, nestled a brass bell.
“This is Hebrew,” Nessa breathed, her fingertip tracing the words along the rim of the coffin. “Well, almost. Sort of. I can pick out words here and there, but some of these…there are letters that don’t exist in any Semitic language I’m familiar with.”
“A precursor tongue?” Ezra asked. “Deep Six is ancient, and this place stood on the ocean floor before the facility was built over it. No telling how long it’s been here.”
Nessa leaned in close, shining the beam from her phone across the letters as she tried to read the inscription.
“‘Here rests…sleeps?’ Then a name, I think. Too many letters I’ve never seen before, can’t make it out. ‘First of the three faithful thrones. Through his’…” She tapped her fingernail against the jade. “Act? Offering? It’s a compound word implying some kind of mighty deed or a sacrifice. ‘Through his act, evil is removed from the world and the nine kings of man are defied.’”
In the corner of Marie’s eye, Rosales’s face went tight.
“‘Let this…light?…remain shrouded. Let wisdom keep her face concealed, and no man seek her where she rests.’”
Nessa looked up. On the other side of the coffin, Marie met her gaze.
“Wisdom’s Grave,” Marie said.
“This isn’t it,” Nessa said. “But it might point the way. Let’s see…can’t read this bit here. Then…‘leave what you have found. To disturb this…reliquary? To disturb this reliquary is to invite damnation.’”
They stared in silence. No one moved.
Then Nessa leaned over the edge and reached inside. Her hand slipped into the dead creature’s chest. It emerged coated in bone dust and clutching the copper bell. A cascade of spidery runes clung to the faded metal, seeming to twist and move of their own accord.
“I was damned at the moment of my creation,” Nessa said. “I am not afraid. And I will not be judged.”
The sapphire manacles snapped open. The chain clacked as it twisted toward Nessa like a rattlesnake. Marie didn’t hesitate. She lunged in and grabbed it as the others jumped back.
The chain bucked in her grip, writhing, the manacles snapping at her face like a pair of starving mouths…and then, seemingly appeased or tamed by her touch, they fell limp. She slid the chain into her mirror bag and gave it a gentle, uncertain pat.
“We should go,” she said.
No one argued. Nessa cradled her bell, fingertips stroking the engraved sides like she could read the runes by touch. Ezra gave her an uncertain glance.
“That would be better in my hands,” he said. “Nothing has changed. I’m still the man with the resources and the reach to save us all.”
“And I’m still the woman who’s deciding if she’s going to let you live or not,” Nessa replied. “Keep walking.”
He didn’t argue, and Rosales held her silence. Marie wasn’t surprised. As far as they knew, they had backup waiting on the shore, and enough guns to take whatever they wanted.
Her suspicions were confirmed as they emerged from the cathedral. The lift was whirring at the end of the tent corridor, coming down, and Ezra broke into a smug grin.
“Are you sure you wouldn’t like to reconsider?” he asked.
Marie had a hard time not smiling herself. It’s Hedy and the others, she thought. They took care of Ezra’s mercs, and they’re here to back us up.
They were both wrong.
The wire cage rattled open and Savannah Cross stepped onto the seabed. She looked different from before, broken and disjointed, her zigzag spine jutting against her charcoal rags with every erratic footstep. A suit of jet-black armor stood behind her. It was baroque, curved, styled like an ancient samurai’s war gear, and glistening wet. Marie didn’t realize what she was looking at until the visor peeled open with a belch and human eyes—fixed with abject horror and set into a burn-scarred face—peered out from within. She remembered those eyes.
“Jesus, it’s Scottie Pierce,” she breathed. “What did you do to him?”
“Made some necessary repairs. He doesn’t talk anymore. I like him better this way myself. Don’t you agree?”
Scottie extended his arm. A groan echoed from inside the armor as a long, curving blade grew from his wrist. It was a katana forged from glistening darkness, its blade drooling rivulets of ink onto the ocean floor as he stepped from the lift.
“He’s been eager to see you again, Marie.” The spine-arms jutting from Savannah’s mutated back clacked together, quivering over her shoulders in anticipation. “As for me…ah. Professor Fieri, there you are.”
“Dr. Cross,” Nessa replied.
She handed the bell to Marie, who slipped it into the mirror bag. Then she cracked her knuckles.
“Rematch?” Savannah asked.
“Quite.”
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Scottie bellowed like a bull trapped in a furnace as he charged, whipping his glistening sword back, powdering the skeletal coral to pale dust under his boots. Rosales met the challenge. She ducked inside his reach and plowed into him shoulder-first. They crashed together, and he stumbled back—then grabbed her by the neck and effortlessly flung her aside. She flew, hit the seabed, and tumbled on her hip.
Savannah already had the sinuous words of a chant on her tongue when a playing card, crackling with white-hot energy, sliced into her rags. She hissed, staggering back. A second card drove itself into her chest, then a third…and then Daniel’s fingers riffled across his empty palm.
“Shit,” he said.
Scottie ignored the fallen bodyguard and came at Marie like a juggernaut. She ducked under his swing, droplets of ink spattering and sizzling on the stone. Then she spun around and opened fire. Rosales’s revolver bucked in her hand, spitting out round after round. The bullets ricocheted off Scottie’s armor, barely cracking the shell, glancing and sparking in all directions. Her hammer clicked on an empty chamber as he threw a gauntlet-fisted punch.
She felt one of her ribs crack. Something was cold and wet inside of her as she flew off her feet, landing hard on the rough stone. She couldn’t draw a breath, couldn’t do anything but move on pure instinct as his sword whistled down, throwing herself out of the way.
Rosales was up and moving again—away from the fight. “Boss!” she shouted at Ezra. “Get to the lift, now!”
Nessa curled her fingers in a ritual gesture and lashed out with a torrent of raw power. Savannah did the same. Their energy collided, hooked, snapping together like a pair of puzzle pieces.
“No little tricks,” Savannah hissed. “No swarm of owls, no playmates to conjure. Just your strength against mine.”
Her wrists bent. The wave of energy flexed, swelling, as it hit Nessa like a sledgehammer and knocked her to her knees.
“And we already know how that ends,” Savannah said.
Daniel ran in and dragged Marie to her feet. Scottie’s sword sliced the air as she scrambled back. Daniel circled him, trying to steal the monster’s attention, and Marie darted in with her sickle high. The curved blade came down on Scottie’s shoulder, angling for what looked like a gap in his armor. She grabbed the hilt with both hands and wrenched it with all the strength she had left.
The sickle snapped. She clutched the haft, nothing left but the useless nub of a broken blade, as Scottie’s forearm crashed across her chest and sent her sprawling to the ground. Before he could finish her off, Daniel threw himself onto Scottie’s back. He clung to his shoulders, unarmed and desperate, legs flying as Scottie tried to thrash him off.
Nessa’s face glistened with clammy sweat. She tried to get one of her legs under her, to push herself up, but Savannah’s magic was a tidal wave of calculated force. An invisible fist crushed Nessa’s lungs in a slow, relentless, and brutal grip, squeezing out every last drop of air.
Marie clambered to her feet, wincing as her broken rib twisted like a knife. Nessa wouldn’t last another minute. Neither would Daniel. Her weapons were lost and she didn’t know how to save either one of them.
Then she did.
She turned and ran. Savannah’s giddy laughter chased her footsteps.
“Look at that,” she said to Nessa. “In your hour of need, your own knight abandons you. You are truly, utterly lost. Just give it up already.”
Scottie hurled Daniel up and over his shoulder. He slammed down on his back, hard enough to knock the wind from him and leave him stunned, writhing on the seabed. Scottie looked around, eyes fierce, hunting for Marie. When he didn’t see her, he turned his mad-eyed gaze to Daniel and stomped toward him.
Nessa managed a thin smile.
“You’re an imitation witch,” she gasped, “with an imitation knight. Marie never gives up. She’s just doing what she’s good at.”
“Which is?”
Nessa’s gaze flicked over Savannah’s shoulder.
“Changing the rules of engagement.”
Scottie loomed over Daniel. The shadow of his boot heel fell across Daniel’s face. Just before he could bring it down, a sound caught his attention.
Engines.
Standing in the corridor between the geodesic tents, a suit of white armor assumed a battle stance. Plumes of steam rose from the shoulder exhausts, rippling in the salty, musty air.
*     *     *
Streams of data flooded across the inside of Marie’s helmet. Valkyrie Prototype 1.4, it read. Property of Talon Armaments Group. A woman’s electronic voice echoed over tinny speakers.
“System integrity is at forty-eight percent. Would you like to engage the emergency-return protocol?”
Marie knew this armor. She knew the feel of servos translating her movements into power, backing her footsteps with titanium-plate and piston-driven force. The suit was battered, broken in spots, but it wasn’t finished. Just like her.
“Negative,” she said. “Engage war mode.”
Her visor painted the targets, highlighting them in boxes of neon green. Her armored hands clenched into fists.
“Afterburners,” she said.
Blue flames erupted from the shoulder pipes and her boots lifted from the ground. She hurtled across the cavern like a runaway train and plowed into Scottie at full speed. The two armored titans hit the ground, clinched and rolling together, shattering dead coral and kicking up a cloud of dust. He landed on his back. She straddled him and pulled her fists back one after the other, raining down punches with sledgehammer force. His ink-armor began to crack, jarring loose, oozing black mucus mingled with blood.
Scottie got his knees bent beneath her. He shoved hard with both feet, kicking her off, sending her sprawling a few feet away. She jumped to her feet as he came after her again, lashing out with his blade. The katana carved through the outer skin of the suit and dented the armored plate beneath.
Loose wires dangled from the armor’s torn shoulder, sparking. The automated voice echoed under her helmet: “Servo damage. Suit is at thirty-five percent effectiveness. Afterburners nearly depleted. Do you wish to engage the emergency-return protocol?”
“Negative,” Marie snapped. Her fist crashed into Scottie’s face and sent him staggering back.
Marie’s return distracted Savannah for one crucial second. In the space of a heartbeat, her control faltered.
That was all Nessa needed.
Her power surged in like a cyclone of hatred given razor-edged form, carving rents in Savannah’s rags, spattering the seabed with inky blood. Nessa rose to her feet, approaching her with both hands outstretched, hair plastered to her scalp and drenched in icy sweat as she poured everything she had into the onslaught. Savannah shrieked and the air around her shimmered—and then she was gone. Boiling away into nothingness, like an image made from vapor.
Nessa spun, hard-eyed and hunting. She hadn’t destroyed the woman; she’d fled, somehow, probably circling around to hit her from behind. Marie’s voice, amplified by a loudspeaker in her helmet, boomed across the cavern.
“Nessa, get everybody topside! I’ll hold him off!”
She and Scottie were wrestling now, hands clenched on each other’s shoulders, boots digging furrows in the seabed as they tried to shove each other off-balance. Marie’s knee fired up and slammed into Scottie’s gut, punching a dent in his armor and doubling him over.
“I’ll be right behind you,” Marie shouted. “Go!”
*     *     *
Savannah was a creature made of pure thought and pure agony. The dimensional boil ravaged what was left of her physical form, every nerve and the memory of every nerve searing like lit gasoline. She had been sure one more world shift would kill her. Now she was only ninety-eight percent certain, and she was going to have to try. As she struggled to right herself, bouncing bodiless, twisted and torn on the winds of magic, she measured the remnants of her life in seconds.
Her ghost traced a power line, racing along its scarlet tether.
If she couldn’t salvage a victory, at least she could take revenge. She felt the screaming winds pulling her away from this endless ocean, but before she faded across the wheel of worlds, she found just enough strength for a single spark of power.
The spark sizzled through an ancient cable, laid by alien hands, and burned it out. The line went dead. Fail-safe devices dormant for eons failed to activate, their gears rusted shut long ago.
Out in the drowning deep, the line of beacons that protected Deep Six strobed yellow one final time. Then they went dark.
*     *     *
Nessa led the charge along a corridor lined with chained-off bulkheads, with Carolyn and Daniel on her heels. Behind her, the empty lift whirred its way back down to the seabed. Ezra and Rosales were nowhere to be seen; they’d gotten a head start, and for all she knew, they were already on the other side of the portal.
“If he shuts that gateway from the other side—” Daniel said.
She knew. They’d be trapped here, left to starve and die on a distant world. Safe bet that Savannah and her pet monster had carved a bloody swathe through Ezra’s mercenaries. If Hedy had been smart and kept her people in hiding, they’d be out there right now, ready to stop Ezra from cutting off their escape route. And if not…
Hedy is fine. Nessa’s lips pursed as her steps rang off the steel floor. She’s fine. Marie’s fine. We’re going to survive this.
Metal screamed as the corridor lurched sideways, throwing her into the wall. One of the bulkheads behind them rattled, bulging, the tortured steel bending outward.
Then it burst open. Saltwater brimmed with seaweed blasted free in a fire-hose torrent and washed in a rolling wave along the deck.
“Move,” Daniel shouted. They raced ahead of the flood as the water rose, lapping around their ankles and sucking at their shoes. Then they rounded the final bend, emerged into the great glass-walled concourse, and saw what had caused the breach.
A tentacle coiled over the glass, lashed to the outer hull of the station. They couldn’t tell where it began or where it ended. Only that it was wide as a building, studded with suckers the size of manhole covers that kissed the glass as it squeezed. A second mammoth tentacle cut like a shadow through the dark ocean and slammed down on the opposite end of the concourse hard enough to make the floor shake.
There was something in the distance, a vast and shapeless blot at the end of the tentacles. A behemoth slowly dragging its way closer in a storm of silt. One of the tentacles tightened its grip. Ceiling struts groaned, shifting out of place. Droplets of water pattered down. Nessa stared in horror at the rubbery bulk against the glass. The suckers weren’t just clinging to the towering windows; they were moving.
They had faces.
Each fleshy indentation was a crater around a living, eyeless human face. They twisted, contorting in unimaginable agony, bubbles rising from their straining mouths as they screamed in watery silence.
*     *     *
“Warning,” the electronic voice chimed in Marie’s ear. “Suit is at eighteen percent—”
She ducked left as Scottie bull-rushed her. Then she brought down both fists in a pile-driver punch, slamming them between his shoulders. More cracks erupted in his armor, drooling ink and blood. He staggered but wouldn’t go down. She ducked one frenzied sweep of his blade, then jumped backward as he lunged for her heart.
A stream of water poured down the lift shaft. It pooled along the stony floor, slowly spreading, turning the ancient rock dark and slick. The lift console spat a shower of sparks as it shorted out.
Scottie’s fist smashed into her helmet, snapping her skull back. A spiderweb of cracks shot through the onyx faceplate and her data readout turned into a smudge of blurry neon. As she skidded backward, salty brine sloshing around the soles of her boots, she realized she couldn’t beat him: he’d hold out longer than her armor’s power could, and then he’d peel her out of her useless shell and tear her to pieces.
But maybe she didn’t have to beat him.
She fell back, dodging his scything blade, pretending to retreat to the frozen lift platform. The water came down fast and hard, a waterfall at her back. Sparks shimmered in the air and bounced off the ravaged arm of her suit. His prey cornered at last, Scottie raised his sword high and charged in for the kill. Marie squared her footing and braced herself.
“Afterburners,” she said.
Her suit spat a gout of blue-hot flame and fired her into the air like a cannon. She soared up through the shaft, streaking for the top floor as Scottie crashed into the waterfall and rammed his blade into the wall point-first, snapping it in half.
He tossed the shattered sword aside. It melted as it hit the floor, dissolving into a puddle of ink. His fingers twined in the wire cage. He looked up as Marie soared out of reach, almost out of sight.
Then he started to climb.
Marie flung herself out of the shaft just before she hit the roof, landing bent-kneed with a splash. “Afterburners depleted,” the suit’s voice told her.
Didn’t matter. She was almost home free. The flood was ankle-deep now, two more bulkheads ruptured and billowing ocean water from the wounded station’s hull. The walls groaned and leaned as another support pylon snapped. Her suit thundered through the flood, kicking up water in her wake as she followed the colored corridors back to the main concourse. She almost froze when she saw the mammoth tentacles wrapped around the walls of glass, and a curtain of water rippling down from tortured seams about to break.
“Marie!” Nessa shouted.
She was fifty feet away, standing at the edge of the shimmering doorway. Carolyn was already gone, a blurry shadow on the other side, and Daniel was trying to drag Nessa out with him.
“I waited for you,” Nessa called out. “Come on, let’s go!”
Marie turned toward Nessa’s voice—and Scottie barreled into her from behind, hitting her with the force of a shotgun blast as he slammed her up against the glass. The strained window rattled in its frame under their combined weight, already squeezed to the breaking point—
—and shattered. The entire wall buckled and gave way, cascading down in a tidal wave of glass shards and roaring water. Marie saw Scottie’s eyes go wide as the pull of the ocean yanked him loose and out into the frigid depths. The deluge swept her off her feet. Suddenly she was spinning, head over heels, sucked out into the dark.
“Switching to auxiliary oxygen,” the suit told her. “Five minutes of air remaining. Suit power at seven percent. Depth pressure critical. Would you like to engage the emergency-return protocol?”
She twisted her hips, trying to right herself. She saw the lights of Deep Six through her blurry, cracked faceplate. She swam, kicking her legs, raging against the current, but the station slipped farther and farther away. Then the lights flickered and died as the station drowned.
Emergency return. Carlo Sosa’s last bookmark, the one he’d fused into the armor in case of emergency. A one-way trip to the world he came from.
She kicked harder. Swam faster, as her arms ached and her broken rib burned like the blade of a hacksaw against her chest. She was going home to her world. To Nessa. All she had to do was reach the station, then the gateway. All she had to—
The current spun her around as she slid through a storm of silt and seaweed. As she turned, she saw what was sucking her in.
The tentacles crushing the station ended in a massive lump of rubbery flesh. A living mountain, in the ocean depths. The mountain stirred, lifting up.
It had a face. The face of a wizened old man, impossibly ancient, impossibly vast, with blind white moons for eyes. As the current dragged Marie closer, its maw erupted open, sprouting teeth like curving spears. Scottie dangled from one of them in his ruptured armor, impaled through the chest.
“Engage emergency return,” Marie said, “now!”
“Emergency return failed,” the suit replied. “Power conduit failed. Suit is at four percent—”
A swarm of tentacles billowed from the creature’s mouth like starving tongues. They coiled around her suit, squeezing as they dragged her down. A sucker latched onto her faceplate, acidic secretions slowly burning against the visor as a face blossomed in the rubbery flesh. Its horrified expression mimicked Marie’s, air bubbles escaping its screaming mouth. An emergency buzzer shrilled inside her helmet.
“Emergency return!” Marie shouted. “Try it again!”
“Emergency return failed. Suit is at two percent—”



FIFTY-TWO
Daniel ran along the glass catwalk over Pyramid Lake, dragging Nessa at his side. They’d seen Marie get blindsided. Then they saw the window break and the ocean surge in.
Water erupted from the portal at their back, blasting in all directions as the alien flood burst across worlds. The torrent of salty brine surged over the control panel in a wave. It shorted out with a flash and a plume of foul smoke.
The gateway collapsed.
Nessa was screaming, punching Daniel’s chest while he tried to cling onto her. His words—there’s nothing we can do, she’s gone—washed over her and dragged her down, but she couldn’t drown. She wanted to drown, with Marie, but her lungs kept breathing air and her heart refused to stop beating.
She came back to sanity, eventually. The world hauled her back against her will. She stared out at a beach littered with dead bodies and fallen guns. Ezra’s men, torn to shreds by Savannah’s attack. Ezra and Rosales were down on their knees with knives to their throats. Hedy stood by, in silent judgment, as her coven-mates stood guard over the captives.
Nessa locked eyes with Hedy. She didn’t have to say anything. Hedy put on her mouse mask and bowed her head. Gazelle looked between them. Then she had to turn away, biting down on her knuckles as her eyes glistened in the dark.
“Go home,” Nessa told Daniel. “Take Carolyn with you. Go back to Las Vegas. There’s nothing for you to do here.”
“I’m…still supposed to bring you with—”
“Go. Home.” Her jaw trembled as she fought to find her voice. “My knight is dead. Silly Marie. I’m supposed to die first. That’s how the story goes, right?”
“Nessa—”
“I guess there’s only one thing left for me to do.”
She turned her back on them and stared out across the lake.
“Mother?” Hedy asked. Nessa looked back at her. She gestured to the prisoners.
“I’m—I’m sorry for what happened,” Ezra said, “but none of this was my fault, you understand that—”
Nessa walked away.
She found some space all alone, on the far side of the camp. No one followed her. She looked up at the canopy of stars, endless and shining. The ghost of a memory came back to her. Another life, lying on bedrolls under the open sky beside the embers of a campfire, as she taught Marie the constellations.
Her lover was everywhere. And somewhere, across the wheel of worlds, she was being reborn. A bright-eyed baby with her memories burned away. All of this, their adventures, their love, reduced to ashes and half-remembered dreams. Nessa would join her soon enough, when her tonic ran out and the Shadow infecting her veins caught up with her.
She took out her phone. There was a number on her old contact list, one she hadn’t bothered to purge yet. It rang four times before it picked up, and a man’s sleepy voice answered.
“Yes?”
“Alton,” she said. “It’s Nessa.”
The senator was awake now. She heard his breath go tight.
“You got half of what you wanted,” she said.
“I—I don’t know what you’re talking about, but—”
“Please. I’m not recording this, or trying to entrap you. We’re well beyond the point of games. Marie is dead. And I’m dying. Incurable illness.”
“Don’t know what you want me to say.”
“Nothing,” Nessa replied. “I want you to listen. She’s dead. So is everything we aspired to accomplish, everything we wanted to be in this life. All of my hopes, all of my dreams. Dead. I don’t really have anything left to live for. And that’s bad news for you. Do you understand?”
He didn’t answer.
“I’m coming to kill you, Alton.”
More silence on the other end of the line. She heard him fumbling, bedsheets rustling back.
“I’m coming to kill a lot of people,” she said. “I’ve decided, frankly, that I’m going to do as much damage as I possibly can with the time I have left. I’ll burn this entire world to ashes if I can manage it. But you’re at the top of my list.”
“You’re insane,” he breathed.
“The first storyteller who ever lived wrote me to life. He gave me a role, a part to play. I wonder…do you think dangling true love before me and then tearing it away was meant to be a punishment for my wicked heart? Or was love meant to change me, to make me a better person? Well.” She chuckled, long and deep. “Moot point. Marie’s gone. And there’s nothing left but to see just how wicked I can be.”
“Don’t do anything rash,” Alton said. “We can talk about this—”
“We’ll talk when I arrive. Well, I’ll talk. You’ll mostly beg, whimper, scream. Etcetera.”
Nessa tilted her head back and held out her open arm, fingers spread wide to catch the cold desert wind.
“So gather your armies, Alton. Your demons, your bounty hunters, your hired guns. Gather your allies and tell them to get ready. The Owl is coming.”
She hung up on him. Tears stung her eyes and she squeezed them shut. If she imagined it hard enough, she could almost feel Marie’s soft shoulders against her hands, their bodies close as they danced in the hotel room back in Ohio. She heard the brass horns of the big-band music, felt her heels lift—and then her toes, her body hovering above the desert flats.
She remembered Marie’s surprise, her delight, and heard her own voice. Didn’t anyone ever tell you? Witches can fly.
Nessa touched back down to earth. She stalked into one of the supply tents. She rummaged through stacks of cleaning supplies and emerged with her prize. The broom was a modern model, of course, synthetic and sleek, but it would do the job.
Sometimes you just needed to send a message.
The Shadow raged under her hot skin and she welcomed it, inviting more in. More raw power, a flame to ignite the gasoline in her veins. She thought about Daniel’s warnings, his admonition that the so-called “occult underground” wouldn’t tolerate the revelation of magic to the sleeping world.
She held out the broom and let go. It hovered there, suspended by magical thread, inviting her to the dance.
“I came to break the rules,” she said to the night.
She sat sidesaddle on the broom and a lopsided smile rose to her lips.
“Let them see. Let them all see.”
She spoke a forgotten word and the broom kicked beneath her. Then she was soaring, a burning comet in the desert sky.



INTERLUDE
The interrogator stared across the stainless-steel table at Carolyn. His pencil rapped against his legal pad. He’d been taking fervent notes, scribbling line after line, folding pages back as he worked. She couldn’t read what he’d written from where she was sitting, but she saw that his last note ended in a pair of scrawled question marks.
Carolyn reached with her cuffed hands and picked up her glass. The tepid half-inch of water swirled at the bottom as she lifted it. Then she set it back down without taking a sip.
“And there,” she said, “ends the second part of Nessa’s journey to the end of all worlds.”
The interrogator gave her a bemused look.
“Really? That’s where you’d end it? With all hope lost? Perhaps you’re more like us than I thought.”
“You don’t get it,” Carolyn said. “This is a trilogy, and trilogies have rules. The second part always has to end in the heroines’ darkest hour. Didn’t you see The Empire Strikes Back?”
He squinted at her. “Which empire?”
“Never mind. The point is, it’s always darkest before the dawn.”
“There is no dawn,” he told her.
“How do you know?”
He took in the pea-soup walls with a lazy sweep of his hand.
“You’re here, aren’t you? You said it yourself: this is your last story. And you die at the end.”
“True.” Carolyn stared across the table at him. “I do hope you’re paying close attention. I’m giving you all the clues.”
“Clues?”
Her hands rested on her lap. “Like I told you back when we began, I try to play fair with my readers. And on that note, before we continue, I think you owe me something.”
“Another glass of water?”
“No,” she said. “A bigger audience for the grand finale. I want to meet the King of Rust.”
He tried to stare her down. She held his gaze in steely silence. He nodded slowly, deliberating.
“As you wish,” he said.
The metal door behind Carolyn’s chair rattled as the lock turned. Then it slowly groaned wide.



FIFTY-THREE
Hedy cleared some space for herself in one of the domes on the shore. A stretch of table, her satchel, her notebook. Normally she would have been in paradise; Ezra’s technicians had left a treasure drove of devices, gadgets, measuring tools, so many new things to study and understand.
It all felt pointless now.
Marie was dead, and Nessa was dying. They’d come back into her life just long enough to save it. And she couldn’t do the same for either of them.
She rummaged in the supply crates and found a cache of plastic water bottles. She uncapped four of them, stood them in a tight square, and balanced a fifth on their open nozzles. Returning to her studies felt like the most useless thing she could do right now—but it was the only thing she could do. A retreat into repetition. She was ninety percent numb, and diving into the numbers lining her notebook felt like it might take her the rest of the way.
She slapped her tuning fork against one of the plastic bottles. She stared at it and set it down. Useless. She slumped back in her chair.
A thin vial poked from the edge of her open satchel, with a few drops of scarlet inside. The last of Marie’s blood, from the samples she’d taken back on her own world. Hedy shrugged. She uncorked it, then poured it into the bottle at the top of her makeshift pyramid. The blood hit the water and billowed, turning it to cherry-red ink.
Her tuning fork rattled.
Hedy sat bolt upright, perched on the edge of her chair. The fork began to hum, ringing out on its own, striking an invisible chord. The plastic bottle responded, shivering—and then it burst. It exploded like a water balloon with a gunshot bang. Drenched, wide-eyed, Hedy kicked her chair back and ripped open the tent flap, running out into the night. She could barely find her breath, and she let it out in a single shout.
“She’s alive!” she bellowed. “Marie is alive!”
Her coven flocked around her. She grabbed Gazelle’s arm and yanked her close.
“Where’s Nessa?”
Gazelle shook her head. “She’s gone. She just left without telling anyone—”
“Find her. Take a hunting party, catch up with her, and stop her before she does anything rash. The rest of you are with me.”
Hedy flung her hand upward, pointing to the stars above.
“Marie is out there, somewhere. We’re going to bring her home.”
*     *     *
Marie woke up to find herself staring at a blurry brick wall through the cracked and half-melted slab of her helmet’s faceplate. Everything hurt. She groaned, and the suit groaned with her, servos whining and fighting against her as she fumbled for the armor’s emergency-release catch.
Buckles snapped as the suit—ravaged, padding shredded, half of its cables dangling loose and torn—opened piece by piece. Marie stepped out onto cracked pavement, then nearly fell as her knees buckled beneath her. She steadied herself with her palms against the rough brick wall until she could walk again.
Her eyes adjusted to the dark as she took stock of her surroundings. She was in an alley. No stars in the sky, just the constant electric glow of a city by night. The air smelled like cooked onions. Warm, humid enough to draw a trickle of sweat down the back of her spine. Somewhere in the tropics? She looked left and right, picked a random direction, and started walking.
Up ahead, a newspaper blanket rustled over the huddled shape of a man. He sat with his back to the wall and a hip bottle of whiskey in his hand, clutching it to his filthy shirt like a life preserver. Marie edged close, uncertain, and cleared her throat.
“Excuse me,” she said. “This is a weird question, but can you tell me what city I’m in?”
He chortled and tossed back a swig from the bottle. The bristle around his lips glistened.
“You kiddin’ me? It’s Miami, chica. How can you not know—”
He froze as he looked up at her. His eyes went wide.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
The bottle fell from his fingers and smashed on the broken concrete. He scrambled back on his hands, shaking his head wildly. Then he turned, got to his feet, and bolted like hell was on his heels. Marie watched him slip around a corner and vanish.
She crouched over the fallen newspaper, squinting in the dark as she read the headline.
“Miami Herald,” she murmured aloud, “June 16, 2038.”
The headline blared Victory in War with Eurasia ‘A Certainty’ before Winter Solstice.
Engines rumbled in the sky and harsh white light blazed down. Marie pressed herself against the brick wall as the spotlight swept past her, up the alley, and out onto the streets beyond. A zeppelin carved through the night sky, its hull painted black with swirls of venomous green. She held her breath until it was gone.
Then she eased along the alley and poked her head out. And looked up. And up. Miami was a forest of concrete and blazing purple neon, studded with mammoth skyscrapers. Bridges and tunnels created a spiderweb fifty floors above the street, a second network of roads suspended in the air. And in the distance, more zeppelins floated on a vigilant watch, their floodlights painting glowing white shafts across the night sky.
The street was empty. No pedestrians, no traffic on the road. Too empty for any city this size, any hour of the night.
Marie walked along a sidewalk lined with palmetto trees, their fronds swaying in a hot night wind. She was drawn like a sleepwalker toward a small park on the corner. A trio of bronze statues, larger than life, posed victorious upon raised plinths. Marie stood before them and an electrical chill rippled down her spine.
Two of the statues were hard-edged figures in insect-like metal carapaces, keeping a stern watch with bulbous, organic rifles in their arms. The third, leading them, didn’t wear a helmet. Long curls spilled over the shoulders of her powered armor.
The hair wasn’t Marie’s. Neither was the jagged scar carefully sculpted along one cheek. Every other detail was so close she could have been looking into a mirror.
“Oh no,” she whispered. “What did I do?”
The inscription on the plinth was stark, in bold block letters.

Even in Death, She Watches Over You.


Even in Death, She Watches You.


OBEY.

Marie backed away as a loudspeaker on the corner squawked to life.
“Citywide curfew is now in effect,” announced a recorded voice over a crackle of static. “Anyone found outside their designated habitation block is subject to arrest. Your cooperation is mandatory.”
Marie turned on her heel and ran, alone, with no direction and no map for this strange new world. Deeper into the urban sprawl, and deeper into the dark.



AFTERWORD
I feel guilty about closing the door at this point in the story, but like the lady said, trilogies have rules. If it’s any consolation, you won’t be waiting forever for the conclusion; I decided early on that I needed to write books two and three back-to-back. The finale, Bring the Fire, is well underway as I write these words. Trilogies are scary things to write, and I won’t deny that “what if you botch the ending and screw the whole thing up?” is a constant voice in the back of my mind.
But that’s my problem, and I’m going to do everything in my power to craft a real barn-burner of a climax for you. And thankfully, I won’t be doing it alone. Special thanks to my ever-patient editor, Kira Rubenthaler; my ace cover designer, James T. Egan; my stunning audiobook narrator, Susannah Jones; and my steadfast assistant, Morgan Faid. And thanks to the great staff at the Hotel LeVeque, who helped me with research and the logistics of my own real-life journey as I moved cross-country while writing this book.
Want to know what’s coming next? Head over to http://www.craigschaeferbooks.com/mailing-list/ and hop onto my mailing list. Once-a-month newsletters, zero spam. Want to reach out? You can find me on Facebook at http://www.facebook.com/CraigSchaeferBooks, on Twitter as @craig_schaefer, or just drop me an email at craig@craigschaeferbooks.com.
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